Mayor’s Column for the September 10, 2014 Edition of the Evansville Review
Community Planning
During the past couple of months, many City committees have begun working on updating their relevant sections of the award-winning 2005 City of Evansville Smart Growth Comprehensive Plan.  The ten-year update is required by State law.  Our new Community Development Director, Jason Sergeant, will begin work on September 22, and will spearhead completion of the update, working with Brad Sippel, our Planning Intern, who is doing a great job serving as Interim Community Development Director.  
Community input is important to development of the update.  A City-wide survey undertaken earlier this year provided much information that will be incorporated.  There will be additional opportunities for resident participation before the update is completed next summer.  The Plan is truly comprehensive and required components include transportation, land use, economic development, housing, utilities, and community facilities.
Planning is important to municipalities.  Prior to Smart Growth legislation, cities used master plans.  Plans provide guidance, allow for consistency in decision-making, and establish thoughtful parameters for situations, such as emergencies, leadership changes, and passage of time.  In Evansville, there are a number of relevant planning documents in addition to the Smart Growth Plan that provide guidance for City operations, both current and long-term.

Recently, Eager Free Public Library completed a Library Strategic Plan that focuses future service to our community around four goals:  maintaining the existing customer base of people who use print and other “traditional” library resources; cultivating a new generation of Library users; building the Library’s technological capacity and capabilities; and fostering connections with community organizations and individuals.  This Plan is foundational to the future Library expansion that is in the early stages of development.
The September meeting of the Evansville Youth Center Advisory Board is being dedicated to strategic planning.  The Youth Center has successfully transitioned from outsourced programming to locally-generated, enjoyable, vibrant, and positive programming in a safe, welcoming environment for our fifth through eighth grade youth.  Discussion of program enhancements, possible service improvements, additional parent and community involvement, and building maintenance are some of the possible topics for future operations.
Our water and light utility develops five-year plans for electric system improvements.  The most recent electric utility plan actually was expanded to a six-year plan.  The overall goal of the plans are to continually improve electric system reliability and outage response.
Recent Committee of the Whole meetings have been partially dedicated to strategic planning.  Some of the important topics discussed have been succession planning and community quality of life.

The City Capital Improvement Plan is a five-year capital budget that incorporates infrastructure replacement, street improvements, equipment purchases, building renovations/construction, and other major projects.  It balances financial availability with priority expenditures.
The City Park and Recreation Board recently completed its most recent five-year Park and Outdoor Recreation Plan.  The first Park Plan was completed in 1994.  Having a current Plan allows eligibility for participation in federal and state grant programs.  There were multiple opportunities for public input into development of the new Plan, including a survey and public informational meetings. 

Residents of Evansville highly value our community quality of life.  They appreciate and use our parks for a wide variety of activities.  Survey results indicated the most popular activity in City parks was walking (79%) and the second most popular activity was swimming at the pool (66%).  Other activities with significant participation by respondents or their families include hiking (64%), bicycling (61%), using playground equipment (61%), picnicking (52%), fishing (49%), dog walking (48%), running/jogging (45%), soccer (40%), baseball (40%), and basketball (35%).

Our parks are used for many other activities mentioned by survey respondents, including canoeing/boating, football, bird watching, softball, tennis, nature study, t-ball, snowshoeing, inline skating, disc golf, skateboarding, volleyball, meditating, cross-country skiing, viewing fireworks, kickball, and family reunions.  Scouting activities, weddings, class reunions, and church services also occur in our parks.
Ideas for park enhancements and uses are increasing as our community grows, and especially in Leonard-Leota Park since the restoration of the lake, with the resulting added beauty to the Park environs.  Leonard-Leota Park was also recently placed on the National Register of Historic Places by the National Park Service for its landscape features. National Register listing of publicly-owned properties requires certain state reviews and approvals for property modifications.

The Recommendations Section of the Park Plan points out that implementing new and existing policies “are critical to ensuring park and recreational opportunities are available to all residents.”  A policy recommendation of the Park Plan is to develop a master plan for Leonard-Leota Park.  This master plan will assist the Park Board in balancing the many uses of our signature park to provide the best recreational opportunities for all of our residents now and in the future.

Recent projects discussed for Leonard-Leota Park were modified to maintain the historic integrity of the park.  A better location for the designed Peace Park and labyrinth was found at Seminary Park.  The disc golf course was integrated into the current Park landscape and signage was minimized.  A proposal currently under consideration, to clear a portion of the lake for an ice rink this winter, will have to be coordinated with needs of ice fishermen.  The decision last year to close the park to vehicular traffic during the winter was appreciated by walkers, disc golf users, and dog walkers, while protecting the lake from overfishing.  The new Park Plan shows a possible outfield fence design for the upper ball diamond that retains the soccer field.
Recent miscommunications regarding safety improvements proposed for the lower ball diamond, and the resulting community fallout, show the urgency of developing the Leonard-Leota Park Master Plan.  I have spoken with the chairs of the Park Board and the Historic Preservation Commission and they agree that a joint meeting of the two committees will be beneficial.  Together they will build a seamless communication process for approving additional Park improvements.  They will develop a timeline and framework for drafting a master plan.  Master plan completion will be a 2015 action item in the Smart Growth Comprehensive Plan Update for the community facilities section.  

Plans prevent scatter-shot projects and decision-making.  Plans provide guidance and thought-out policies that are tools for analyzing potential projects.  Our city’s attention to planning serves us well.
Community Announcements
Stop by the Evansville Farmer’s Market this Saturday, September 13, from 9 a.m.to 1 p.m. at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street.  A variety of fall fresh produce is available.
A new monthly after school program for 4th and 5th graders, E’ville Geniuses, begins Monday, September 15, at 3:30 p.m. at Eager Free Public Library, 39 West Main Street.  There will be hands-on projects and activities that explore “maker” culture.  Register at 882-2260.

One-on-one computer instruction is being offered on Thursday, September 18, at Eager Free Public Library, 39 West Main Street.  Register now at 882-2260 for a one-hour session with a library staff member.

Community Thanks

Evansville thanks the many volunteers for BASE (Building A Safer Evansville) as year two of the Drug Free America Grant for our community comes to a close. Results of recent Youth Risk Behavior Surveys show that we are making outstanding progress in changing youth attitudes toward underage drinking.  We especially thank Marissa Haegele for her service as the BASE youth representative and offer our best wishes as she begins college.
