The Case for Local Official Training
In the year 2002, approximately 800 people moved into Florida each day.  The astounding fact is this number has been relatively consistent, each day, for at least 20 years!  No wonder the state struggles with growth management issues.  No wonder we worry about the lack of affordable housing, about water supply, school overcrowding, road capacity, natural system protection, and urban revitalization.  Population growth creates enormous pressures. 
Why is community wellness so hard to accomplish?  Because the challenges are great and complex, and the world changes so quickly that what answers existed in the past may not be applicable today.  Further, local elected officials do not tend to share experiences, success stories and “best practices” with other leaders or even work together well across jurisdictional boundaries.  Even within the same jurisdiction, school board members, and county commissioners, and city councilpersons do not take each other’s needs into consideration when making decisions.  In short, intergovernmental coordination and information sharing is lacking.

How do we promote better decision making?  The Florida Chapter of the American Planning Association believe that this will be accomplished through better training; more effective sharing of “best practices;” and convening local leaders from different jurisdictions and from different disciplines to learn about the pressures facing each of them and how they have addressed them.  The goals and outcomes of these efforts include improved local decision making, improved delivery of government services at all levels, more effective linkages to financial and technical resources, improved coordination among federal, state, regional and local agencies, and the more effective use of federal dollars.

The State of Florida spends millions on programs, with little spent on training local leaders on how to effectively use those programs or how to develop their own solutions. With all good intentions, local programs are devised at the state or federal level, without knowing if the program is applicable to a specific locality. Performance measures are seldom used to test whether the programs work. There is a need for establishing an objective, non-partisan repository of good community-building ideas (a Center for Community Leadership perhaps) with the prime directive to share the concepts of best practices with local elected officials. In this manner, empirical data can be housed for access by local governments seeking solutions. As part of this proposed center, it is suggested that state agencies, trade organizations and the state’s university system efforts be coordinated for the training of local officials and to helping communities face their futures. 
At the core of both defining and answering the challenges facing Florida’s communities is the axiom upon which this proposal is based: that most decisions that matter to people are made at the local or community level, and it is in our collective best interest that those decisions are the wisest and most thoughtful possible.                                                                   
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