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2014 All-America City Award Application

Deadlines: 

September 2013-February 2014: Monthly conference calls
November 15, 2013: Submit Letter of Intent to Apply (Save $100 on your application fee when you submit a Letter of Intent to Apply by November 15, 2013!)
March 18, 2014: Submit Application
April 2014: Finalists Announced. Finalist community delegations will be invited to Denver to present.  
June 2014: Peer-Learning Workshops & Awards Presentation/Competition in Denver, Colorado

Application Guidelines:

The All-America City Award (with a spotlight on Healthy Communities)
The National Civic League invites you to apply for America’s oldest and most recognized community award, now in its 65rd year. 

The All-America City Award recognizes ten communities annually for outstanding civic impact and action planning.  Winning applicants demonstrate innovation, inclusiveness, civic engagement, and cross sector collaboration by describing successful efforts to address pressing local challenges.  For this year, 2014, NCL is pleased to announce a spotlight on healthy communities. We are marking the 25th anniversary of the beginning of the national healthy communities’ movement; National Civic League has been a long-time leader in building healthy community capacity.  The healthy communities spotlight includes programs that promote walking, biking, moving, anti-obesity, youth and adult programs, healthy eating, play, and health promotion and disease prevention, among others.  Applicants are asked to provide a healthy communities program in the application. 

A youth member of a finalist community is also recognized with the AAC Youth Award. Nominations for this award will be requested after finalists are announced. 
Community Information
Community name and state: __City of Independence, Oregon ___________________________________
Your community is applying as a: 
___ Neighborhood    ____  Village  ___ Town    _X_City     ___ County     ___ Region
If applying as a region, name participating communities:  ________________________________________
If applying as a neighborhood, name city: _____________________________________________________
Has your community applied before?  Yes   No  If Yes, which years:_2007___________________________
Has your community been a Finalist before?  Yes   No  If Yes, which years:__2007_____________________
Has your community been an All-America City before? Yes    No  If Yes, which years:__________________
Contact Information
All-America City Award contact (primary contact person available throughout competition & follow-up):
Name: _Shawn Irvine______________________      Title (if any):__Economic Development Director _______


Organization/Government/Other: __City of Independence____________________________________________	

Address: _PO Box 7______________________      City, State, Zip__Independence, OR 97351_____________


Phone (business/day): _(503) 838-1212_________       Mobile Phone___________________________________


E-mail Address(es): __sirvine@ci.independence.or.us______________________________________________	


The applying community will receive a complimentary membership (or membership renewal if an AAC application was submitted last year) to the National Civic League for one year. To whom should this membership be directed?

Name____Shawn Irvine______________________________________________________________

Address__PO Box 7_________________________________________________________________ 

City, State & Zip Code ___Independence, OR 97351_______________________________________

Phone Number __(503) 838-1212________________________ Fax __(503) 606-3282 _____________

Email  ___sirvine@ci.independence.or.us__________________________________________________

If we are designated an All-America City, we agree to follow NCL’s rules regarding use of the All‑America City Award logo, a registered trademark of the National Civic League. 

Signature: _____________________________________________ Date: ____3/18/14_______________	

Name: _____Shawn Irvine_______________________ Title: Economic Development Director___________
Community Statistics and Map
Note: Use the most up-to-date statistics possible for your neighborhood, town, city, county, or region (source suggestions: U.S. Census Bureau, State Department of Economic Security, State Department of Finance, Department of Public Health, and local school statistics).  

POPULATION (in year 2010 or most recent):    8,590 (2010)   8,650 (2012)      
Source/Date: US Census  / 2012 (http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/41/4136150.html)

POPULATION PERCENTAGE CHANGE 2000-2010 (indicate + or -):    42.35 +   %
Source/Date:  (US Census 2000: 6,035; US Census 2010: 8,591)	

RACIAL/ETHNIC POPULATION BREAKDOWN:
White				__59.4 %
Hispanic or Latino (of any race)				__35.3_%
Black or African American				____.4 %
Asian				___1.2_%
American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) 		___1.8_%
Mixed Race				___4.1_%
Other						____.2__%
Source/Date: US Census, 2010 


MEDIAN FAMILY INCOME: $__40,719_________________
Source/Date: US Census (years 2008-2012)	


PERCENTAGE OF FAMILIES BELOW POVERTY LEVEL:      26.6    % 
Source/Date: US Census (years 2008-2012)	


UNEMPLOYMENT RATE: ___7.3%  / Seasonally adjusted = 6.7% (Polk County)______%
Source/Date: Oregon Employment Department January 2014.	


POPULATION BREAKDOWN BY AGE GROUP (percentages, if available):
19 years old and under	_33.7 _%
20-24	_10.7__%
25-44	_27.3__%
45-64	_19.5__%
65 and over	__8.7 _%
Source/Date: US Census 2010 (http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk)

PERCENTAGE OF HOME OWNERSHIP:     61.8       % 
Source/Date: US Census (years 2008-2012)


WORKFORCE DISTRIBUTION -- Name the three largest employment sectors (include military services and/or installations, if any) in your community and provide the percentage of total employed in each: 
        Educational Services                                                                                               	___31.3___%
____Retail____________________________________________________________	___15.9___%
        Manufacturing                                                                                                            ____8.1___%
Source/Date: Census.gov – American Factfinder  2010 (Monmouth Independence Urban Cluster)	


MAP -- Please attach a state map (8.5” x 11”) with your community clearly marked.

