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Tom Hickok, 9/10/13 
 
This document represents a tremendous amount of work.  In a first read I didn't see any reference 
to establishing an amount of time for each agenda item at a meeting.  I think that respecting 
people's time by starting and finishing on time, and sticking to the agenda items within (as best 
you can) is a key pre-condition of getting good participation.  The norm should be that meetings 
start and end on time. 
 
 
Sarah S. Pearson, 10/10/13 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the What's Next Handbook for Civic Engagement. 
Civic engagement has been part of my career and a passion of mine (examples below). I'm fairly 
active in the Alexandria community and I wish I had known this work was in progress as I would 
have happily volunteered my time to help. 
 
I've reviewed the handbook draft and I have some suggestions and concerns.  
 

• Reduce size by at least 40%! There is considerable repetition that can be edited out. The 
doc is far too long for the casual reader to review.  

• Page 1 -- Cut 4th paragraph and last paragraph. 
• Page 2 -- Great page! This could be the basis for a Prezi (prezi.com/ ) on the handbook. 
• Page 3 -- Cut first sentence of first para. 
• Page 5 -- Repetitive. Cut first sentence of first para. From 4th para, please provide 

examples of "representative groups of residents." 
• Page 7 -- Seems that the following principles of engagement were left behind: voting, 

knowledge of your elected official, knowledge of how city government works and 
Alexandria's public policy process. I'm concerned that these important elements are left 
out of the conversation and while they may not form the basis for your handbook, 
whenever civic engagement is mentioned, these are paramount. 

• The center of the handbook looks nice, but, again, there is a good deal of repetition---
words/sentences could/should be cut. 

• Appendix A-3 -- This reveals another concern for me. I see that in-person meetings were 
all held in the same church. This compromises a sense of diversity and accessibility. 
Yikes. Also, I only see that the poll was featured on one website. Yikes, again. 

 
I realize my comments are critical and I apologize. I only mean to offer suggestions to streamline 
the handbook and facilitate accessibility. Please let me know if I can be of assistance in helping 
your team move the report forward. 
 
 
  
 





 2 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 



 3 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 



 4 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 

 
 
 



 5 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 

 
 
 
 



 6 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 



 7 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 

 
 
 
 



 8 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 



 9 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 



 10 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 



 11 Comments on Alexandria’s Draft Handbook for Civic Engagement - Received Via Email and 
Comment Forms 

 
 
 
See Specific Edits to PDF of Draft Handbook 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://alexandriava.gov/uploadedFiles/special/CivicEngagement/JanetKingPDFMarkup.pdf
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Don Buch, 10/11/13 
 
 
1. I don’t believe many/any of the questions I raised earlier have really been addressed. 
 

1.1. I asked about cost and have had no answer.  I’ve heard wildly varying amounts 
suggested by community members.  Residents are paying for this and I believe are 
entitled to know what it cost.  I’d like to see some breakdown – e.g. consultants, 
printing, staff time, etc.  With respect to staff, was this all volunteer or were 
some/many/all compensated with extra wages, comp time or whatever? 

 
1.2. I asked about attendance and have had no answer.  Some people have implied that there 

was a groundswell of community interest and participation (attendance).  Having 
attended all four sessions, my visual observations would not support that contention.  In 
fact, I know many people who went once or twice and told me they weren’t bothering to 
go again.  I also believe there should be accountability (individually) by senior staff and 
elected officials – who specifically is and is not walking the talk and contributing to this 
effort that so many say they are great supporters of?  And I would not count being 
recognized and leaving shortly thereafter, nor turning up at 8:30, as “attendance”. 

 
1.3. I asked what City processes and procedures have changed and got an explanation of the 

current SUP process with the clear implication that is the appropriate way.  I’m told we 
“need to be responsive to the timeframes of persons wishing to operate businesses in the 
City”.  What about the residents?  Springing totally new issues on us a week before they 
go to Planning Commission for the inevitable approval is not, to me, being responsive to 
the citizens (see below for an illustration).  Certainly there is more than a 7 day lead time 
to developments and establishing new businesses.  I’m told recommendations are 
welcome but past experience indicates most fall on deaf ears or are only paid lip service. 

