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provided on the MML website from 
day one of the pandemic impacting 
our state.  Look at the MML Statement 
regarding racial injustice on June 9, 2020.  
Look at how quickly MML moved from 
an in-person Summer Conference to 
an action-packed and still informative 
virtual one.  Look at how much each 
of you and all of Maryland municipal 
governments, collectively, have already 
accomplished by working together.  Many 
of our communities are examples of how 
municipal government, closest to the 
people, has set an example for making 
things right and truly taking responsibil-
ity for caring for every citizen.  It’s an 
old theme and an old cliché, but truly, 
together we can and will make the world 
a better place for everyone living in it, 
starting now. President Jones has chosen 
to make “Working Together – Getting 
Things Done” as his focus this year. We 
are Municipal Maryland Strong! 

I close with a quote from our renowned 
and popular 2019 Keynote Speaker, 
“America needs healing.  The people 
are sick – black and white.  We all need 
love right now.  Whatever good you can 
do plants a seed of hope in the soil of 
humanity.” – Dr. Bertice Berry.

We must continue to do the important 
work of “tending the garden”! Our future 
depends on it. 

In a recent conversation with MML’s new 
President, Mayor Perry Jones from Union 
Bridge, he shared that when he first 
decided to run for the MML Board and 
later, for President Elect, he anticipated a 
“pretty normal time” and the ability to do 
what he could to “make things better – 
for our state, for our cities and towns and 
for the leadership and those who live and 
work for and in those cities and towns”.  
Instead, like you, President Jones is facing 
a year of uncertainty from more than just 
the Covid-19 global pandemic.  Each of us 
search for ways to effectively address so 
many challenges in today’s world – from 
racial injustice and global protest to a 
bruised economy along with the bruised 
people all over the world, physically, 
mentally, and spiritually.  We are facing 
recovery from business closures and 
huge changes to our personal interac-
tions with one another when gatherings 
of more than ten of us are tightly regu-
lated.  What does the future hold? I find 
myself wondering and honestly conclude 
that I really do not know the answer.

But I do know how I WANT the future 
to look - Brighter, with more positive 
attitudes, better collaboration, a commit-
ment of our leaders, locally and nationally, 
to help us cope with the uncertainties of 
our changed world. 

Your Association, MML, can help create 
such a future.  Look at all the resources 

The Executive Director’s 
Perspective:  What Does 
the Future Hold??

By Scott A. HAncock
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Stay tuned and check the e-Bulletin and MML website often for more 
details on workshops, forums and discussion sessions, including 

Academy core and electives!

https://www.mdmunicipal.org/


fair, affordable rates for Marylanders to pay.  It will serve as a 
watchdog for the Maryland public, looking at prescription drugs 
with costs that greatly impact patients, our health care system, 
and the budgets of state and local governments.  While the 
Board will focus predominantly on very expensive drugs, like 
those entering the market at $30,000 or more per year or those 
with a price increase of at least $3,000 over a 12 month period, 
the Board also maintains the authority to review any prescrip-
tion drug that causes affordability issues for Marylanders or 
state and local entities. This Board marks the first time in this 
country that pharmaceutical corporations will be tasked with 
justifying their skyrocketing prices, as well as the first time a 
state will consider actions that incorporate the entirety of the 
pharmaceutical supply chain. 

Beginning in 2022, following approval by the General Assembly’s 
Legislative Policy Committee, the Board will have the authority 
to take action to make prescription drugs purchased by state 
and local government entities more affordable.  One approach 
the Board will consider is the establishment of upper payment 
limits on prescription drugs purchased by these governments 
and their programs.  Similar mechanisms are currently used to 

The prescription drug pricing system in our country is broken.  
Skyrocketing costs increasingly prevent patients from accessing 
the prescription drugs they need, drive up health insurance 
premiums, and place considerable burdens on our state and 
local governments.  In Maryland, where taxpayers support the 
pharmacy benefits of nearly one in three state residents, expen-
sive medications can strain the budgets of our counties, cities, 
and towns, resulting in fewer resources for other necessary 
services.  At a time when prescription drugs have accounted for 
over 22% of each health insurance dollar spent in recent years 
and nearly one-third of adults report not taking their medi-
cation as prescribed due to cost, it is imperative that we find 
solutions that allow municipalities to provide comprehensive 
prescription drug coverage in a way that ensures manageable 
costs for both the government and its employees. 

Thankfully, the state of Maryland is taking action. In 2019, the 
Maryland General Assembly passed House Bill 768 to create 
the nation’s first Prescription Drug Affordability Board.  The 
Board, which is comprised of five appointed members and 
supported by a stakeholder council, is an independent body with 
the authority to evaluate high cost medications and determine 

Municipal Maryland   |   July/August 2020   |   7

Maryland’s Prescription Drug Affordability 
Board: Helping Cities and Towns with 
Health Care Costs
 By cAtHerine kirk roBinS, Deputy Director, MArylAnD citizenS’ HeAltH initiAtive

http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0768/?ys=2019rs


establish appropriate payment rates for public utilities, insur-
ance, and hospital payments in Maryland—this approach would 
similarly treat prescription drugs as a public good.  Prior to 
establishing these upper payment limits for Maryland govern-
ment programs, the Board would be required to consider a 
number of relevant factors, consult with the stakeholder coun-
cil, and hold public meetings to allow for comment. 

The possible benefit to state and local governments is impres-
sive.  As employers, governments will benefit from a reduction 
in prescription drug costs that are reflected in insurance premi-
ums, resulting in freed-up resources in budgets.  These costs 
can be incredibly high, so the potential savings are significant. In 
Harford County, County Executive Barry Glassman shared that 
140 prescriptions for a single drug cost the county $1.3 million 
annually. In Anne Arundel County, County Executive Steuart 
Pittman testified at the legislation’s 2019 hearing about the full 
scope of prescription drug costs, which are double that of the 
county’s budget for all public libraries. 

Just as no Maryland family should have to choose between 
their medication and other necessities like rent and groceries, 
no Maryland county or municipality should be forced to choose 
between funding public services and the health coverage of its 
employees. 

While the Board’s work to make prescription drugs purchased 
by state and local governments more affordable is an import-
ant first step, there is still more work to be done to ensure all 
Marylanders are able to afford the medications they need.  The 
Board is required to report to the Maryland General Assembly 

by 2023 on ways in which the state can expand the Board’s 
authority to enact affordability measures on prescription drugs 
purchased throughout the state.  To support and inform the 
Board’s work and future expansion, a grassroots coalition of 
over 400 business, labor, faith, and community groups has 
been formed.  The Prescription Drug Affordability Coalition, 
which boasts the membership of the Maryland Association 
of Counties (MACo) and several local municipalities, works 
to elevate consumer and government voices in the Board’s 
processes, as well as educate the public and state legislature 
about this important work. 

For more information regarding the Prescription Drug 
Affordability Board or the coalition, you can contact the 
President of the Maryland Citizens’ Health Initiative, Vincent 
DeMarco, at demarco@
mdinitiative.org or visit 
the organization’s exhibi-
tor booth at the 2021 MML 
Summer Conference.  If your 
organization or municipality 
is interested in becoming a 
part of the Prescription Drug 
Affordability Coalition, you 
can sign the resolution at 
www.healthcareforall.com/
RxResolution. 

Katherine Kirk Robins
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Lindsey + Associates is a certified public accounting and financial consulting firm. 

We have decades of experience in helping state and local governments meet  

their accounting and auditing requirements.