ALL-AMERICA CITY AWARDS CRITERIA

Civic Engagement and Collaboration: comprehensive citizen/resident engagement in decision-making and action planning, cross-sector collaboration (business, local government, nonprofits, military, etc.) and regional collaboration. 

 Inclusiveness and Diversity: recognition and involvement of diverse segments and perspectives (ethnic, racial, socio-economic, age, sexual orientation, gender expression, people with disabilities, and others) in community decision-making.

Innovation: creative use and leveraging of community resources.

Impact: demonstrable significant and measurable achievements in the past 5 years (for example: dollars raised, jobs created or lives impacted), particularly in projects that address the community’s greatest challenges. 

Resources Available to You
As you fill out this application, it may be helpful to consult the following publications:  
1. For questions to help evaluate your civic infrastructure--NCL’s Civic Index.  Ask for a free copy! AAC@ncl.org
2. To help identify associations and their impact in your community--New Community Tools for Improving Child Health: A Pediatrician’s Guide to Local Associations. (Provided by permission of co-author John McKnight)  http://www.abcdinstitute.org/docs/Pediatricians.pdf
3. For an asset-based framework--Discovering Community Power: A Guide to Mobilizing Local Assets and Your Organization’s Capacity. (Provided by permission of co-author John McKnight) http://www.sesp.northwestern.edu/images/kelloggabcd.pdf

PART I: TELL YOUR COMMUNITY’S STORY
Section A: Tell us your community’s story.  Focus on the last ten years of your community’s progress and development.  Utilizing the awards criteria (above) describe how your community addresses its pressing challenges and plans for its future.  How are citizens/residents involved in planning and implementation? Provide examples of cross sector collaboration among the neighborhoods, government, businesses, and nonprofit organizations engaged in these efforts.  How is the community illustrating diversity and inclusiveness? What is your community’s vision?  Include real examples of how your community has demonstrated its strengths, innovations, and faced its challenges. Don’t forget to tell us about the people in your community. (2,000 word maximum)  
Background:
The City of Independence is a rural municipality located in Polk County, Oregon on the banks of the Willamette River.  Founded in 1845, Independence (named after Independence, Missouri) was the end of the Oregon Trail.  A solidly blue-collar community, Independence suffered through the fall of the agriculture industry in the 80’s and 90’s and residents began to worry about the community’s direction.  

In 1996, the community had finally had enough and undertook a yearlong visioning and action planning process to get the city back on a positive track.  Hundreds of people participated in a variety of surveys and meetings.  The consensus was that small communities live and die with their downtowns, so the first step was to revitalize Independence’s historic downtown.  

A downtown development plan was created in 1997 with significant public input and everyone got to work.  By giving the public a voice and allowing them to help chart a path for the community, the revitalization of downtown Independence became a “community” project instead of a “City” project.  This was vitally important to the success of all the projects that were to come.  The city started small and used the initial successes to leverage public support and undertake progressively larger projects.

Our Solutions:  Community Engagement, Partnerships, and Innovation 
Community Engagement:  Everything starts with the City’s community engagement efforts.  After the massive public input that went into the 1996 planning process, the City carried that momentum forward by creating public design committees and task forces to support important infrastructure projects.  A new Main Street streetscape, amphitheater and library were all guided by public committees.

The advisory committees became champions and advocates for their projects.  Members worked to smooth ruffled feathers, publicize the projects, and keep the community focused on the vision of what was being created.  The committees also helped raise funds for the project, securing grants, donations, and seeking out partnerships to get the work done.  In the case of the library task force, the group’s 30 members helped pass a $500,000 bond measure to fund construction, raised $71,000 in local donations and an additional $1.2 million from state, federal and private grants. The library task force now operates as the non-profit Friends of the Independence Library and raises over $10,000 annually to support library operations.

The community was so invigorated with the implementation of the 1996 downtown development plan that by the mid-2000’s most of the plan’s tasks had been accomplished.  In 2008, the City undertook the Vision 2020 action planning process to identify new goals, tasks, and to broaden the vision beyond just the downtown. As with the 1996 plan, there was significant public involvement, with over 1,000 people (more than 10% of our population!) participating in surveys, meetings and planning sessions.  The new planning process reinvigorated and reaffirmed the public’s interest in community issues and created a new list of projects.  

The city has continued to use public advisory groups to guide many of its major projects, including selecting a site for a new city hall and master planning a 50 acre ballfield complex.  Citizen groups have also planned, designed, and built two playgrounds, a dog park, a 5k running trail and a variety of other public assets.  

