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September 20, 2017 

The Honorable Judge Kelly V. Simmons 
Mann County Superior Court 
PO Box 4988 
San Rafael, CA 94913-4988 

SUBJECT: Response to Grand Jury Report, Public Engagement in Mann 

Judge Simmons: 

This letter serves as the Larkspur City Council's response to the Grand Jury's report Public 
Engagement in Mann, released on June 26, 2017. 

The Grand Jury's interest in promoting government transparency and community 
engagement is laudable, and the City Council thanks the Grand Jury for its efforts. With 
respect to this report and its assessment of public engagement in Mann County, the Council 
does believe some general points should be made. 

• Reviewing the survey sent to agency executives, it appears that the Grand Jury 
believes that because a number of non-profit organizations are promoting certain 
definitions, tools and measures of public engagement, these definitions, tools and 
measures establish a standard by which Mann local agencies should be evaluated. 
Most of the non-profit literature cited by the report was published in 2016 and 2017. 
It seems premature to present these concepts as universally understood measures 
of performance. 

• Because the report places such considerable emphasis on the concept of "public 
engagement," it is unclear whether the Grand Jury evaluated the existing community 
engagement and communication programs and protocols of Mann's local 
governments. Heavy emphasis on specific and possibly unfamiliar nomenclature 
may have produced misunderstandings between the Grand Jury and survey 
respondents of both the agency surveys and the public surveys. For example, on 
Page 6 of the report, it states that "..the Grand Jury suggests that agencies do not 
need to start their public engagement efforts by crafting a formal PE Plan..." The 
City Council suspects that all of Mann's agencies have considerable track records 
when it comes to community engagement and would not be starting their public 
engagement efforts in 2017. More likely, the agency does not have a history of 
defining its engagement efforts in the terminology of the literature the Grand Jury 
has cited. 
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• Also on Page 6, the Grand Jury states that those agencies that did not indicate plans 
to adopt Public Engagement Plans "...are comfortable taking cues from the 
communities they serve, reacting to issues as the come up..." Implied in this 
narrative is that adoption of a formal PE Plan is the only means to be proactive when 
engaging the public. The City Council submits that while Larkspur currently does not 
have a PE Plan, it is nonetheless committed to proactive community engagement. 

The report asks the City Council to respond to all twelve of its recommendations; these 
specific responses are provided below. 

Recommendation 1: Each agency without a formal PE Plan should develop either a PE 
Plan or PE Guidelines tailored to the needs of their public and publish the results. 

The City has invested taxpayer money into its communication and outreach resources over 
the past several years, and the City Council believes this investment has produced notable 
improvement in Larkspur's community engagement. If the cost were nominal to define the 
City's communication and outreach protocols within the context of a PE Plan or Guidelines, 
then the City Council would more readily consider this recommendation. However, it 
appears that implementation of this recommendation would cost taxpayer money, whether it 
be in the use of Larkspur's internal resources or through obtaining consultant support. The 
City Council does not believe the Grand Jury's report makes the case that such use of 
taxpayer money is warranted, as the report, in citing anonymous public comment and recent 
news stories, seems to be as critical of the community engagement outcomes of those 
Mann agencies that already have PE Plans as it is of those that do not. 

The Larkspur staff is in the process of preparing a formal communications program for 
presentation to the City Council. To the extent that staff can craft a set of guidelines to 
accompany this plan at little to no additional cost, the City Council is prepared to commit to 
having communication and outreach guidelines. 

Recommendation 2: Each agency should obtain input from the public in the planning and 
design or update of its plan/guidelines. 

If an agency is going to create a PE Plan (or Guidelines), it makes sense for that agency to 
engage the public about its development. 

Recommendation 3: Agency managers should regularly share their PE Plans and "lessons 
learned" with their counterparts in other Mann agencies. 

It is a common practice of the Mann managers to compare notes and share lessons learned 
on a significant breadth of issues, including community engagement. 



Larkspur Response to "Public Engagement in Mann" 
Page 3 

Recommendation 4: Each agency should provide early and ample opportunity for PE in 
the form of proactive engagement in order to ensure that the public is aware of all their PE 
opportunities. 

The City Council agrees that agencies should engage the public as thoroughly as is feasible 
and warranted for all projects. 

Recommendation 5: Post-engagement, each agency should follow up with the public, 
informing them of the results of projects and issues. 

The City Council agrees that all agencies should inform the public of the results of projects 
and issues. 

Recommendation 6: Each agency should create an easy-to-find area on their website 
dedicated to describing current community issues and explaining how the public can get 
involved. 

The City Council agrees. 

Recommendation 7: Each agency should make PE a required responsibility of at least one 
staff person and publicize that responsibility. 

Community engagement takes different forms for different projects and issues. The City 
Council suggests alternative language for Recommendation 7. "For all projects and issues, 
each agency should publish the means by which the public can be engaged." 

Recommendation 8: Each agency should offer regular PE professional development to its 
staff. 

In concept, the City Council agrees that all staff members should be trained in community 
engagement. As a practical matter, though, the City Council recognizes that agencies have 
to be thoughtful in the allocation of taxpayer money to training and professional 
development, and it may be necessary to prioritize training for the delivery of core services. 
Recognizing this limitation, the City Council suggests that agencies should allocate money 
for specific staff members to receive periodic training in community engagement 
techniques. 

Recommendation 9: Each agency should develop meaningful and ongoing partnerships 
with their local community-based organizations. 

The City Council agrees that agencies should try to develop such partnerships. 
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Recommendation 10: Each agency should include on all written communications the 
social media platforms they use. 

The City Council does not agree that this recommendation is necessary; any member of the 
public that wants to determine which social media platforms are used by the City will visit 
the City's website, where the information is readily available. 

Recommendation 11: Each agency should communicate and emphasize to the public the 
importance of participation in PE. 

The City Council agrees that agencies should regularly remind their communities about the 
importance of being engaged in the community and local government. 

Recommendation 12: Each agency should publish an annual report describing the 
effectiveness of their PE efforts. 

The City Council does not agree that an annual report is a necessary expenditure. The City 
Council encourages all members of local governing bodies to provide regular and 
meaningful feedback to staff about community engagement, whether collectively giving that 
feedback in the formal setting of a public meeting or in one-on-one discussions with the 
agency's executive. 

Sincerely, 

Kevin Haroff 
Mayor 

c: Mann County Grand Jury 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4

