
Consolidated Plan Improvement Initiative Report: 

Lessons Learned

Background

In Fiscal Year (FY) 2002, the President’s Management Agenda directed HUD to work with local stakeholders to streamline the Consolidated Plan, making it more results-oriented and useful to communities in assessing their own progress toward addressing the problems of low-income areas. To launch this activity, several HUD Office of Community Planning and Development (CPD) Field Offices held focus group sessions with grantees and other stakeholders in February 2002.  CPD convened a national planning meeting on March 14, 2002, to introduce the concept of the “Consolidated Plan Improvement Initiative” (CPII). The audience for this national meeting included public interest groups, grantees, other stakeholders, HUD Headquarters and Field Office staff, and representatives from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).  

The desired outcomes for the CPII were to: 

· save grantee staff time in preparing the Consolidated Plan; 
· save CPD staff time in reviewing the Consolidated Plan; and 
· create a more user-friendly document for the public to read. 


At this meeting, the participants agreed that addressing the issues of streamlining and performance measurement would be best served by small working groups representing the full range of people involved in, and affected by, the Consolidated Plan, such as grantee practitioners, public interest groups, and HUD staff.  Six working groups suggested ideas on the following topics:

1. streamlining the Consolidated Plan to avoid collection of redundant information;

2. exploring alternative formats for submission of  the Consolidated Plan, the Annual Action Plan, and the performance report;

3. better performance measurement reporting;

4. alternative means of satisfying the CDBG non-housing community development plan requirements;

5. enhancing the citizen participation process; and

6. coordinating the Consolidated Plan and the Public Housing Agency Plan.

A steering committee coordinated the work of the six working groups and reviewed ideas under consideration. As a result of the work of the six CPII working groups, eight pilots were created to test ideas related to streamlining and improving the Consolidated Plan process and resulting products.  Grantee communities volunteered to pilot some of the ideas suggested by the working groups.  Twenty-seven communities have participated as of the date of this report and sixteen evaluations of these efforts have been completed by grantees and field offices thus far.  
The Most Promising Practices


The pilot evaluations found the following practices appear to have the greatest potential for meeting the CPII purposes:

a. cross- referencing or using other existing plans; 

b. use of templates; 

c. development of the “Consolidated Plan Management Process Tool;” 

d. useful streamlining and performance measurement practices;  

e. alternate means of satisfying the CDBG Non-Housing Community Development Plan requirements, coordination of the Consolidated Plan with the PHA Plan; and 

f. enhancing the citizen participation process.

a. Cross-Referencing

A goal for one of the pilots was to improve the Consolidated Planning process and produce a more streamlined document, both by allowing pilot participants to cross-reference other existing local documents and by experimenting with different visual formatting tools such as tables, graphs, bullet points, and appendices.  The anticipated outcome was a streamlined, user-friendly document that required less preparation time and was easier to read while still conveying results-oriented goals that met Consolidated Plan reporting requirements.

Some of the pilot participants developed streamlined Consolidated Plans which referenced existing documents (such as Housing Elements, Economic Development Elements, Transportation Plans, Housing Authority Plans, Continuum of Care Plans, Analysis of Impediments) to turn to for greater detail on demographics, housing market analyses, homeless needs, public housing, community development needs, etc.  The Consolidated Plans included a document reference and basic summary information.  

For example, a Consolidated Plan Needs Assessment referenced a Housing Element’s Needs Assessment, and summarized the needs findings from that Housing Element. This allowed citizens to be informed of key findings of these documents within the context of the Consolidated Plan.  Furthermore, it didn’t matter whether the individuals were familiar or unfamiliar with these other documents as the summary information in the Consolidated Plan was sufficient to understand the basic housing needs.  The summary information also stated where the actual referenced documents were available, both in hard copy and electronic format.  

Some plans were comprised primarily of tables with minimal narrative.  Visually, it was hoped that the typical reader accustomed to narrative reading would find the revised format (more tables and less narrative descriptions) still reader-friendly. 
 