In 2007, seeking to further empower and engage their citizens, the Cities of Independence and Monmouth partnered with the Ford Family Foundation to bring the Ford Institute for Leadership Development to the community.  In the program’s five year run, three cohorts of 30 community members learned about catalytic leadership, asset mapping, group development and other key topics.  At the end of the program, each cohort sought to build something that encouraged people to walk, bike, and get out into their community – a covered rest shelter on an Independence bike path, murals and beautification to encourage more people to visit the downtowns, and decorative bike racks to encourage more people to ride their bikes in the community.  In addition to the three leadership cohorts, the Ford Institute delivered programs on creating effective organizations, and community partnerships.  Graduates from the Ford Leadership Program now populate many of the highest performing community organizations, and they are also at the heart of most community projects completed since 2007.

Partnerships:  In the late 1990’s, residents of Independence and neighboring Monmouth were concerned that the internet revolution would pass them by due to the lack of service in the communities.  City officials approached the incumbent providers and were told that high speed internet service was twenty years away in their area.  Rather than accept this reality, the two communities worked together and built MINET, a high-speed fiber to the home telecommunications system that rivals anything Google is doing in Kansas City.  

When it went live in 2006, MINET offered up to a gigabit per second of internet connectivity to every home and business in the two communities.  This is as much as 20 times faster than a typical residential connection.  While Independence is too rural to become the next tech hub of America, this technology did allow residents to keep up with the digital revolution.  Over half of residents and over 90% of local businesses have signed up for MINET service, and it is a significant selling point for the city’s recruitment efforts.  

MINET has opened up a host of additional opportunities which are only starting to be explored.  Independence has been talking with Western Oregon University (WOU) in neighboring Monmouth about incorporating coursework on telemedicine, data center management, crime analytics, and other broadband dependent careers.  Central School District, which serves both Independence and Monmouth, is working with the State Department of Education to become a pilot site for many of the Department’s tech-related educational mandates.

While MINET is a truly incredible partnership with a far-reaching impact, Independence has engaged in a variety of other, more focused, partnerships which nonetheless have demonstrated a significant impact on the community.  

When the recession hit in 2008, Independence partnered with MERIT, a microenterprise assistance organization that focuses on low income and minority populations, to offer “small business 101” classes.  The MERIT class ran participants through all the steps necessary to develop a viable business plan, and after five years it has graduated 126 participants, about 60 of whom went on to found businesses. Eleven of those businesses have storefronts in Independence and Monmouth.  

Even the participants who chose not to start a business can be considered successes because it is better to make the decision before putting a lot of time and money into the effort.  Of the 60 plus businesses spun out of the MERIT program, at least 32 are in business today, 29 of which have survived at least two years, which is considered the most critical time in a startup business’ life.  While these are each small, even micro businesses, they employ about 40 people combined, which is a significant contribution to the local economy.

When it comes to building new parks and ballfields, there are many great examples of partnerships, but none quite as unique as the partners that Independence has developed.  Starting in 2003 with the Independence Amphitheater, the Oregon National Guard has helped the City complete three parks projects including a soccer field, and a 50 acre ballfield complex. 

While the National Guard contributed the overwhelming majority of resources to these projects, the City still had to expend a large amount of staff time coordinating, developing plans, surveying, and generally managing the project. This was the essence of a true partnership, both sides contributed to the project, and both sides were able to get what they needed a way that benefitted the other.  

In 2007, the city was trying to find an affordable way to build the first phase of its Ash Creek Bicycle and Pedestrian Trail.  Polk HALO (Help Achieving Lifelong Objectives), a local Youth Workforce Development organization happened to call to see if the City had any construction projects they needed done. Working with Polk HALO, the city built the first stretch of the trail using local youth who wanted to learn construction skills.  When all ten of the youth participants – officially designated as “low income youth with barriers to education or employment” – found jobs or entered secondary education after the program, the City and Polk HALO started looking for ways to make the construction program more sustainable. 

In 2009, with funding from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), Polk HALO and the City worked with over 100 youth and a variety of local organizations to build picnic shelters, repair sidewalks, restore wetlands, grade ballfields, and complete other important community projects.  Three months after this summer-long program ended, over 75% of the youth had found sustained employment or gone on to secondary education.  

In 2013 the program was revived again as the Youth Learn and Construct program.  Funded by a Workforce Investment Act grant, the program featured three new partners, Job Growers – the local Workforce Investment Board which funded the project – Habitat for Humanity, and the Salem Economic Development Corporation whose Construction Alliance provided certification for the youth who completed the program, ensuring them an interview at any alliance member who was hiring.  The 2013 program grew to encompass an entire year, with three groups of 12 youth each completing a four month stretch of construction projects, educational site tours, and mentoring.  Within one month of completing the program, 71% of these youth “with barriers to education and employment” had found employment.  The program was so successful that Job Growers funded it again in 2014, with the United Way jumping on board as the sixth partner, and they are working to expand the model throughout their three county region.

Innovation fosters innovation:  The best part about community engagement and forming partnerships is watching what comes after; what individuals and organizations do on their own initiative because they are excited about what is happening in the community.  What started as a simple trail construction partnership developed into a national model for youth workforce development.  When the City rebuilt its downtown streetscape, artists from the local gallery volunteered to paint unique banners to hang from the historic streetlights.  Business owners looked at their buildings, realized they didn’t look very attractive, and used their own funds paired with city façade grants to renovate their storefronts and bring them back to their original look.  The downtown association undertook the task of purchasing and maintaining flower baskets for the streetlights, and members began collaborating to create new events that brought people downtown.  Construction of the Riverview Amphitheater created the opportunity for a host of new events and festivals, and it was the catalyst for development of a mile-long recreational greenway along the Willamette River.  