Helping you achieve more.
accounting, auditing and tax compliance

Lindsey + Associates

Leading the Way 
in Financial Expertise and Personal Service in  
accounting, auditing and tax compliance

410-825-1994  |  www.acpafirm.com

“like” us on Facebook, Lindsey + Associates, LLC 

http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Committees/Media/false?cmte=fin&ys=2019RS&clip=FIN_3_6_2019_meeting_1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fmgahouse.maryland.gov%2Fmga%2Fplay%2F95e744df-501b-404d-8911-8027827b504d%2F%3Fcatalog%2F03e481c7-8a42-4438-a7da-93ff74bdaa4c%26playfrom%3D1896000
mailto:demarco%40mdinitiative.org%20?subject=
mailto:demarco%40mdinitiative.org%20?subject=
http://www.healthcareforall.com/RxResolution.  
http://www.healthcareforall.com/RxResolution.  
http://www.acpafirm.com


MEMBER MOMENTS

Laytonsville Town Hall banner donated by Councilmember Tom Burke thanks 
first responders, health care and essential workers

The Town of Easton cele-
brates Mayor Robert C. 
Willey as their longest 
serving mayor.

2019-2020 MML President Ryan Spiegel presents Jay Gullo with the Lifetime 
Achievement Award
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David Crist Municipal Employee of The Year

The Maryland City/County Management Association announced that David 
Crist, Director of Public Works/Water & Wastewater Superintendent for the 
Town of Ridgely, was selected to receive this prestigious recognition for 2019-
2020. According to MCCMC President Dennis Enslinger, Acting City Manager 
for the City of Gaithersburg, David has dedicated himself for 20 years to the 
Town of Ridgely, where he grew up and raises his family.  David’s nomina-
tion describes him as a hero going above and beyond during a challenging 
year for the town which included threats to staff, water main breaks, large 
events, police raids and stakeouts, the MML Golf Tournament and Christmas 
Wonderland in Ridgely.  

The nomination continued, “David ensured staff safety,  calmly performed 
repairs, assisted an elderly resident in the middle of the night, and was our 
volunteer police officer to help on raids and stakeouts, our Golf Host with 
the Most, our Forrest Gump leading the Halloween Parade, and our Clark 
Griswold hanging thousands of twinkle lights.” MML congratulates Municipal 
Employee of the Year, David Crist! 

2020-2021 MML President Perry Jones makes his remarks as MML Executive 
Director Scott Hancock and now Past President Ryan Spiegel, stand by.
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Road to Recovery: Gaithersburg 

Gaithersburg CARES

Fox 5’s Bob Barnard visited the Gaithersburg 
CARES hub at the Seneca Creek Community 
church, La Casita Restaurant and a playground 
outside of City Hall to interview Mayor Jud 
Ashman about how the city is coping with Covid-19 
recovery.  To watch coverage, click here

Emergencies and disasters come in all kinds, sizes, and complexities - from power 
outages to floods to cyberattacks - and each one presents unique challenges and risks. 
Learning how to prepare for and respond to them shouldn't be a one-size-fits-all effort!

That's where the MACEM&PS comes in. Our unique blend of collegiate expertise 
and practitioner experience lets us offer customized, innovative education, training, and 
professional solutions for you, your organization, or your jurisdiction. Everything we do is 
centered on the latest research and built to hold up to the demands of the real world, so 
you can get ready with confidence.

Our services include:
u Public Safety Training Program Development u Continuity of Operations (COOP) Planning 
u Emergency Plan Research & Development u Exercise Development and Facilitation 
u Threat & Risk Analysis u Mitigation Research & Strategy u Situational Awareness Training

MACEM@frederick.edu • 240.629.7970

Are You Ready?

Emergency Management • Fire Service Administration •  
Criminal Justice • Geographic Information Systems • 

Police Science • MD Dept. of Ed. Homeland Security & 
Emergency Preparedness • Apprenticeship

https://www.fox5dc.com/news/road-to-recovery-gaithersburg?fbclid=IwAR3LClkb99LyumMPcnH5gWkhRVgxVC0DPl9PjuV6-98oFwlkqAetmpdHZj0
http://www.frederick.edu


December 31, 2019 – Chinese government announces treatment of dozens 
of new pneumonia cases and in early January, identifies new virus named 
COVID-19

January 11, 2020 – China announces first death from COVID-19

January 13 – Woman in her 60’s travels home from China to Chicago, later 
to become first known case in that city

January 15 – 35-year-old man returns to Seattle, WA from Wuhan, China

January 17 – U.S. begins airport screening at Kennedy, San Francisco and 
Los Angeles Airports

January 21 – U.S. adds Atlanta and Chicago airports to the screening

January 23 – Chinese authorities close off the city of Wuhan, with popu-
lation of 11 million

January 28 – Seattle-Takoma airport is added to screening 

January 30 – WHO declares global health emergency

January 31 – U.S. announces non-residents traveling from China would 
not be allowed entry

February 2 – A 44-year-old man from the Philippines is first COVID-19 
death outside of China

February 5 – Diamond Princess cruise ship detained off coast of Japan 

February 7 – Dr. Wenliang, Chinese doctor who tried to warn the world 
dies 

March 1 – U.S. includes screenings on travelers from South Korea and Italy 

March 4, 5, 6 – California, Illinois and Oklahoma announce COVID-19 cases 

March 5 – U.S. announces ban on travel from Europe

March 13 – President Trump declares National Emergency

March 15 – CDC recommends no gatherings of more than 50 people 
through May 11 

March 16 – U.S. and state prohibit groups of more than ten people through 
April 30

March 28 – CDC issues travel advisories for NY, CT and NJ

March 29 – U.S. extends travel restrictions and social distancing through 
April 30 

March 30 – Maryland, Virginia and DC States mandate to leave home 
only for essentials (food, pharmacy, outdoor exercise only with 6’ social 
distancing)

April 1-15 - Additional Executive Orders issued in Maryland, enhancing 
telehealth and requirements for face masks in public and additional 
closings

April 18 - Governor announces purchase of 500,000 COVID-19 test kits 
from South Korea

May 6 – Governor unveils recovery plan for Maryland

May 15 – Certain businesses in Maryland are allowed to open under 
Phase I of Maryland Recovery Plan

June 3 – Governor announces implementation of some parts of Phase 
II for Maryland 

June 5 – 5:00 p.m. Phase II implementation begins in Maryland

June 12 – Additional Phase II Reopenings including indoor dining and 
outdoor amusements. To date there have been 60,613 cases in the state

June 22 – U.S. cases rise to 50,000 new cases per day this week in 
Florida, Texas, California and Washington. Some beaches close for July 
4th Weekend. Some media and Corona Virus Task Force warn of possible 
resurgence

June 28 – Global cases reach 500,000

July 1 – The European Union to open borders, but bans U.S. citizens; Iran 
announces new lockdown measures

July 6 – U.S. deaths surpass 130,000; Dr. Fauci urges citizens to avoid 
crowds

Resources: World Health Organization Newsroom Archives; New York Times, A 
Timeline of the Coronavirus Pandemic (author Derrick Bryson Taylor)

COVID-19 
Timeline
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On March 13, 2020, the President declared the ongoing 
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic of sufficient 
severity and magnitude to warrant an emergency declaration 
for all states, tribes, territories, and the District of Columbia 
pursuant to section 501 (b) of the Robert T. Stafford Disaster 
Relief and Emergency Assistance Act, 42 U.S.C. 5121-5207 (the 
“Stafford Act”).  State, Territorial, Tribal, local government 
entities and certain private non-profit (PNP) organizations are 
eligible to apply for Public Assistance.  

