Crafting a New Benefit Assessment

The following steps suggest how to form an assessment:

1. Determining the project’s vision: The local park and recreation agency needs to assess the needs of its constituents. In this stage, the local agency identifies the recreational, natural and historic places that define the community and are in need of development, protection or improvement. The vision should be established through a community process with participation and support of elected officials, the agency’s board members, community activists and volunteers.

2. Conducting the Feasibility Analysis/Engineering Report: This is the phase when the proposed boundaries and parcels within the proposed assessment are determined. Within the feasibility research effort the agency secures a comprehensive engineer’s report which is the legal basis for an assessment. The report must outline the proposed area; identify key projects that will be accomplished; estimate project costs; specify the annual cost to each property; and identify the benefit formula that will be used to determine each property’s share of the cost. In addition, the engineer’s report should adequately address the threshold of support at various rates and determine support from various property types; determine project and feature priorities and make a recommendation on which is the best funding alternative. It is wise to have legal counsel thoroughly review the report.

The boundaries of a benefit assessment may coincide exactly with those of a city, county or special district or they may cover only part of those jurisdictions. Often, the boundaries coincide with a new proposed development. In addition, particular benefit zones may be designated within any individual assessment based on variations in the nature, location, and extent of the improvements.

The survey process should clearly identify the public’s support for the suggested park and recreation service and determine the project’s priorities and areas that are sensitive. Another goal of the survey is to measure the chances for success and to provide a viable measure with minimal expenses and negative political exposure.

3. Ballot Proceeding: The legislative body must conduct a public hearing and consider all protests. The assessment ballot enables the property owner to express support for, or opposition to, the assessment. If the majority of property owners protest (based on assessment amount), the agency may not impose an assessment. All property owners must be mailed a detailed notice of a public hearing and a ballot seeking the property owner’s opinion no less than 45 days prior to the hearing. The ballots are weighted according to the proportional financial obligation of the affected property. If approved, the agency authorizes the creation of the district and proceeds with the assessment. Written notices must contain the total amount chargeable to the entire district, the amount chargeable to the owner’s particular parcel, the duration of the payments, the reason for the assessment and the basis upon which the amount of the assessment was calculated. The notice should also clearly indicate the date, time and place of the public hearing and the summary of the assessment ballot procedures.

4. Enactment Procedure: Once the benefit assessment has been approved by the voters, it clears the legal way for its enactment. This is the time to develop your agency’s resolutions. It’s also the time to enact a strong public relations effort to inform your community about the recent vote and what it will mean to them in concrete terms. In other words, explain what improvements will be made to “their” neighborhood park, recreation facility or program. Be sure to carefully research the legal pathways for enactment, notice and ballot wording. Special care should be taken at the outset of the assessment process to establish precisely how the ballot proceedings will be conducted.

5. Steps for a Successful Election: This is your opportunity to be a visionary and to think far down the road. Gerard van Steyn, President of SCI, Consulting has successfully worked with many park and recreation agencies to set up assessments and recommends the following actions:

a. Be a visionary – be courageous! Think long term. Identify the natural, cultural, recreational, and historic places that define the community and are in need of development, protection or improvement.

b. Before deciding on whether to embark on the road to balloting, determine what the public will support – conduct a professional survey designed specifically for a property owner decided benefit assessment.

c. If the survey results are positive, refine your vision and message internally prior to rolling it out to the public. Your agency’s vision should be communicated through a community process with participation and support of elected officials.

d. Keep your message simple and to the point.

e. Be willing to make tough decisions. Build a leadership team and forge alliances with public and private sector stakeholders. A broad base of support and citizen participation is vital to the success of an assessment measure.

f. Develop a series of priorities and be realistic with what you believe you will be able to accomplish.

g. Develop easy to understand public relations flyers and information pieces.

h. Understand who votes and why they vote the way they do.

i. Determine when you want to have your assessment on the ballot.

j. Conduct the mailed ballot proceeding and hold a public hearing 45 days after mailing the assessment ballots.

k. If a weighted majority of ballots returned (50% plus 1) are in support, the assessment wins.

Gerard van Steyn also suggested that when a campaign fails, it is often because of the following missteps:

1. There is a publicly perceived sense of a lack of strong agency leadership.

2. There is a sense that the agency leadership is saying, “Give us the money first, then we’ll develop the plan,” in other words, there is not a clear sense of how the benefit assessment would benefit the community and why it is needed now – the plan hasn’t sufficiently been worked out.

3. The agency leadership is unable to eliminate projects or programs that are not absolutely necessary and are unable to stay on the “message”.

4. The agency is unable to raise sufficient resources or is unable to secure sufficient community member “voices” to speak favorably about the assessment.

5. The agency is only focusing on the money the assessment would generate, not on the needs of the community.