In 2005, Main Street was deserted after 5 pm.  Today, people are talking about a “parking problem” downtown.  The enhancements downtown have also helped land larger businesses.  Medallion Cabinetry relocated to Independence in 2001, bringing 400 jobs, in part because they liked the energy and innovation that was happening downtown.  In 2007, the Boise Cascade mill closed and 25 people lost their jobs.  Almost immediately the property was purchased by two companies who wanted to expand operations to Independence because they could tell it was a place that makes things happen.  While the economy put the new Alder mill on hold, the cargo trailer company made its move and employs over 120 people today.  

The Great Recession impacted a lot of communities in a myriad of ways.  Independence, like many cities, faced a difficult financial future.  After cutting nearly 30% of the City’s workforce between 2010 and 2011, the City faced the prospect of cutting an additional 30% in 2013 if it couldn’t pass a bond measure to increase property taxes.  Raising taxes during a recession is a very difficult thing to ask, but the bond passed with a 55% “yes” vote because of the goodwill generated from its public engagement efforts the last two decades.  The public literally “bought in” to the city’s revitalization


PART II:  DESCRIBE THREE COMMUNITY-DRIVEN PROJECTS
Describe your three best projects that have resulted in significant local impact and action planning within the past five years.  Past All-America City Award applicants have highlighted projects to increase third grade reading success for at-risk children, to increase health care for underserved populations, to create new businesses and jobs, to revitalize downtown, to engage youth in identifying and planning services and facilities, to promote cross sector collaborative centers, to increase fiscal sustainability, to develop emergency disaster plans, to recover from a natural disaster, and more.  For 2013, NCL invites all applicants to include at least one project in their application that spotlights innovative approaches to promote healthy communities (examples include healthy eating, anti-obesity efforts, walkable cities, healthy living, and play, among others). Be sure to tell us how each of these projects promote civic engagement, collaboration, inclusiveness, innovation, and impact. See criteria above and consult NCL’s Civic Index – available at no cost to applicants.  Request it @ aac@ncl.org.

PROJECT ONE :  Willamette River Greenway Development
Provide the project name and a description of its qualitative and quantitative impacts in the past five years.   (2,000 word maximum)   Tell us the challenge being addressed, actions taken, and the impact/outcomes of this project on your community’s residents. 

When the citizens of Independence took a hard look at their community in 1996, they identified the river and the historic downtown as the community’s two key assets to build off of.  At the time, the local, economy was suffering and people felt that revitalizing the downtown, which happens to be on the Willamette River, would bring new energy to the entire community.  

The Willamette is one of the great rivers of the west, the primary trade route in Oregon until the advent of rail and roads.  The river still holds a special place in Oregonian’s minds, as much now for the natural beauty as for the history.  Independence is fortunate to own almost two miles of Willamette River frontage, with the downtown squarely planted in the middle.  Even as early as 1996, the community recognized that a downtown commercial district located next to such an amenity had much to offer.  

The “dream” project in 1996 was construction of an amphitheater in the downtown Riverview Park.  This 20 acre park had a natural bowl shape and included a block of frontage onto Main Street.  Residents envisioned the festivals, events and family traditions that would be born out of a first-class performing arts space in this park.  Business owners envisioned the customers that would be drawn to the area.  

Nine years and almost two million dollars later, the Riverview Park amphitheater was a reality, and while reality generally doesn’t live up to the dream, the amphitheater exceeded everyone’s expectations.  When the city was working to begin construction, a significant amount of earth moving was required.  Rather than pay for a contractor, the City called in the National Guard.  Oregon’s engineering battalions regularly do service projects in order to better train their forces.  This project was big enough that it required approval from Washington DC.  With local residents and community groups advocating for the project, funding was secured and the Guard moved 16,000 cubic yards of fill across a creek (on a temporary bridge that they built) to form the foundation of the Riverview Park Amphitheater. 
   
Once completed, the City’s annual events immediately grew into their beautiful new home.  Independence Days during the 4th of July swelled to 20,000 people, and the Hop and Heritage Festival – created after the streetscape renovation only 4 years before – surpassed 5,000 attendees.  In 2006, the City began organizing free Thursday night movies and Friday night concerts in the amphitheater during July and August, which grew steadily in popularity.  The 2013 series averaged over 900 people for movie nights and over 800 people – with a high of 2,000 – for concerts.  New events were born or expanded to fit the location, like the Lion’s Club Cruise In (now in its third year), Relay for Life and 24 Hour Relay.  But the true benefit of the amphitheater was the opportunity it created for additional greenway development.

The 1996 Parks and Open Space Master Plan laid out a plan for a mile worth of greenway development running north from Riverview Park.  At the northern end of that greenway was a property identified for future ballfield development.   Much of the 66 acre parcel was floodplain, which is bad for development but perfect for ballfields.  