Another promising approach combines the requirements of two similar plans (a local Comprehensive Plan and HUD’s Consolidated Plan) into one document that supports coordinated planning goals and meets the requirements of both plans.
  
The results of the cross-referencing effort were plans that:

· were developed in a shorter amount of time; 
· contained fewer pages than previous Consolidated Plans;  

· more closely integrated complementary planning processes; and
· HUD reviewers found both shorter and easier to read.
Some concerns were raised, however, that redirecting readers to other documents would result in less substantive reports.  One community was reluctant to streamline its Consolidated Plan through referencing and bullet points, etc. because it believed a thorough description better addressed the City’s needs and goals and the lengthier narrative format was more readable and more useful for citizens reading the plan. Despite this result, however, going through the pilot process improved the grantee staff’s ability to prepare future plans. 

b. Use of Templates

Another goal of the pilots was the development of alternative tables and templates to reduce administrative burden and enhance the ability to report on program performance.  One community developed a format modeled on the Public Housing Authority (PHA) Plan template which uses “checkboxes.” 
 This approach allowed for references to web addresses or citations to find needed data.  The results of the PHA approach were:

· consistency in Consolidated Plan formats;
· finding that the “checkboxes” worked best when only a check was needed.  When a description was needed, the additional boxes simply added unnecessary lines (and words to type and read) and there were so many questions that required further explanation, it would be better to simply write a narrative from the beginning; 
· helping communities by standardizing possible responses for the options;
· difficulty in evaluating blank forms without having the responses or entries to those forms completed; and

· providing a very organized approach in presenting the Consolidated Plan data but not necessarily reducing the amount of data.  

Other communities customized a HUD-suggested format for tracking multi-year goals.  The results of this effort were:

· improving planning by streamlining the drafting process, saving time and producing a more concise and useful final document more useful to the reader, enhancing the readability and organization of the plan and providing a more results-oriented document and program;  
· encouraging some grantees to rework their objectives to be more measurable, making progress assessment towards objectives clearer and easier to find and understand; 
· a recognition on the part of some grantees that additional effort would be required to insert more concrete performance targets and achievements into their charts and tables;  and 

· a more direct relationship to the CAPER so that both HUD and grantees could compare what was proposed and what was accomplished.
  
Another community revised the Consolidated Annual Performance and Evaluation Report (CAPER) format.  The results of this piloting effort were:

· an improved CAPER preparation process. While the template increased the amount of time to prepare the CAPER due to the necessity of pulling together the 5-Year plan goals and statistical information required to fill out all of the tables, grantee perception was that this was related to the first-time use and future 5-Year plans would be less time-consuming; and

· better access to performance measures and accomplishments.
  

c.  Development of the Consolidated Plan Management Process Tool

Another of CPII pilots created the “Consolidated Plan Management Process” (CPMP) tool as a way to automate tracking annual goals and accomplishments.  CPMP is a Microsoft Word tool for grantees to use in completing the Consolidated Plan, Action Plan and CAPER; it provides links to HUD regulations, forms and tables.  The general sense was that the tool had many positive attributes but it needed further refinement.  Several new grantees that used the tool experienced some difficulty obtaining the necessary data for the tables. An improved, revised version of this tool has been developed and is on the consolidated plan website. 
 
d.  Useful Streamlining and Performance Measurement Practices


Another pilot effort focused on the identification of useful streamlining and performance measurement practices that could be replicated nationwide.  One community developed a matrix that cites the statutory and regulatory basis for Consolidated Plan components, and cross references relevant pages within the Consolidated Plan showing where the grantee has met the requirements.
 This practice helps ensure the submission is complete and expedites field office reviews of the plan.  