In accordance with section 502 of the Stafford Act, eligible 
emergency protective measures taken to respond to the 
COVID-19 emergency at the direction or guidance of public 
health officials’ may be reimbursed under Category B of the 
agency’s Public Assistance program. FEMA will not duplicate 
assistance provided by the Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS), including the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, or other federal agencies.  This includes necessary 
emergency protective measures for activities taken in response 
to the COVID-19 incident.  FEMA assistance will be provided at 
the 75 percent Federal cost share.

With the federal emergency declaration, costs that you incur for 
Coronavirus activities THAT ARE NOT ALREADY COVERED 
BY ANOTHER GRANT PROGRAM are eligible for federal 
reimbursement.  

Following are a few tips for developing documentation that will 
help you justify the costs to be reimbursed:

• Make sure you first declare an emergency so that you can 
execute emergency procurements.  You should already 
have a policy dictating circumstances that allow you to 
execute an emergency procurement.  If not, use the exam-
ple below for a simple version:

Emergency procurement will only be considered when a threat 
to public health, welfare or safety exists. Under no circum-
stances will poor planning be considered an “emergency.”  A 
minimum of two (2) bids will be obtained through telephone, 

fax, or electronic mail.  An Emergency Contract Certification 
form will be completed by the contracting officer, approved 
by an appropriate management level executive and attached 
to the contract for legal review and approval.

• Identify the costs incurred, both payroll and non-payroll, 
as associated with Coronavirus activities.  This is critical.  
You must demonstrate how these costs would not other-
wise have been incurred or reimbursable under another 
grant program.  The Coronavirus declaration is clear that 
this reimbursement is meant to supplement rather than 
supplant other grant programs.  For purchase orders and 
invoices received, document that these are incremental 
costs and not otherwise reimbursable.  Indicate the same 
for payroll costs incurred.  Have that documentation 
reviewed and approved by management level personnel. 

• Create a summary of the costs incurred for Coronavirus 
activities at least bi-weekly.  Creating this summary 
allows you to review the listing quickly to make 
sure you are capturing all eligible costs timely.  The 
longer you wait to prepare the summary, the more 
likely it is that you’ll miss capturing all eligible costs.  

• Keep a separate file with copies 
of all documentation, including 
the weekly summaries.  This will 
facilitate the preparation of the 
reimbursement request and any 
audit review that occurs.

Taking these simple and straight forward 
steps will give you the opportunity to 
maximize reimbursement for costs 
incurred for Coronavirus activities.

Feel free to contact the author at jreagan@uhy-us.com with 
questions.
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Coronavirus Reimbursement for Municipalities
By JAck reAgAn, pArtner, uHy llp certifieD puBlic AccountAntS
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Use Contactless Form and Payment Processing

Many municipalities perform some type of form and payment 
processing for permits, licenses, and similar activities. To help combat 
the spread of COVID-19 you can make these activities contactless.

Electronic Forms: In many cases, there is no need to use physical 
paper, which can spread disease, to apply for and process forms. 
Consider using paperless methods such as Google Forms (https://
forms.google.com), DocuSign (https://www.docusign.com/), 
and Microsoft Forms (https://forms.office.com/) to make these 
processes completely virtual.

Contactless Payment: Avoid physical payments using cash and 
checks by setting up a Point of Sale solution that implements 
contactless technology such as Square (https://squareup.com) or 
Clover (https://www.clover.com). You can also consider accepting 
online payments using PayPal (https://www.paypal.com) and similar 
services. 

Skip the Line

As you reopen your municipal buildings think about how you can 
reduce or eliminate people congregating in lines. You can use services 
such as Calendly (https://calendly.com/) or Microsoft Bookings 
(https://office.com/bookings) to easily allow residents to schedule 
appointments and skip waiting in line. 

Build Community

Physical distancing prevents the spread of COVID-19, not social 
isolation. Use software such as Zoom (https://zoom.us), Google 
Meetings (https://meet.google.com), and Cisco WebEx (https://
www.webex.com) to host virtual meetings for clubs, fund-raisers, 
and other community events.

Finally, remember the less fortunate residents of your community 
that may lack internet access, a computer, or electronic payment 
methods. Ensure that you continue to use communication channels 
that reach them such as physical mailers. Also, consider their limita-
tions when implementing new rules related to your municipality’s 
support services.

About the Author: Paul Troncone is a cybersecurity consultant and a coun-
cilman for the Town of North Beach. He has over 20 years of experience in 
the cybersecurity and IT fields, is a Certified Information Systems Security 
Professional (CISSP), and holds a Master of Science degree in Computer 
Science.  Paul can be reached at mml@digadel.com.

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has forced everyone 
to live and work differently. The social gatherings that define our 
communities have been sidelined by physical distancing guidelines 
and stay-at-home orders. Thankfully, as a municipal leader you can 
leverage a wide array of information technology to help your commu-
nity hold together and protect the health and wellbeing of staff and 
residents.

Enhance Information Exchange

A critical role during any emergency response is availability of clear, 
concise, accurate, and timely information. You have many options to 
provide this service to your community.

Official Website: When looking for information many people still 
start by visiting your official website. Try to ensure it is up to date and 
well organized so visitors can quickly find what they are looking for. 
The City of Seat Pleasant COVID-19 website is an excellent example 
of this (https://seatpleasantmd.gov/coronavirus/).

Social Media: Social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram 
are easy to setup and can expand your reach dramatically. For exam-
ple, in the Town of North Beach we have around 2,000 residents but 
nearly 12,000 followers on Facebook! Social media also encourages 
two-way communication, enabling residents to share information 
with your municipality and other members of the community.

Email: One of the oldest forms of online communication, email is still 
alive and well. Authoring a weekly or monthly email newsletter and 
encouraging residents to subscribe can provide a consistent flow of 
information. See MML’s e-Bulletin for an example of a well-curated 
email newsletter.

Text Messaging: Using text messaging is a great way to get timely 
information such as road closures, weather alerts, or meeting notices 
out to members of your community. The read rate for text messages 
is also higher than other forms of communication, just be sure not to 
overload your subscribers with too many notifications.

Service Requests: Many non-emergency requests for service can 
now be entered, tracked, and resolved using online tools. The City 
of Bowie (https://cityofbowie.org/2256/Service-Request) is a great 
example of this using the Accela platform.

By pAul troncone, cyBerSecurity conSultAnt AnD A councilMAn for tHe town of nortH BeAcH
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Maintaining Community Through 
Technology During COVID-19

By Paul Troncone, cyBersecuriTy consulTanT and a councilman for The Town of norTh Beach

(https://forms.google.com)
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(https://office.com/bookings)
(https://zoom.us)
(https://meet.google.com)
(https://www.webex.com)
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mailto:mml%40digadel.com.%20?subject=
 (https://seatpleasantmd.gov/coronavirus/).
 (https://cityofbowie.org/2256/Service-Request)
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With the coronavirus pandemic and civil unrest across our 
country one thing has become very apparent — communica-
tion between the government and the citizenry is extremely 
important.  Gone are the days of posting a big red message on 
the landing page of your organization’s website and assuming 
constituents' will see it and understand it. Instead of one-way 
push communication we need to facilitate a dialog, a conver-
sation between the government and its people. The problem 
is having conversations that provide useful information, show 
transparency, and instill confidence in the government tradition-
ally take a lot of time and resources.  Luckily, there are several 
modern technologies that can facilitate these conversations in 
a way that is inexpensive and easily scales. It can be difficult for 
leaders to stay on top of the latest and greatest tech available.  
In this brief guide, I will attempt to highlight currently available 
technology that can be utilized by government agencies small 
and large to become super communicators.