In 2009, the City signed an agreement with the property owners to utilize the floodplain portion of the property as ballfields in exchange for expanding an upper terrace which the owners could use for a residential development.  Using contacts previously established with the Oregon National Guard during the amphitheater construction, the City was able to have the Guard rough grade the entire site and build a 1,700 foot long retaining wall.  While the economic recession set back efforts to complete the ballfields, the foundation was laid.  But what to do about the land in between the ballfields and Riverview Park?

Community members had envisioned a network of bicycle and pedestrian trails running north and south along the Willamette River as well as West along Ash Creek, all originating at the Riverview Park Amphitheater.  In 2009, the City used AARA funds to build a bridge across Ash Creek from the Amphitheater.  This bridge provided the immediate benefit of creating access to the field north of the creek which had been developed as a soccer field in 2007 by the Oregon National Guard.  The bridge access also allowed the field to be used as a fundraiser parking lot during community events in the amphitheater.

In 2012, a group of cross country runners approached the city about creating a soft-surface jogging trail running north from the bridge along city property.  Seeing an opportunity to begin development of the trail network envisioned by the community, the City agreed.  In one summer this group of runners built a 5 kilometer loop that ran all the way to the large ballfield complex and featured almost a mile of intact riparian scenery.  They got a local tree care company to donate truckloads of wood chips to surface the trail and spent weekends grubbing out routes and limbing trees to make the trail passable.  

When the Willamette River Trail was completed, the group celebrated by holding a 5k “fun run” during the 2012 Hop and Heritage Festival.  Over 100 people participated in the run, which was a fundraiser for the ongoing maintenance of the new trail.  In 2013, the high school and Western Oregon University cross country teams practiced on the trails almost daily, and many residents of the region discovered the pleasures of the trails for walking and bird watching.  At the 2nd annual “fun run” almost 130 people turned out in a driving rainstorm to show their appreciation for the trail crew’s efforts by running what can only be described as a 5 kilometer slog.

At the same time the trail group was forming, a separate but like-minded group was forming around the idea of creating a dog park in Independence.  All parks in Independence, and most of the region, are “dogs on leash only” parks and residents wanted someplace where they could let their dogs run free.  A group of 15 people formed and developed a plan for a property just north of Riverview Park along the Willamette River Trail. The City was in dire financial straits because of the recession and told the group they could only support the project with staff and equipment time.  Undaunted, the group raised over $13,000 in less than a year.  

When it came time to build the park, City workers installed the water pipe and fence posts that ringed the property.  Volunteers then spent several days stringing the fencing, its supports, planting trees, spreading grass seed and generally making the park a home for dogs and their owners.  The Independence Community Dog Park opened to great approval in 2013, and its location on the trail created instant synergy:  Owners would take their dogs to the dog park to run, and then the dogs would take their owners for a walk on the trail.

The Dog Park Commission hasn’t rested on its laurels.  When they created their plan for the new dog park, the commission identified and prioritized a variety of amenities, and so they continue to raise funds for the park.  This year, they have installed a drinking fountain for people and dogs, and will be building a covered shelter with benches in the park working together with the City’s Youth Learn and Construct program.

Smaller projects are also underway in the greenway.  Several residents are currently installing the first seven baskets for what will eventually be an 18 hole disc golf course that cris-crosses the amphitheater and greenway.  The City is also developing a small campground for bicyclists and boaters in Riverview Park.  Independence is on the Willamette Valley Scenic Bikeway and the Willamette River Water Trail, but there is nowhere in the area for those users to camp.  The campground will be a recreational amenity for bikers and boaters, and an economic boon for the downtown with campers eating and drinking in downtown restaurants and bars. 

The payoff for this greenway development can be seen downtown with the large numbers of people out and about.  Parking is scarce downtown after 5 pm, and one can usually find a dozen or more people at the dog park on any given day.  Even in poor weather, residents are walking or jogging on the Willamette River Trail, getting their exercise and enjoying what feels like a wilderness experience only a few blocks from their home.  

The Riverview Park Amphitheater has become the gathering place for the community and is frequently called Independence’s “living room”.  Whether meeting for an event or just reading in the shade while the kids play at the playground, the amphitheater is where people go to meet up.  Families talk about new traditions watching the movies and concerts in the park.  Local businesses sponsor the cost of those events, over $13,000 annually, because they want to support local events and demonstrate their commitment to the public. The Willamette River Greenway has captured the imagination of Independence’s residents and, more importantly, gotten them moving.

Provide the name of the primary contact for the project. Name & title, organization, address, telephone, and e-mail address. Michael Danko, Community Development Director, City of Independence, P.O. Box 7, Independence, OR 97351  503-837-1190 mdanko@ci.independence.or.us

PROJECT TWO : Central School District Healthy Meals
Provide the project name and a description of its qualitative and quantitative impacts in the past five years.   (2,000 word maximum)   Tell us the challenge being addressed, actions taken, and the impact/outcomes of this project on your community’s residents. 

