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Partnerships for creating inclusive and successful 
communities

An essay on 
inclusion & justice

Planning & equity
Creation of sustainable successful 
communities requires a socio-
political response that is equally 
institutionalized. Successful 
communities, at the local, regional, 
and state level occur when all 
players – community members, local 
and state politicians, and planners 
– are on the same page and equally 
committed to the process.
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Successful cases
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Washtenaw County can tout many cases of 

partnerships between county planners and 

county political leadership. The intensity of 

these partnerships vary from being limited 

to purely Þnancial support by the Board of 
Commissioners to projects where the political 

leadership envisions a program and works 

with planners to implement it.

Even so, the need to move beyond case-

based success stories to formalizing a 

process that embodies inclusiveness remains 

unaddressed. Even though Washtenaw 

County has an excellent comprehensive 

plan, the debate is predominately centered 

on land-use issues. The idea of focusing 

discussions about service/program delivery 

and implementation around economic, 

environmental, and social justice – even 

as it pertains to the comprehensive plan 

(e.g., quality of life, housing, transportation, 

and brownÞeld redevelopment) 
– would be essential for moving toward 

an institutionalized response to inclusive 

resource allocation. 

An example of advocacy planning is 

Washtenaw County’s Environmental Portal. 

It is an example of a partnership between 

political leaders and planners to envision and 

implement new programs/services. For many 

years Washtenaw County has been giving 

out Environmental Excellence awards to 

community organizations for their leadership 

in environmental protection and for practicing 

environmentally sound behavior in the areas 

of water quality protection, waste reduction 

and recycling, and pollution prevention. At the 

award ceremonies in 2006, the author – as a 

Washtenaw County Board of Commissioner 

– envisioned a service wherein county 

residents may have access to information on 

how to be environmentally conscious in their 

lives whether at work or at home. 

This began a conversation with the county’s 

Planning and Environment department. 

Together, the planning and political leadership 

deÞned a common vision for an environmental 
portal that would allow access to multiple 

layers of environmental information. 

Over time, a community cooperative was 

established which included the County Drain 

Commission, Environmental Health, and 

Information Technology personnel. The result 

is the Environmental Portal and accessible at        

http://environment.ewashtenaw.org

The missing element of community engagement 

is currently being addressed as team members 

of the project undertake various forms of 

outreach with the aim of understanding the 

needs of users and reßecting those in future 
versions of the Web site. The goal is to establish 

an information portal that is accessible through 

different formats to users across not just 

Washtenaw County and Michigan, but also the 

nation. The public engagement and outreach 

outcomes will dictate the future extent and 

content of the service.

Another example of communicative planning 

in Washtenaw County is the wind power 

project. It is yet example of a partnership 

between Washtenaw County planning and 

political leadership. In 2005, under the 

leadership of then County Commissioner 

Wesley Prater, the planning department 

began an extensive information gathering 

process. In April 2006, the board of 

commissioners directed the Department 

of Planning and Environment to study the 

potential of wind power in the county. This 

initiated community outreach efforts, building 

local partnerships, and understanding the 

issue vis-à-vis the local community. 

The outcome from this ‘community 

cooperative’ was a recommendation to erect 

an 80 meter meteorological tower in a speciÞc 
location in order to test wind speed and 

other criteria essential for understanding the 

potential for harnessing wind power in the 

county. The County Board of Commissioners 

approved funding for it in the summer of 2007. 

The results from this pilot will determine if and 

how the county proceeds on pursuing wind 

power as an alternative source of energy.

Framework for 
socio-political 
partnerships

The Environmental Portal is a partnership between political leaders and planners 
to envision and implement new programs and services.
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PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT AND 
OUTREACH

COMMUNICATION AND ADVOCACY

The West Willow neighborhood revitalization 
exempliÞes neighborhood planning. West Willow 
is located in the north part of Ypsilanti Township 
directly west of Willow Run Airport and the 
GM Powertrain plant, and east of Downtown 
Ypsilanti. The neighborhood is bounded by I-94, 
US-12, and Wiard Road. It faces numerous 
challenges including a negative perception, 
as crime, safety, and disinvestment concerns 
plague the neighborhood. Compared to the 
rest of Washtenaw County, it has three times 
the number of single parents and renting, not 
owning, is the norm. However, its major asset 
and strength are its residents and community 
networks.

The community has known for years what 
their challenges were, but with little political 
support, there was no will to make change. 
Over the years, their attempts at planning for 
change have been noteworthy but eventually 
unsustainable. In the last couple of years, 
however, the community has devised and 
began implementing a strategic plan for 
the West Willow neighborhood. With the 
combined vision and partnership of County 
Commissioner Rolland Sizemore and 
Washtenaw CountyÕs OfÞce of Community 
Development, the planning expertise and 
political will helped to deÞne a strategic plan 
for West WillowÕs revitalization. A large team 
of players that comprised the Ôcommunity 
cooperativeÕ include Ypsilanti Township, 
Washtenaw CountyÕs employment and 
community services department, OfÞce of 

the Sheriff, Washtenaw CountyÕs ChildrenÕs 
Services, Washtenaw County Parks and 
Recreation Commission, Growing Hope, 
Washtenaw County Road Commission, the 
Willow Run and Van Buren School Districts, 
local faith based organizations, hundreds of 
local residents Ð and more!

The strategic plan that the political and 
planning leadership helped design and which 
the community endorsed has three focus 
areas Parks & Recreation/Youth, Housing/
Physical, and Safety.

One of the programs under the Þrst category 
of parks and recreation/youth is BallinÕ in 
the Willow (http://ballininthewillow.com/). 
It is a free, eight week, 3-on-3 basketball 
tournament that was created for the young 
people of the West Willow community. During 
the 2007 season 102 young people from the 
West Willow neighborhood participated in 
over 250 games.

Even as there are examples of success Ð in 
communities across the state and nation 
Ð through advocacy, communicative, and 
neighborhood planning the need for a socio-
political policy-making process remains. 
As noted earlier, collaborations between 
politicians and planners that institutionalize 
an inclusive decision-making process are 
essential to create a sustainable, high quality 
of life for neighborhoods, communities, 
regions, and states. 

Ballin’ in the Willow (BITW) is a free, eight week, 3-on-3 basketball tournament that 
was created for the young people of the West Willow community. Every summer 
West Willow Park is the battleground as they search for “The Best In The West.”
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Challenges to 
socio-political 
partnerships

RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS

 County Planning    County Board of 
Department     Commissioners 

STEP I (mostly static; updated periodically) 
a) Define a common vision rooted in the shared ideals of economic, environmental, and 

social justice for all groups. 
b) Outline specific outcomes that manifest this vision - a 10 year plan for creating successful 

communities.

Public Engagement and Outreach    Communication & Advocacy

        Community Cooperative 

STEP II (very dynamic; updated annually) 
a) Prioritize outcomes for the short-term, with particular attention to ensuring economic, racial 

and gender inclusion. This may include such goals as reducing reported incidence of 
domestic violence by 20 percent, and rehabilitation of rental housing stock for low-income 
residents.

b) Identify funding sources for specific programs that are aligned to prioritized outcomes. 
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SmartGrowthTactics

EXISTING POWER HIERARCHIES

POPULIST POLITICAL AGENDAS

PLANNERS APATHY

Conclusion
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