Amazon Alexa & Google Home

More than 34% of U.S. households have at least one smart 
speaker and about 12% have more than one. This widely 
untapped platform for communication is specifically designed 
to engage the user in a conversation.  These devices, already 
in your constituents' homes, can be programmed to answer 
questions on behalf of your municipality. To accomplish this 

your organization needs to create an app, formally called a voice 
first application, for each platform (aka voice assistant).  The 
most popular voice assistants in the U.S. are Amazon’s Alexa and 
Google Home but also available are Microsoft’s Cortana and 
Samsung’s Bixby.  Apple’s Siri is also a popular voice assistant, 
but Apple hasn’t opened up Siri to Voice First applications.  In 
addition to answering questions, some of these voice assistants 
can push notifications to your citizens, allow them to pay for 
municipal services, video conference with city officials / person-
nel,  or watch council meetings all from the safety and privacy 
of their own home.  With these versatile little devices already 
in 1 out 3 constituent’s homes, your municipality can continue 
doing many of your normal business functions while reducing 
the amount of in person contact.

Chatbots

A big challenge that municipalities have is answering all the 
different inquiries from various interested parties.  Cities must 
provide answers to all kinds of questions from citizens, the 
media, employees, other cities, tourists, and state and federal 
government.  Often, this problem is addressed with websites 
that have complicated menu structures and busy home pages.  
This means the website user has to poke around to try and 
find the answer to the simple questions they came to your 
site to answer.  This is where a chatbot comes in. A chatbot is 
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a piece of software that uses artificial intelligence (AI) to have 
a conversation with a human.  Much like the conversational 
abilities of Amazon Alexa and Google Home, chatbots can be 
added to your website and Facebook page to help a website 
visitor get right to the answer they are looking for. In addition 
to adding chatbots to your website and Facebook page, they 
can even be taught to answer via text and emails. 

IVR

Interactive Voice Response systems, more commonly called 
IVRs, answer incoming calls on your organizations main line.  In 
their most basic form, they provide the caller a menu of options 
where they can choose where they want to be redirected.  Think 
“Press 1 to talk to the water billing department, press 2 to get a 
building permit, press 3…” Modern IVRs can go way beyond the 
press this button to talk to this department.  Instead they can 
answer the caller’s questions without the need for a municipal 
employee to get on the phone.   This means your employees 
won’t have to answer the phone 100 times a day to answer the 
same question over and over.

Text Messaging

I have seen several research reports that claim 98% or more 
of text messages get read and that 90% are read in the first 
three minutes.  These reports are usually from text message 
marketing firms, so there is an obvious bias. Even so, there is 
no denying this is a powerful medium to push out information 
quickly.  Text messaging has been around for a while -- since 
December 3, 1992, to be exact.  But recently, interactive chatbot 
technology has been combined with texting. This allows citizens 
to have a text conversation with your organization.  Text chat-
bots in combination with artificial intelligence (AI) allows these 
conversations to be automated but still personal.  A citizen can 
text a question to your organization and get a friendly prepro-
grammed answer from your text chatbot.  Well-developed text 
chatbots will not only have answers to a myriad of frequently 
asked questions but will also have the ability to pass off the 
text conversation to a human if it doesn’t know the answer.  
Additionally, sophisticated texting systems will keep track of 
questions asked and be able to report stats to management.  
One word of caution, there are some legal requirements to 
texting people that apply to local and state government…the 
federal government excluded themselves when they wrote the 
laws.

Auto Dialing

Auto dialing is when you have a machine call a list of phone 
numbers and speak a prerecorded message.  This is an 
important part of a communication strategy, but it needs to 
be implemented correctly to be effective.  The reason this is 
an important component in public sector communication is 
because there are still people out there who can’t / won’t or 
don’t receive text messages.  Another benefit to auto dialing is, 
unlike texting, you know that the person the machine is calling 
received the message.  Here are a few tips to a good auto dialer 
setup: 

1. The number that your machine is calling from needs to 
display a caller ID with your organizations name. 

2. The number that your machine is calling from has a local 
number. 

3. The auto dial system has the ability to distinguish if some-
one has picked up or if its gone to voice mail.

4. The auto dial system can play a different message for a live 
person versus when voicemail picks up and waits for the 
voicemail message to end before it starts speaking.

5. The auto dial system can report if it “talked” with a live 
person and how long it talked with them. For example, if it 
got hung up on after three seconds you know the person 
who answered didn’t get the message.

6. BONUS: The auto dial system has built in AI that can answer 
questions or can pass the call recipient to an IVR system 
with an AI assistant. 

Hopefully, you can see the emerging theme in modern commu-
nication technology and how it can be used to address the 
problems we face.  Each of these technologies better enables 
your organization to answer questions in a natural conversa-
tional manner.  Instead of making your constituents search for 
information, these technologies guide them to the answers 
with minimum cost and impact to your municipality.  These 
technologies have emerged at the perfect time…. a time when 
we need the public sector to start having conversations… a time 
when our government needs to become super communicators.   

Sir David J. Garretson is the CEO of Garretson Technology.  
Sir Garretson has a BS in Computer Information Systems with 
a minor in accounting and a Masters in Information Systems 
Management with a concentration on Security.  Sir Garretson 
wrote his first application in 1987 on a Commodor 64 and he 
hasn’t stopped coding ever since. 

Garretson Technology (GTech) 
specializes in producing inex-
pensive custom software.  Six 
years ago, GTech realized that 
the public sector was falling 
behind when it came to using 
modern technology to effectively 
communicate with the public.  
To solve this problem GTech 
created Ansible, a powerful 
communications platform to 
turn the public sector into super 
communicators. David.Garretson@GTechAZ.com | 623.349.4277 
ext 2112.
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Directing our state’s economic development taught me that 
policies succeed best with bipartisan support, a truth that was 
later reaffirmed by my work as Johns Hopkins University’s 
technology enterprise leader for some seven years, then as 
dean of Stevenson University’s Brown School of Business and 
Leadership until last Fall. An earlier three-decade career in 
science and technology had already convinced me that wise 
economic ideas transcend party agendas, and that our most 
productive economic dynamo is the non-political innovation 
generated by science and technology.  This insight was brought 
home hard by the 9/11 attack, which showed us the wisdom of 
technologically distributing vital government and private sector 
workplaces rather than concentrating them into convenient 
targets for America’s enemies. The new Coronavirus has now 
taught us, similarly, the value of strengthening our ability to 
conduct essential work digitally from our homes.  Both these 
national learning experiences illuminate a significant opportu-
nity for local authorities: technologically driven, geographically 
distributed federal workplaces that offer our small towns 
and rural areas sustainable prosperity plus local control of 
development.

For example, consider the challenge of housing the FBI, 
whose current District of Columbia premises can’t accom-
modate its 11,000 or so people. The agency’s leaders and 
the General Services Administration (which arranges federal 
workplaces) favor rebuilding the present HQ, an idea that 
Justice Department Inspector General Michael Horowitz 

is reviewing. Meanwhile, U.S. Senators Chris Van Hollen and 
Ben Cardin (both D-Md), as well as U.S. Representative Steny 
Hoyer (D-Md) and the rest of Maryland’s delegation in the 
House, have championed our state as an FBI home against a 
rival bid from Virginia. Both states want the economic benefits 
federal workplaces can bring. For like reasons, U.S. Senators 
Josh Hawley (R-Mo) and Marsha Blackburn (R-Tenn), have intro-
duced a Bill, the Helping Infrastructure Restore the Economy 
Act, to send 90% of the workforce of 10 federal agencies out 
of DC. Former Democratic presidential candidate Andrew Yang 
has a similar plan.  “Every year Americans’ hard-earned tax 
dollars fund federal agencies that are mainly located in the DC 
bubble,” Senator Hawley argues. Brookings Institution scholar 
Alan Berube has noted that the latest (2017) figures show most 
federal workers are already spread throughout the U.S., but 
about 280,000 still live and work in DC’s metro area.  Moving a 
significant number into Maryland neighborhoods has exciting 
implications for us.  To pursue this realistically, communities 
can’t rely on their general attractiveness or economic need, they 
must shrewdly market their technological readiness, capitalizing 
on federal culture’s struggle to solve the workplace problems 
of a technologically changing world. Maryland municipalities 
can help federal executives with this to mutual advantage. 
 