 Independence shares a school district with the neighboring City of Monmouth.  The district was already innovative, partnering with Western Oregon University to bring student teachers into classrooms, and mentors into school libraries.  The district also started TEAM Time, a 10 minute warm up that starts the day at each elementary school.  Kids in this program stretch, dance, and generally move their bodies to get ready for the day.  Studies have shown that a brief period of physical activity first thing in the morning helps kids focus throughout the day.  Parents frequently join in the fun and it has been recognized by Disney and other national education groups as a model for other schools to follow.

In 2007, the School Board decided it needed to rework its meal program and attempt to provide not just more food but more nutritious meals.  Over 60% of the students in Central School District are part of the Free or Reduced Lunch Program, but the district’s meal program was a money loser that provided only the most basic foods in the most affordable fashion possible. The District hired Mike Vetter to turn the program around, and results were fast in coming.  

By utilizing group purchasing agreements with other schools, planning meals around the amount that could be reimbursed by the federal government, and pinching pennies, Vetter took a program that was losing $75,000 per year to one that sits on a $200,000 surplus.  These changes occurred during the heart of the recession, when government cutbacks and teacher layoffs were the norm.  If the program had still been losing money, a broken oven or a replacement refrigerator could have meant the equivalent of a teacher’s salary coming out of the District general fund.  Now the program has a financial cushion to support itself during times when district finances have to be focused elsewhere. 

While the District was able to turn around their meal program’s finances, it wasn’t at the expense of quantity or nutrition.  After seeing how much ranch dressing kids were using, Vetter pulled it from the menu and replaced it with low calorie alternatives.  He also works directly with farmers whenever he can to source fruits and vegetables locally.  His pizza is made up the road in Gladstone, veggies come from a variety of farmers in the area, and during the fall kids get apples and pears from an orchard that they can practically see from the windows of the school.  Purchasing direct from farmers is a challenge, schools have pricing restrictions that they must meet and the farmers must be able to deliver on time and in quantity, but it has been worth the trouble to get kids eating more variety and more locally.

In addition to enhancing the nutrition of school meals, Vetter expanded the amount of food served.  Previously the schools served breakfast, lunch and an afternoon snack.  Given the high incidence of poverty in the community, the District chose to expand the snack to a “super snack”.  Where kids used to get milk and a cookie or piece of fruit, they now received milk, fruit, a vegetable and an entree.  This super snack is served at every school in the district including the high school at 3:30 pm, allowing kids who might not get supper to go home with a full stomach, making it easier for them to focus on homework and studies once they get home.  The super snack also receives a larger reimbursement from the federal government than the normal snack, making the entire meal program more sustainable.

Vetter’s success with the meal program in Central School District has led him to expand his effort to other districts.  He also runs the meal program for Fall City School District, an isolated and poverty-stricken community about 40 minutes west of Independence, and Vetter is in talks with the Dallas School District to take over their program as well.  Dallas has a population similar to that of Independence and Monmouth combined.  These expansions would create significantly more purchasing power for the meal program, allowing Vetter to expand offerings and choices even more.

While better nutrition and more food in a financially sustainable program is good, school can be the only time many children in Independence get a solid meal.  What happens during the summer or winter breaks, when school is not open?  In 2008, the Central School District started a program which appears to be unique in the State.  During summer vacation, any child age 0-18 can show up at the school Monday through Friday and get lunch.  

The program started small, with just one site serving about 30-40 meals per day, but it quickly grew.  Just one year later every school in the district was serving lunch during the summer.  Partner organizations started to appear.  Rather than make the kids go to school for lunch, the managers of low income housing developments in the area would pick up “to go” lunches at the school and serve them to their residents.  Colonia Amistad, a farmworker housing development in Independence, partnered with volunteers from Marion Polk Food Share, a hunger relief organization, to become an additional location where food was cooked and served to any kids who showed up.  

Parents are also allowed to eat at no cost – they just have to help with cleaning, serving and other tasks during the meal.  The lunches have become a social event for many in the community.  Stay at home moms bring their kids, the kids play and eat while the parents work and chat.  It’s a happening.  

Not content with limiting the lunch program to Summer vacation, the District expanded it to include Winter vacation and Spring break too.  Recognizing that kids need more than one solid meal per day, the district further expanded the program in 2012 to include a free breakfast at each location five days a week.  The breakfast and lunch programs are funded through the USDA Child Adult Care Food Program, and while price restrictions prevent Vetter from incorporating as much fresh, local food as he would like, the USDA is flexible enough to still allow him to incorporate a substantial portion of healthy, local food in each meal.

As any parent knows, you can lead a child to the table but you can’t make them eat their vegetables.  The district and Vetter work hard to treat the children as customers during every meal served throughout the year.  Vetter is always on hand at one location or another thanking the kids for coming, asking what they like and don’t like, talking up special foods, and generally making them feel like their opinions matter.  He also works to plan meals around school nutritional curriculums.  For example, when Independence Elementary did a series of classes on vegetables, the school cafeteria offered an extensive salad bar featuring all the veggies they learned about and many they didn’t.  The kids get excited and curious, Vetter’s food gets eaten and everyone goes home happy.

In total, the after school super snack served almost 23,000 meals in 2013.  The vacation meal program served almost 14,000 meals.  After surging upward early in the recession, both of those numbers are down from a peak in 2011.  While the meal program’s strong participation indicates that poverty and hunger are still problems in Independence and Monmouth, we hope that their decline is an indication that things are getting better as the economy improves.
  
