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CITY OF WAUPACA YOUTH ON CITY GOVERNMENT COMMITTEES

The City of Waupaca has appointed at least one youth member to each of five city committees—airport, Cable TV, Historic Preservation, Library, and Parks and Recreation—as part of a multi-faceted effort to increase youth participation in the community.

KEY EVENTS IN THE PROJECT’S HISTORY

1997 
Establishment of Student Library Advisory Group (youth-driven, adult-supported)

1999-2000 
Healthy Youth, Healthy Communities Initiative examined community assets and deficits. A youth-adult group identified increasing youth voice as a strategy for addressing some issues. Youth joined the library board.

2003
City ordinance added a youth member to all standing city committees 

2005
Establishment of Recreation Center Advisory Board (youth-adult partnership)

KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS

· City of Waupaca is a Wisconsin leader in building sustainable involvement of youth in government decision-making.

· Youth and adults serving together on committees support continuing and strengthening the participation of youth.

· Youth input has contributed to program improvements, especially on the library and parks and recreation committees.

· Adults have learned about engaging youth and other new members more effectively.

· Youth and adults have built stronger relationships from a basis of equal treatment.

· Connecting youth representatives to peers for input and recruiting future representatives is a challenge.

Waupaca has built a solid foundation for including youth voice in city government. 

Youth serve in an unusual variety of roles in city government, giving youth interested in the political process opportunities to have a voice and those more interested in active citizenship to influence programs and activities. Committees and city leaders have developed methods for appointing youth as full committee members over several recruitment cycles. Most participants seem to have found at least one rationale—from increasing youth input to improve government programs to introducing a new generation to public service—that works well enough for them to make a commitment to the practice. The foundation is clearly in place for further expansion of the scope and quality of youth/adult partnership. 
Stakeholders are committed to the process but seek improvement.

There is a broad consensus that engaging youth in city government is a worthwhile project, but many stakeholders desire improvements. The main challenge for the group at this time is figuring out who will lead this next phase of the project.  Many city and department leaders are focused on expansion and policy, adult committee members are focused on implementation issues related to mission and quality, and youth sought broader awareness and participation among their peers. General concerns were around strengthening the existing infrastructure for the initiative so that there are individuals and systems in place to support quality practice and expansion over the long-term. City leaders, youth, and adult committee members each identified a role for themselves in the improvement process.

City leaders focused on the possibility of youth board members energizing their peers to become more involved in government activities—from Cable TV production and recreation programs to school decisions.
The addition of a new youth member every couple of years is a significant change for these committees, and so adult committee members are primarily concerned with strengthening the recruitment, orientation and mentoring system to ensure quality youth participation. Committees were working on improving their orientation and informal mentoring process, and thought this would help new youth and adult members equally.
Youth were particularly interested in utilizing the high schools to strengthen connections and recruit a broader group of youth. 

Youth participation has helped some committees to make better decisions, particularly those most closely tied to youth issues.
Both youth and adults agree that it is most important for youth to participate on committees that deal with specific youth issues such as the library and parks and recreation. For adult staff and committee members, youth are seen to bring a dramatically different perspective to decision-making that improves the effectiveness of youth-related programming. Some adults suggest that youth are best engaged in programmatic decisions that directly affect youth, and suggest that youth are not interested in policy or politics. In terms of youth participation on more general committees, adult committee members say that youth are mainly a “voice of the community” who offer an outside perspective to adult members.

For youth, it seems to be a rights-based issue, that they should be involved in decisions that affect them. Youth and adults on committees that do not deal with specific youth issues, such as airport and historic preservation, say that youth offer a similar perspective as adults on committees. Youth observe across all committees that “ it’s nice to feel that our demographic is appreciated by the town.”

Youth learned civic skills and adults learned about inclusion. 

The adult committee members from committees not directly related to youth programs focused on the personal development of the individual young person for future civic engagement. In fact, they said that was the main reason youth were on the committees, and they have little expectation of having the youth contribute to the decision-making process. Staff of programs directly serving youth, on the other hand, could describe programmatic impacts of youth/adult partnership, and are mainly interested in getting youth to initiate more projects and see them through. In addition, adults say that through experience, they themselves have learned how to better engage youth in the meetings, leading to more productive youth/adult partnership. 

Positive youth-adult relationships were built on respect and equal treatment.

Youth do not appear to experience resistance from adults on the committees regarding their participation.  Youth members indicate that they feel like welcomed and valued members of their committees, and refer to the adult members by saying that “they are pretty respectful and treat me as an equal”. Youth say that youth/adult partnership is different from the other types of intergenerational relationships in their life, especially school.
Adult committee members say that their initial concerns about whether youth would really come to the meetings have been relieved, as youth members have demonstrated their commitment to taking the position seriously.  In spite of any apprehension, these adults seemed to have accepted this new idea of youth/adult partnership and are trying to make the best of it. As one adult member describes his experience: “...initially it was this fascination – you mean this youth member is going to have a vote just the same as mine? Besides the issue that they were going to disturb the quorum. But our board seemed to accept it, we try to reach consensus anyway...” This orientation toward group discussion and problem-solving, rather than contentious debate, supported youth participation.

Across the community, these relationships were thought by some to build social capital. Adults and youth were each able to see each other in new light—as thoughtful citizens and even friends, which is unusual in our age-segregated society.

Representation and selection of youth is critical to broadening participation and youth voice.

Given that the youth are full voting members of the committees, adult members express a strong interest in getting youth to take a more active role in the board. They say that the relatively short term of service means that youth are always going to have less experience with the issues and the process than the adults on the committee, and as such, will likely contribute less to discussion of on-going issues. They proposed several changes in the appointment, orientation and training process that would perhaps make youth participation on the committees more meaningful for the group (start youth terms in early high school, recruit youth with a specific interest in the area, involve board in appointment and training process).  

Youth also desired stronger connections among youth committee members, better communication with peers in school, and a clearer recruitment process. They wanted to develop better recruitment systems in the community with youth taking a strong role.

I think it is even more important for things like the rec center to have youth participating because that affects the youth directly.





--Youth committee member





“With our library board, I think that we more than welcomed them…And they’re doing a great job, we are finishing up a strictly youth room. I had trouble seeing the complete value of that, in the beginning, there were very low numbers of participants in the use of that room. And the students that belong to this group have been very active getting this place, getting what they wanted in that room. And the director and assistant director really went along with them, and there are lots of students there now, the usage is way up.”


--Adult Committee Member





Where I think the value lies is in getting young people involved at a very early age so that they have the frame of mind when they are adults that they want to participate more fully, maybe be on a committee or run for office.”  


--Adult Committee Member








“I think we probably had our best response with the last the kid who was on there. I think also, if you look at it more closely, it was because we also feel more comfortable having the youth on there. And we knew how to actually bring that person aboard, work with them immediately off the bat. It was a learning process for everyone who is on there. I think that is an integral part of getting the kids to participate.”


--Adult Committee Member





They don’t judge you, they don’t label you as a teenager and you don’t know anything. They actually listen to what you have to say.


--Youth Committee Member





The community sees the success, the bond between generations all the time. It strengthens community when youth and adults are talking in the streets.


--Adult City Staff Member





“I can’t imagine what would cause this to end.”


--Waupaca Elected Official





Youth on boards is going better, but it’s far from what it could be with more support. In the current climate of limited resources and limited commitment to the public, we can’t rely only on volunteerism.


--Adult City Staff Member.