How?  First, by engaging the hardware aspect.  The Coronavirus 
crisis has revealed the importance of telecommunications to 
the federal government and the economy.  Internet scholar 
N J Slabbert, with whom I co-authored a study of America’s 

 
By AriS MeliSSArAtoS, vice preSiDent, corporAte eDucAtion & leADerSHip DevelopMent, St JoHn propertieS, inc, MArylAnD AnD forMer SecretAry of BuSineSS AnD econoMic 
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Learning from Covid-19:  Technologically Empowered, Distributed Federal 
Workplaces Present a Valuable Economic Opportunity for Maryland’s 
Towns and Counties 
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economic dependence on science and technology, argues that 
the global and U.S. economies have been increasingly trans-
forming tele-technology from a convenience to a fundamental 
framework for business, government and culture.  

“Covid-19 will likely leave lasting impacts that cumulatively 
accelerate this historic transition,” he contends.  “We are 
entering an era when the secure continuity of our society will 
depend on our ability to function in physical isolation during 
natural or man-made disasters.  One demand of this transi-
tion is that we must rethink the relationship between telework 
and location.  It’s commonly supposed that telework makes 
location irrelevant.  However, the optimal use of telework is 
location-sensitive.”  That is: some neighborhoods are more 
telework-friendly than others. 

Last year, the Congressional Research Service reported that 
high-speed Internet, or broadband, was unavailable to 324,000 
rural Maryland residents, over a third of our population (18 of our 
23 counties are rural).  Our state’s Task Force on Rural Internet, 
Broadband, Wireless and Cellular Service recommended steps 
including using utility easements and infrastructure rights of way 
to expedite broadband provision.  Federal funding is available 
to help this.  While basic Internet is available throughout most 
of Maryland, broadband is vital to the secure, sophisticated 

telecommunications needed by federal agencies and large 
businesses.  Communities looking to attract federal workplaces 
should act decisively to meet this need.  A recent U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce report found that embracing digital technology 
has the power to jump-start economic growth in rural areas, 
while a National Academies of Sciences (NAS) report on land 
use and new technologies expresses concern that rural areas 
without broadband will in future be disadvantaged compared 
to other areas. 

Then, as Slabbert points out, large-scale digital work not only 
requires a rethink of organizational structure and management, 
but also revised concepts of employee location. Solitary work 
at home may suit various freelance occupations, but federal 

agencies must commonly deploy teams whose members’ email 
and video contacts need augmentation by periodic physical 
meetings between peers and team leaders.  It is important to 
distinguish such networks (dedicated workplaces located in 
different places while being linked to each other and to a small, 
lean HQ by secure, 24/7 computer systems including video) from 
telework (working at home some days).  Such digital networks 
of home workers should preferably live near each other with 
easy opportunities to meet one-on-one or in groups locally, 
rather than commuting to a distant head office for which tele-
communication contact is sufficient.  Such tele-communities 
of federal (or private sector) peer workers suggest close-knit 
neighborhoods, preferably walkable and equipped with comfort-
ably self-contained lifestyle amenities to make for productive, 
happy and healthy employees. 

Local authorities should embrace the philosophy of not just 
enabling residents to access broadband but also designing 
communities for them around technological lifestyles. Rapid 
technological change is creating a range of emergent work 
options which are neither the familiar centralized head office 
nor the periodically-occupied home office, but something 
midway.  We are fast entering an era where workplaces will 
not be simply relocated but rather technologically restructured 

so that, for example, small towns in Maryland will have the 
capability to host, both residentially and professionally, teams of 
federal coworkers who report digitally to slender head offices in 
DC (or elsewhere). Capitalizing on these developments requires 
familiarity with technological trends, and a readiness to adapt.  
The NAS report notes that technological changes will likely 
most benefit communities which resolve to be flexible and 
“technology agnostic” in adapting to unforeseen innovations.  

Technological fluidity levels the playing field, with federal 
managers having to adapt at the same pace as local authori-
ties, creating an opportunity for technology-savvy local leaders 
to harvest a role shift: instead of being passive responders to 
federal needs, town and county planners can be proactive 
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is rich scope for small communities to be proactive in part-
nering federal agencies to design new workplace solutions 
rather than merely pitching to be on the receiving end of 
unilateral federal decisions.  And communities which recog-
nize the need for economic growth, yet fear its impacts if it 
gets out of hand, should explore such partnerships as a way to 
strike controlled-development agreements with agencies. This 
is enabling municipalities to ensure that new neighborhoods 
conform to the established character, traditions and culture of 
our state’s distinctive places, instead of submitting to uncon-
trolled development. To be in the forefront of this workplace 
transition, towns must boldly 
show federal planners that 
they are not only pleasant 
places in which to work and 
live but are also suited to tech-
nological infrastructure, that 
their leaders are conversant 
with the changing technolog-
ical dimension, and that they 
are ready to collaborate with 
federal partners to create 
“work villages” which are 
not the bedroom suburbs of 
yesteryear but dynamic new 
centers of innovative work-
force support. 

shapers of technologically effective community planning solu-
tions for federal managers.  Because such managers’ executive 
vocabulary must reflect technological evolution, the language 
of computer networks and the cloud is ubiquitous in federal 
documents, but behind this vocabulary lie managerial habits of 
thought which go deeper than terminology, and can stubbornly 
resist change even among very smart federal executives who 
seem, superficially, to embrace innovation.  Obsolete thinking 
can long retain a powerful imaginative hold.  This explains the 
enduring appeal to the federal mind of an imposing, central-
ized FBI command campus as well as of the Department of 
Homeland Security’s vast new citadel in DC.  Both represent 
the “more massive a headquarters is, the better” mindset which 
produced the Pentagon in World War II but which has been 
overtaken by an age in which security, logistical and economic 
considerations are best served by geographically distributed 
workplace networks linked by advanced telecommunications.  
Studies of workplace evolution like Work in the 21st Century: 
How Do I Log On?, by researchers Peter Ross, Susan Ressia 
and Elizabeth Sander, confirm that the struggle to adapt to 
technology’s impact on work is widespread, extending into 
government. 

In short, this workplace flux is such that perplexed federal 
managers will likely look increasingly and more favorably in 
the future to creative solutions offered from outside the federal 
landscape.  Such welcome support can come from the private 
sector or from local authorities who are strongly motivated 
to see their communities profit from exciting change.  There 
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Our goal is Our goal is to make our client’s 
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experience.experience.
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governments must adapt and 
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the individuals and companies 

who rely on them. This is why we 
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most effectively serve their 
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website content. 
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edge web content management 
system, and an ingenious suite of 
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in people’s lives. 
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THE LOCAL LEADER’S TOOLKIT:
A STRONG TOWNS RESPONSE 

TO THE PANDEMIC
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"There are times that call for good 
management, the steady presence of 
solid individuals to steward a commu-
nity. Then, there are those unique times 
when our cities need something more, 
when they need people who can guide 
us to somewhere new."