The Central School District is too small to fund the kind of studies that could correlate the meal program with low income student achievement. Regardless, national studies have shown that kids are better able to focus and learn when they have a full stomach.  At a time when one child in seven is obese and one in three is overweight, it is a pleasure to support a program that helps kids learn, while eating better at the same time.



Provide name of the primary contact for the project. Name & title, organization, address, telephone, and e-mail address. (This person may be contacted to verify information.)
Michael Vetter, Food Service Program Coordinator, Central School District,750 Fifth Street, Independence, OR 97351, 503-606-2348 mvetter@central.k12.or.us

PROJECT THREE : Active Living Building Parks
Provide the project name and a description of its qualitative and quantitative impacts in the past five years.   (2,000 word maximum)   Tell us the challenge being addressed, actions taken, and the impact/outcomes of this project on your community’s residents. 

 A community’s parks system could be considered analogous to one of the major organs of the body.  Perhaps not the heart, as a city’s economic sector fills that role, but likely the lungs.  Recreation is inherently active - walking, running, playing, or gardening, all require physical exertion.  Independence has taken active living to the next level, working with neighbors and community groups to identify, plan and implement needed parks improvements – in many cases with citizens actually doing the work of building the park amenity.  

When the city undertook its Parks and Open Space Master Plan in 1996, every park was identified as needing upgrades.  While the City was able to add amenities to some of the larger parks, it relied on creative partnerships with citizens to stretch City funding and impact many more parks than otherwise would have been possible.

In 2006, a resident approached the City about purchasing a playground for Pfaff Park.  The man had been a friend of the park’s namesake and said he would raise $10,000 for the playground if the City would match it.  Not wanting to pass up an opportunity to get the community involved in a project the City agreed.  

Over the course of a year, the resident raised over $15,000 for the playground, but the most interesting thing he uncovered was the idea of a “community build.”  Certain playground manufacturers allow citizens to install their playground equipment under the supervision of an experienced installer.  The City understood that this not only would save about $5,000 in installation cost, but it would get the community engaged and “bought into” the playground.  

Working with the Parks Commission and park neighbors, the City identified a design and scheduled a date for the construction.  When the time came to build the playground, there was an overwhelming response from the community.  Fifty people turned out for the first day of work, including neighbors, university students, grandparents, and – in a testament to the bilingual fliers that were distributed – two men and their children who didn’t speak any English but wanted to help build the new playground for their kids.  

With the City coordinating and the local Lion’s Club cooking lunch for everyone, the play structure was built in one day, and twenty five people returned the next day to spread a semi-truckload of wood chip safety surfacing by hand.  In addition to the playground, the City was able to apply for a $10,000 grant which paid for irrigation throughout the entire 2 acre park.  In all, the City was able to complete a $60,000 park upgrade for about $10,000 and the staff time spent coordinating the project.  The playground opened to the thrilled cries of dozens of children and immediately became the most popular park in Independence.

When a group of neighbors approached the City Council in 2011 about making improvements to Pioneer Park, the Council knew exactly what to suggest.  Pioneer Park is the City’s oldest and was platted with the original town in 1845.  While it had a long run as the focal park of the community, its play equipment had deteriorated and its large trees now presided over more shady deals than pleasant family afternoons in the shade.  

While the recession had drastically cut back the City’s finances the City’s insurance company had a $10,000 grant program to repair situations that presented a potential liability to the city.  The Council offered this grant to the neighbors of Pioneer Park to replace the old playground equipment if they could match the funds.  Once again the neighbors were inspired.  They worked with the city to identify a playground that would meet the needs of everyone in the neighborhood, and they started raising money.  After the success with Pfaff Park, the City strongly urged the neighbors to consider a community build model, and they quickly recognized the benefits.  

After raising over $35,000 in under one year, the Pioneer Park neighbors gathered to build their new playground.  Once again, the Lion’s Club cooked lunch, although this time they were joined by the Elk’s Lodge who brought coffee and snacks.  Over the course of two days, the new playground rose from the ground, and at the end the happy cries of children heralded the completion of another gem in Independence’s parks system.  Almost two years later, reports of crime in the park have virtually disappeared and the daytime is filled with children and families playing and interacting.  

While kids are usually considered the primary users of parks, adults in Independence have their own amenities and have demonstrated their willingness to work for them too.  The recession curtailed the City’s ability to fund parks improvements for several years.  Instead of letting the parks lie fallow, residents banded together and built a dog park and a 5k jogging path.  Neither of these projects used any city funds aside from staff time, and both required significant effort, both socially and physically, on the part of the residents.  Both groups have also proven to be sustainable, remaining together after completion of the projects to continue to raise funds and maintain the recreational amenities that they worked so hard to create.

The City has also been able to partner with regional groups to provide recreational amenities for its residents.  In 2012, the Polk County Master Gardeners were searching for a place to have a demonstration garden.  They needed a location where they could have a permanent base from which to teach different gardening techniques and where they could promote their program to the public at large.  Their vision for the demonstration garden was of an attractive, park-like setting that anyone could enjoy, but the other communities in the county hadn’t been able to provide a location that met their needs.  When they approached Independence, City staff realized that the group would be the perfect users to change the fortunes of Mountain Fir Park.  