 
1.4. I got a similar response to my question about the What’s Next project team being 

comprised of 10 City staff but only 1 resident.  The City responded “…(it) was a 
collaborative (effort) between the community and City…”  Some would not view a 10:1 
ratio as terribly “collaborative”. 

 
2. In my view this remains very much a manual about style as opposed to substance.  Where’s 

the beef?  This whole process appears to have been stimulated largely by concerns about 
development proposals.  Yet I’ve not seen much, if any, change in how SUPs and DSUPs are 
handled.  I referenced the City’s apparent “response” above.  Allow me an example:   

 
2.1. I attempted to closely monitor the progress of the Landmark Mall rehabilitation; met 

with John Simon frequently; attended both public meetings.  Yet the DSUP arrived on 
the Planning Commission docket with a number of very substantial revelations that I 
don’t recall ever having been as much as mentioned in any community discussions that I 
am aware of. 
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2.1.1. For the first time - with no community discussion - there was mention of a $2 
million proffer to be dedicated to affordable housing.  Wasn’t this supposed to be a 
catalyst project with no proffers?  Some of us have been pleading for school and 
infrastructure proffers rather than, at this time, spending scarce funds to attract more 
people to Alexandria, putting ever more pressure on the need for the likes of schools 
and infrastructure. 

 
2.1.2. We are told that midrise apartment buildings average 0.128 school children per 

unit yet someone apparently decided – with no community discussion – that these 
400 units will only generate 0.015 school children per unit (6 students vs. 
51).  Where are the classrooms and teachers for these kids?  Yet we dedicate the 
proffer to attract yet more kids to affordable housing which ACPS says has 4.71 
times more kids per housing unit than all other housing.  Not to mention all the 
commensurate social services, meal programs, infrastructure needs, etc. that are 
already stretched very thin.  Does the City have a plan of how to pay for these?  Are 
those costs considered in the DSUP?  Apparently the City feels that the community 
deserves no voice in this discussion.  That hardly seems to meet what most in the 
community would define as “civic engagement”.  

 
2.1.3. Whereas there was some discussion about how far the BRT would veer off Van 

Dorn (at least being confined to the eastern boundary of the property) we suddenly 
find - with no community discussion - that someone has decided it needs to go fully 
into the property, extend beyond and around Sears and then exit across Duke over to 
Stevenson to return to Van Dorn at some still-to-be-decided location.  As some have 
suggested – there goes the “R” in BRT.  Was this part of the BRT path 
proposed/supported by the Corridor Work Group?     

 
2.2. Can you appreciate that this sort of “process” appears totally counter to many of the 

“Principles” that the City would have us believe they respect and agree with? 
 
3. I concur with Janet King’s comment that the pictures are extraneous.  This should be a task-

focused document, as brief and clear as possible - not some glossy, 99 page “manual” with 
extensive pictures, charts, lists and tables tempting one to stack it on the shelf with all 
manner of other “how to” guides.  How many people truly anticipate dusting it off and 
reading it each time they start a new project (or new civic engagement)?  To many people it 
comes across more as an academic research paper than a succinct document to facilitate 
active, tangible, focused civic engagement; hardly user-friendly, at least if it is the general 
public who are to be users.  I fear many will view it as an overly complicated process that 
inevitably needs “the City” to be in charge of, interpret and implement as and when the City 
sees fit.     

 
4. I found Connie Graham’s reference to The Spectrum of Public Participation (Inform-

Consult-Involve-Collaborate-Empower) very thought-provoking and would tend to agree 
with her that “…current engagement practices in Alexandria…operate at ‘inform’ while they 
(presumably our elected officials and administration) say they will ‘consult’ ”.  I sense the 
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City perceives it very differently and believes we are far closer to the end of the I-C-I-C-E 
spectrum than the beginning. 

 
When will we see an appreciable change in how the City “works”?  How do we get beyond style 
and actually make changes that lead to consulting, involving, collaborating, 
empowering?  Regrettably, I don’t see this handbook getting us there, yet I fear the City feels we 
are on the ideal track… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