Right now, our cities need leaders.

They need those special people ready to step up and push 
the boundaries of what is possible. They need those that 
can see opportunity amid the distress. They need individu-
als who can not only seize the moment, but communicate 
a positive, uniting vision to their community.

The global pandemic is laying bare all the fragility that has 
built up over decades within our society. These are scary 
times filled with uncertainty. It’s unclear what next month 
will bring, let alone next year.

Even so, there are some simple things you can do right now 
to stabilize your community, put yourself on solid ground, 
and start the process of recovery. To help that effort, we’ve 
put together The Local Leader’s Toolkit: A Strong Towns 
Response to the Pandemic. This book is broken down into 
three phases for action: from the immediate steps your 
community should be taking to the mid-range tactics to 
the long-term action items.

In each section, we outline necessary shifts in thinking for 
leaders to embody and communicate. We give you specific 
action steps for your community to take. And we help you 
anticipate difficult challenges so you are ready for them 
when they arrive.

Strong Towns is a bottom-up revolution to rebuild American 
prosperity. Thousands of people across North America 
are using the Strong Towns approach to make their cities 
stronger and more financially resilient. You’re not alone.

This toolkit is for all the leaders out there. The entire Strong 
Towns movement stands with you.

By cHArleS MAroHn, preSiDent of Strong townS, 2019 MMl SuMMer 
conference cloSing generAl SeSSion keynote 

Charles Marohn, 
President of Strong Towns
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PHASE II. WE’RE NOT GOING BACK TO NORMAL

(3 TO 12 MONTHS)

acknowledge the pain of this transition, but your community’s 
energy and vision must be directed towards a positive future.

YOU MUST WORK TOWARDS COMMUNITY SELF-SUFFICIENCY, 
FULLY KNOWING YOU WON’T GET ALL THE WAY THERE. Nearly 
every community could produce the food needed to feed them-
selves, but none do. This acceptance of dependency crosses 
nearly every domain of essential need. There are many jobs to 
be created by recognizing that self- sufficiency is a community 
value of greater urgency than mere economic efficiency. We 
won’t get all the way there, but that doesn’t mean it’s  not 
important to work towards it.

THERE IS A TRADEOFF BETWEEN GROWTH AND STABILITY. The 
pre-coronavirus answer to economic stress at the local level 
was economic growth, even when that growth made the 
community fragile. You must now respond to economic stress 
by emphasizing community stability, even if that means fore-
going opportunities for growth. Without stability, you will be 
thwarted in your response to every other challenge you face.

Whether it’s food supply, housing, health care, transportation, 
or just basic community commerce, local communities are 
waking up to just how fragile we are.

Community leaders are going to have to address these prob-
lems in real time, under stress, with limited outside assistance. 
And with financial resources stretched, they won’t have the 
option to simply throw money at these problems.

To prepare the ground for recovery, we are now forced to inno-
vate. We must find ways to do much more with what is likely to 
be much less. That’s what local leadership now requires.

Local leaders must continue the mental shift begun during the 
first 60 days of the response phase by recognizing that:

RECOVERY WILL NOT MEAN RESTORATION. You are leading your 
community through a transition to something new. Mentally 
focus on the positives of what lies ahead, not on trying 
to reclaim what is perceived to have been lost. It is okay to 

Municipal Maryland   |   July/August 2020   |   21

It seems unlikely that we are going to return to pre-coronavirus America anytime 
soon. This global pandemic feels like a switch that has released long-standing 
tensions within our society, revealing deep dysfunction and fragility in the critical 
systems we depend on.

PHASE II.
WE'RE NOT GOING BACK 
TO NORMAL
(3 TO 12 MONTHS)
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PREPARING FOR RECOVERY
With the community stabilized, it’s time to shift to preparing 
for a recovery. Here is a list of ten things to work on once 
you’re ready:

1. WAIVE HOME OCCUPATION RESTRICTIONS. With shelter-in-
place orders, suddenly all neighborhoods are mixed-use, 
with commercial activity happening even in places zoned 
exclusively residential. Allow this obvious fact to be a cata-
lyst for legalizing the recovery.

2. LEGALIZE NEIGHBORHOOD ESSENTIAL SERVICES. In a 
pandemic, obtaining daily essentials shouldn’t require 
everyone to travel to the same big box store. Along with 
legalizing home occupations, allowing neighborhood-scale 
commercial activities— things like small grocery stores, 
pharmacies, hair salons, and other quintessentially neigh-
borhood-focused businesses—to open in residential 
neighborhoods creates room for innovators to respond 
to the crisis.

3. KICKSTART ENTREPRENEURS. Many commercial buildings 
are going to be stuck in a type of financial purgatory, one 
where they can’t fill vacant space at current lease rates but 
they also can’t lower the rent due to financing agreements. 
Particularly in strategic locations (ones that fill streetscape 
gaps and connect places), use pop-up commercial spaces 
to seed the next generation of entrepreneurs.

4. LEGALIZE HOUSING ADAPTATIONS. Your community is going 
to have people searching for affordable housing. Your 

community is also going to have people needing more 
income to avoid foreclosure and stay in their home. Match 
these two quickly by legalizing accessory dwelling units and 
duplex conversions.

5. MAKE QUICK AND LEAN INVESTMENTS IN WALKING AND 
BIKING. The quickest way to free up private capital within 
the community is to make it possible for individuals and 
families to not have to own and operate a motor vehicle. A 
family that can shift from two vehicles to one saves thou-
sands each year, money they can redirect to more urgent 
needs. Have city staff utilize the Strong Towns 4-Step 
Approach to Making Capital Investments to identify and 
address the most urgent barriers to walking and biking.

6.  END PARKING REQUIREMENTS. Don’t burden the recovery 
with requiring any additional parking. With an approach 
based on building strong neighborhoods, more parking is 
not only unnecessary, it’s an impediment to future success.

7. START GROWING FOOD. People are already responding to 
potential food shortages by starting to grow their own 
food. At a minimum, stay out of their way by removing 
restrictions on gardening, greenhouses, chickens, and 
other small-scale food production activities. Be proactive 
by allocating unused public land for community farming. 
Empower volunteers in the community to organize and 
lead these activities.

8. THICKEN CIVIC INFRASTRUCTURE. Private-public part-
nerships should not be reserved for only commercial 
transactions. There are many amazing non-profit 
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organizations— some secular and some religious—serving 
the needs of people within the community. Allow them to 
lead in the areas where they are experts. Use city resources 
to coordinate, connect, and promote these efforts.

9. BEGIN REORIENTING BUREAUCRACIES. Most cities have a 
large number of staff whose job is oriented around pursu-
ing or facilitating growth projects. This personnel should 
be redirected to working on the Strong Towns 4-Step 
Approach to Making Capital Investments. Start creating a 
culture that rewards acts of service/support to groups  or 
individuals within a neighborhood and away from rewards 
for simply completing transactions or even for finding 
outside sources of capital for new projects.

10. CHANGE HOW YOU MEASURE SUCCESS. We measure what we 
value and we improve what we measure. As an indicator of 
progress, most cities track and publicly report on transac-
tions, such as the number of permits issued. Transactions 
are not well correlated to successful outcomes. Create a 
community dashboard to publicly track and report on your 
desired outcomes. Use it as a North Star to guide and inter-
pret collective action. (The Studer Community Institute has 
developed a model you can customize. It’s online at www.
studeri.org/community-dashboard.)