Located across the South Fork of Ash Creek from the Mountain Fir Lumber Mill, Mountain Fir Park had been the mill’s log yard in decades past and had been deeded to the city in the early 1990’s.  The poor soil and generally industrial look of the area prevented anyone from doing much with the property until 2007, when a church group used its day of service to pull down barbwire fences, build picnic tables on concrete pads, clean up the blackberries, and generally make it a place that was somewhat inviting.  Over the next few years, the local watershed council removed an old mill dam from the creek and completed a riparian enhancement project in the park, the Youth Learn and Construct program built a picnic shelter, and several other volunteer groups held cleanup days in the park.  But Mountain Fir Park always seemed to host more drug deals and vandals than family gatherings.  

As hoped, the Master Gardeners presence changed the perception of Mountain Fir Park.  Looking for 2-3 acres, the Master Gardeners now had almost seven acres to use, and they let their imaginations run with the possibilities.  The City’s only stipulation to their use of the park was that a 10 foot path must be reserved for a future bicycle pedestrian connection to a linear park that would be built in an adjacent subdivision to the south.  This mandated path would become the main path through the park, linking an astonishing variety of gardens.  

Herb gardens, vegetable gardens, roses, native plants, rain gardens, even Xeriscaping (dry gardens) would be represented and linked with a network of smaller paths splitting off and linking back to the main trail.  While the Master Gardeners are only two years in to what they consider a 10 year project, they have made amazing progress.  Almost 1,000 volunteer hours have been donated by more than 30 people, including 40 hours of tractor and other equipment time.  Nurseries and other companies have donated over 2,000 plants and several truckloads of soil.  The City has even been dropping piles of leaves from its annual fall leaf pick-up at the garden site for use as compost.  

The first two acres of the garden are taking shape and already attracting attention from the public.  Several of the park neighbors have told the Master Gardeners that they keep a close eye on the park since they started their work, and citizens are increasingly using the park as a place to walk their dogs and socialize.  As a result, the garden has experienced no vandalism in its two years of existence, and police calls to the park are down significantly.  A subdivision to the south of the park had been stalled for years due to the recession, but it was recently revived with plans to build 25 homes this summer.  The work in Mountain Fir Park is cited frequently as a selling point for new homes in that area.  The improvements in Mountain Fir Park are having an impact beyond the park boundaries.  They are picking up an entire neighborhood which had been neglected for too long.

Individually, each of the preceding stories is an excellent example of civic engagement, public collaboration, and innovation.  Together, they represent the fabric that creates the vibrant tapestry of a successful rural community.  People need gathering places, places to get out, move around, and bump into people.  Parks are an ideal gathering place and typically are the focal points for the surrounding neighborhood.  By revitalizing these parks, and doing it in a way that engaged the community, the city was able to better connect its citizens, inspire them, and create the interactions that tie people closer together in a way that makes communities both safer and more enjoyable to live in.  With the obesity crisis a growing problem in America, parks also represent an important place where people can be active.  Kids need playgrounds to inspire their imaginations, pull their minds away from video games, and get theme moving.  People need dog parks, gardens, and trails to walk, run and inspire them to get off the couch and move around.  Not only did these projects create amenities that facilitate active living in Independence, residents got more actively simply working on these projects.

Provide the name of the primary contact for the project. Name & title, organization, address, telephone, and e-mail address. (This person may be contacted to verify information.)
Shawn Irvine, Economic Development Director, City of Independence, P.O. Box 7, Independence, OR 97351, sirvine@ci.independence.or.us, 503-837-1191


End of Application. Thank you for submitting your All-America City Award Application!

  
Submit the application: 1) by email (aac@ncl.org) or fax (888-314-6053)
by Tuesday, March 18, 2014, 11:59 p.m. PST; and,
2) mail one hard copy with $200(*You only pay $100 application fee if you submit a Letter of Intent to Apply by November 15) application fee to: 
National Civic League, 1889 York Street,  Denver, Colorado 80206.  
National Civic League is the home of the All-America City Award.  

Need additional guidance? Email aac@ncl.org or go to www.allamericacityaward.com
 for announcements of upcoming webinars for prospective applicants 
or call NCL at 303-571-4343.

Timeline:

September 2013-February 2014 – Monthly conference calls with NCL staff and AAC community leaders to learn more about the benefits of AAC and the application process, and share healthy communities best practices.

Letter of Intent to Apply Due:  November 15, 2013  *Save $100 of the application fee if you submit a Letter of Intent to Apply by November 15, 2013. 

Application Due:  Tuesday, March 18, 2014

Finalists Announced: April 2014
Finalist community delegations will be invited to Denver to present.  

Peer-Learning Workshops & Awards Presentation/Competition: June, 2014 
in Denver, Colorado

Fiinalist community delegations will be asked to present their story to a national jury of civic, local government, business, philanthropy, and community experts 
in Denver in June 2014.  Finalists will be named in April 2014. 
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