Other useful practices included:

· a unique website that tracks goal attainment over a multi-year period and displays activities by primary objective, neighborhood, and grant source; 

· a chart that displays objectives and program year accomplishments in the CAPER; 

· a chart to evaluate attainment of goals and objectives and a matrix to display outcome priorities and activities;
 

· a series of outcome indicators and output measures to measure success;  

· examples presented for the criteria are taken from recent performance reports of thirty-two state and local governments;
 and
· a plan with new outcome measures to demonstrate successes in housing and community development activities; 
 and

· an effort by HUD’s Office of Policy Development and Research to fund an outside assessment of the promising performance measurement practices.

e.   Alternate Means of Satisfying the CDBG Non-Housing Community Development Plan Requirements and Coordination with the Public Housing Agency Plan

Pilots that considered alternative means of satisfying non-housing community development plan requirements and coordinating the Consolidated Plan and Public Housing Agency Plan looked at burdensome legislative and regulatory provisions or requirements that inhibited coordination between the two plans.  The results of this pilot effort were suggestions to:   

· eliminate the regulatory requirement of identify dollars to address priority non-housing community development needs;

· allow public housing agencies that choose to do a joint plan to adopt the public notice, public hearing and submission timelines of the CDBG grantee;

· eliminate unused and sometimes duplicative planning requirements..   

f.  Enhancing the Citizen Participation Process

The pilot to improve citizen participation within the context of the Consolidated Planning process resulted in the following:

· use of live “chat room” format for state plan hearing and improved opportunities for citizen participation by posting proposed plans for comment as well as posting actual plans, performance reports, and accomplishments on the Internet.

�  See Westchester County Consolidated Plan at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.westchestergov.com/planning" ��http://www.westchestergov.com/planning� and also � HYPERLINK "http://www.egplanning.org/misc/cdbg/" ��http://www.egplanning.org/misc/cdbg/� for an example of a Consolidated Plan that used bullets and cross-referencing.





�  For an example that combines some of these requirements see the State of Georgia Local Government


   Planning Standards at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.dca.state.ga.us/planning/ocp_rules/cover.html" ��http://www.dca.state.ga.us/planning/ocp_rules/cover.html� .


�  See Exhibit 1 for PHA-type Template.


�  See Exhibit 2 for examples of specific goals and objectives that were tracked over a multi-year period.   


�   See Exhibit 3 for completed CAPER.


�   See � HYPERLINK "http://www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/about/conplan/index.cfm" ��http://www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/about/conplan/index.cfm� for a revised version of the tool.   


�   An example of a matrix that cross references requirements and relevant pages can be found at: 


    � HYPERLINK "http://www.co.san-bernardino.ca.us/ecd/pdfs/CommDevWeb/2003ConPlanFinal/Appendix%20C.pdf" ��http://www.co.san-bernardino.ca.us/ecd/pdfs/CommDevWeb/2003ConPlanFinal/Appendix%20C.pdf�. 


�   See Madison, WI’s website at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.madison.wi.us/cdbg/results/20002004.htm" ��http://www.ci.madison.wi.us/cdbg/results/20002004.htm�.   


�  See Exhibit 4 for charts and templates developed by City of Columbus, OH’s and other grantees.


� See Los Angeles, CA’s matrix at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.lacity.org/CDD/pdfs/i1.pdf" ��http://www.lacity.org/CDD/pdfs/i1.pdf�. 


� See Burlington, VT’s and Pierce County, OR websites located at for examples of outcome measures: 


    � HYPERLINK "http://www.cedoburlington.org/2004_action_plan/table_of_contents.htm" ��http://www.cedoburlington.org/2004_action_plan/table_of_contents.htm�


    � HYPERLINK "http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/text/abtus/ourorg/comsvcs/cd/outcomes_main.htm" ��http://www.co.pierce.wa.us/text/abtus/ourorg/comsvcs/cd/outcomes_main.htm�


�  See Chapter 6 of Government Accounting Standards Board Report on performance reporting criteria at: 


     � HYPERLINK "http://www.seagov.org/sea_gasb_project/criteria_ch6.pdf" ��http://www.seagov.org/sea_gasb_project/criteria_ch6.pdf�.


�  See the State of Pennsylvania’s website at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.inventpa.com" ��http://www.inventpa.com� for examples of outcome measures.
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