STATE AND FEDERAL “ASSISTANCE”
It is likely that local governments will be offered some form of 
recovery assistance from the state and/or federal governments. 
In advance of these funds being offered, be proactive in having 
a discussion about how to respond.

In 2009, most local government recovery aid came in the form 
of infrastructure money targeting “shovel-ready” projects. 
While some of these projects were beneficial, many of them 
were projects that had been put on the shelf for good reasons. 
They were not high-priority investments. Few of these projects 
responded to the immediate urgency experienced within the 
community.

Infrastructure spending is popular among state and federal 
officials because it creates immediate jobs and the potential 
for long-term growth. For local governments, new infrastruc-
ture has some of those same benefits, but also the additional 
long-term liability of now having to service and maintain that 
infrastructure. Over time, these  hasty transactions rarely 
work out well for local communities, most of which are already 
burdened by years of deferred maintenance.

If you are asked or have a chance to influence deliberations, tell 
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your state and federal officials that cities would benefit more 
from cash assistance than aid channeled through a narrow infra-
structure funnel. Local government officials are more influential 
than they may think, so know that your recommendation could 
be impactful.

If the only form of assistance provided to local government 
ends up being an infrastructure appropriation, take steps to 
focus those funds. You want to select projects with the most 
upside benefit and the least additional long-term commitment. 
When considering projects:

• PRIORITIZE MAINTENANCE OVER NEW CAPACITY. With such a 
massive backlog of basic maintenance needs, it’s irrespon-
sible to build additional capacity. If you can use assistance 
dollars to fix critical infrastructure, make that the priority.

• PRIORITIZE BELOW-GROUND INFRASTRUCTURE OVER 
ABOVE-GROUND. Many of our sewer and water systems 
are approaching 100 years old. When these core pipes fail, 
the problems cascade throughout the system. It’s possible 
market shifts or even technology may dramatically change 
how we use roads and streets, but water and sewer will still 
flow through pipes as it has for thousands of years. If given 
the chance, target your assistance spending underground.

• PRIORITIZE NEIGHBORHOODS THAT ARE MORE THAN 75 YEARS 
OLD. The firm Urban3 has modeled the revenue streams of 
hundreds of cities across the country. In every one, the 
neighborhoods with the highest financial productivity are 
the ones that existed before World War II, even when they 
are occupied by the poorest people within the commu-
nity. These are traditional neighborhoods but today they 
still have the greatest capacity to adapt to new realities. 
Investments in stabilizing these neighborhoods have the 
greatest potential to pay off.

When making infrastructure investments, the more you can 

let a neighborhood assessment of urgent needs guide your 
priorities, the more effective your efforts will be. Ground 
yourself in your people and places. The less time you spend 
chasing the shiny object or projecting theoretical new growth 
opportunities, the more likely your investments will help the 
community prosper.

In the final section, we’ll share long term actions for a strong 
recovery.
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Just like a strong and healthy human body is more likely to 
overcome a viral infection, a strong and healthy community is 
more likely to withstand unexpected trauma, and perhaps even 
grow stronger in the process.

In that sense, the Strong Towns Approach is a lot like regular 
exercise and a healthy diet for the community. We need to 
create the habits and practices that allow us to productively 
respond to stress while growing stronger and more prosperous 
over time.

Local leaders can build a Strong Town by prompting their 
community to do the following:

• RELY ON LITTLE BETS, NOT TRANSFORMATIONAL PROJECTS. 
In the book Little Bets, author Peter Sims describes how 
low-risk actions can help us discover, test and refine ideas. 

We can apply this approach to the places we live. The book 
Tactical Urbanism: Short-Term Action for Long-Term 
Change, by Mike Lydon and Anthony Garcia, is a how-to 
guide for making low-risk, high-return investments in a 
place. Identify the minimum viable project, get it up and 
running, see what happens,  then refine the approach.

• EMPHASIZE RESILIENCY, NOT SIMPLY EFFICIENCY. Darwin’s 
core insight was never “survival of the fittest” but survival 
of the most adaptable. When we fine-tune  our systems 
for efficiency of execution, those systems lose their 
adaptability. They become fragile and prone to failure. 
They lack resiliency. A Strong Towns approach recognizes 
that success over the long term cannot be mass-produced 
through some efficient process. It must be built incremen-
tally over time.

The things we need to focus on doing immediately are clear. The further we look out 
into time, however, the more ambiguous the path becomes. Nobody knows exactly 
what is going to happen, so we need to remain flexible in our thinking and nimble 
enough in our approach to adjust to changing circumstances.
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• CONDUCT AS MUCH OF LIFE AS POSSIBLE AT A PERSONAL 
SCALE. People are the indicator species of success. There 
is an overwhelming correlation between places built for 
human beings and financial productivity. The more places 
we build that scale to humans instead of automobiles, the 
more financially successful we are going to be.

• ALWAYS DO THE MATH. Local governments budget year-
to-year, yet they tend to be amazingly casual about debt 
and, even more so, about taking on long-term maintenance 
obligations. When we don’t hold ourselves to a rigorous 
financial approach, we tend to descend into dogmatic 
thinking and start relying on our convenient urges instead 
of prudence. Cities are not collections of people serving the 
public balance sheet. Quite the opposite: the public balance 
sheet needs to serve its people. To ensure we’re doing this, 
we have to keep score. Rigorously and obsessively.

• DESIGN TO ADAPT TO FEEDBACK. Cities are complex adap-
tive systems. They need to be able to respond to feedback 
at the block level. When we freeze our neighborhoods in 
place, we make them fragile. A Strong Towns approach not 
only welcomes feedback, it favors approaches that allow 
individuals and businesses to adapt their places incremen-
tally over time.

• USE BOTTOM-UP ACTION, NOT TOP-DOWN SYSTEMS. Instead 
of developing a grand, top-down plan, we must humble 
ourselves to learn from those around us. When we make 
the effort to humbly observe where people struggle to live 
in the places we have built, and then respond quickly with 
the minimum viable project that can make that struggle a 
little bit easier, we will discover that we can iterate our way   
to success, even on a limited budget.
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to neighborhood-focused enhancements identified using 
the Strong Towns 4-Step Approach to Making Capital 
Investments.

5. FOCUS ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT WITH A GARDENING 
MENTALITY. In good times, nearly every city was out trying 
to hunt for their next business, paying whatever it took 
to get them to town. Winning a race to the bottom meant 
financially losing for the community over the long run. 
Focus on growing your own ecosystem  of businesses, 
replacing your imported goods and services with local-
ly-produced alternatives whenever possible.

6. FOCUS ON LEVERAGING PUBLIC SPACES. When cities had 
excess resources, we could pretend that parks were mere 
recreational amenities. Poorer cities of the past built 
spectacular parks by recognizing their capacity to improve 
surrounding property values. Instead of building a parking 
lot, physically connect your community to your park with 
improved walkways.

7. FOCUS ON YOUR PEOPLE. Public engagement must shift 
from something we do formally as part of a process to 
something continually ongoing, collected at the point of 
human experience. Think of a restaurant with a suggestion 
box versus one where the owner stops by the table while 
you are eating. That’s the shift we need to make.

8. FOCUS ON REDUCING DEBTS AND LIABILITIES. Cities are 
burdened with decades of legacy obligations from the 
suburban growth era—promises that now rob communities 
of options. The obligation to maintain a road or repair a 
pipe has real consequences on people’s lives if ignored, so 
it’s not clear how these unpayable local commitments are 
rebalanced to fit local capacity. We should be cognizant of 
not expanding our liabilities while we find ways to adjust 
community commitments to match community resources.

This is by no means a comprehensive list of work to be done, 
but it will get you powerful momentum in the direction of grow-
ing stronger and more prosperous.

APPLYING THE STRONG TOWNS 
APPROACH
With an understanding of the Strong Towns approach, here are 
eight ways to focus your ongoing efforts:

1. FOCUS ON YOUR DOWNTOWN AND AN ECOSYSTEM OF NEIGH-
BORHOODS. A strong and prosperous place is a healthy 
ecosystem. Traditional neighborhoods around a core 
commercial center form the most adaptable, productive, 
and strong form of development. These places need to 
thicken up and become vital again. That’s where our itera-
tive and incremental efforts should begin.

2. FOCUS ON NEIGHBORHOOD COMPATIBILITY AND NOT SIMPLY 
USE. Fragile development approaches focus on separating 
all elements of human habitat into monoculture pods. This 
is what use-based zoning does, even though monocultures 
are uniquely fragile. Development regulations need to focus 
on overall compatibility instead of trying to solve every 
potential conflict with different degrees of isolation.

3. FOCUS ON EXPANDING HOUSING OPPORTUNITIES. Top-down 
financing has provided local communities with an abun-
dance of single-family homes and clusters of high- density 
apartments, but this is like a forest with only two types 
of plants: sequoias and ferns. Housing types that fall 
somewhere between these two are often called the “miss-
ing-middle” and they’re “missing” partially because cities 
make them difficult to build. There is enormous demand for 
expanded housing opportunities and we need to respond 
to that feedback.

4. FOCUS ON TRANSPORTATION AS A MEANS, NOT AN END. 
Spending money on transportation does nothing for 
us if it doesn’t make us stronger and more prosperous. 
Throw out the transportation wishlist (and it’s critical to 
redirect staff or they will keep pushing for these proj-
ects). Shift capital investment dollars so that 90% or more 
goes toward maintenance, with the remainder directed 
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Strong Towns is a national movement to change the approach 
to growth and development across North America. Our core 
insight is that the American pattern of development extracts 
wealth from communities, leaves them with unsustainable 
long-term liabilities, and results in places that are designed 
to decline. We are building the capacity of city leaders, 
institutions and built environment professionals to challenge 
the status quo. And we are inspiring a broad movement of 
people, from all walks of life, who are actively engaged in 
making their neighborhoods more resilient and livable.

On the following page, you’ll discover all the resources—
from web broadcasts to buzzing community sites—to help 
you implement the  action items you learned today. In addi-
tion, you’ll learn about the Strong Towns Academy: the latest 
Strong Towns platform that will give you a deep dive into 
core Strong Towns principles.

All content is offered free of charge at strongtowns.org 
for anyone to access and share thanks to the support of 

Strong Towns members and other generous donors. You 
can support the movement and become a member of Strong 
Towns at strongtowns.org/membership.

For those wanting to delve deeper, we have created the 
Strong Towns Community, a platform for connecting to 
others working to implement Strong Towns ideas in their 
place. The Strong Towns Community provides resources, 
discussions, and answers to questions. It’s also free of charge 
for participants and can be accessed at community.strong-
towns.org.

To meet demand for additional guidance, in April 2020 we 
launched the Strong Towns Academy, a learning platform 
to assist local leaders (inside and outside of government) in 
developing a Strong Towns plan of action for their commu-
nity. The Strong Towns Academy can be found at academy.
strongtowns.org.

The Academy features Strong Towns 101, a seventeen-les-
son course providing a broad overview of the Strong Towns 
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approach. This course is free and designed to be 
shared throughout the  community to broaden 
understanding and build support for change.

These courses are available individually or as part of a 
subscription package. For those lacking the ability to 
pay for access to the courses, we are working with our 
donor network to provide scholarship opportunities.

The Strong Towns Academy also offers an Executive 
Learning package for groups seeking additional 
coaching and on-site support beyond what is offered 
in the individual courses. For information on Strong 
Towns Academy Executive Learning, contact Michelle 
Erfurt at 844-218- 1681 or by email at michelle@
strongtowns.org.

• Aligning Transportation with a 
Strong Towns Approach (Summer 
2020)

• Creating Housing Opportunities in 
a Strong Town (Summer 2020)

• Making Capital Investments in a 
Strong Town (Fall 2020)

• Jobs, Growth, and Economic 
Development in a Strong Town (Fall 
2020)

• Building Neighborhood Resiliency 
(Fall 2020)

• Doing Public Engagement that 
Matters (Winter 2021)

• Mobilizing Your Community to 
Become a Strong Town (Winter 
2021)

• Urban Design Principles for a 
Strong Town (Winter 2021)

WE ARE YOUR STRATEGIC
COMMUNICATIONS
PARTNER

Laura Van Eperen
laura@vaneperen.com | 301-836-1516

Van Eperen 
has been a strategic

communication partner to
the Town of Poolesville for several

years. Their counsel and support has
been critical to bringing more attention and

equity to our town. We highly recommend them
for any PR and communications needs.         

J IM BROWN,
TOWN OF POOLESVILLE  COMMISS IONER

Speaker and Media Training Workshops
Media Writing and Management
Crisis Communications
Public-Private Partnerships
Economic Development Outreach and
Branding
Online Advertising
Web Development
Video Production
Graphic Design

W�A CA� WE DO FO�
YO�� MU��PA��Y?
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MEETINGS

August 2020

27 Frederick Chapter  - Virtual Meeting

September 2020

10 Municipal Public Works Department - Virtual Meeting

17 Montgomery Chapter  - Virtual Meeting

17 Municipal Clerks Department - Virtual Meeting

17 Prince George's Chapter - Virtual Meeting

MARYLAND MUNICIPAL LEAGUE • (410) 295-9100
SUMMER CONFERENCE
June 27-30, 2021  •  Ocean City Convention Center

FALL CONFERENCE
October 8-9, 2020 •  Virtual

NATIONAL LEAGUE OF CITIES • (202) 626-3105

CITY SUMMIT
November 18-21, 2020  •  Tampa, FL

November 17-20, 2021  •  Salt Lake City, UT

November 16-19, 2022  •  Kansas City, MO

November 15-18, 2023  •  Atlanta, GA

CONGRESSIONAL CITIES CONFERENCE
March 7-10, 2021  •  Washington, DC

INTERNATIONAL CITY/COUNTY MANAGEMENT 
ASSOCIATION  •  (202) 962-3540
September 23-26, 2020  •  Digital Event

October 3-6, 2021  •  Portland

September 18-21, 2022  •  Columbus, OH

October 1-4, 2023  •  Austin, TX

September 22-25, 2024  •  Pittsburgh, PA

October 26-29, 2025  •  Tampa, FL

October 18-21, 2026  •  Long Beach, CA
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meetingsUPCOMING

Government Alliance on Race and Equity

The Government Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE) is a 
national network of governments working to achieve racial 
equity and advance opportunities for all. Across the country, 
these jurisdictions are making a commitment to achieve racial 
equity by focusing on the power and influence of their own 
institutions and working in partnership with others to share 
best practices, tools and resources. To learn more visit: https://
www.racialequityalliance.org/

WEBSITE OF THE MONTH
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Take advantage of all the benefits of insuring with 
Chesapeake Employers:
• Strong relationships with both agent- represented and direct 

municipal customers across Maryland
• Competitive prices
• Premium discounts for eligible safe policyholders
• Local safety and claims services
• Convenient, easy, fast & secure online services
• Dependable and responsive customer service
• New corporate dividend program for qualifying policyholders

Chesapeake Employers’ Strategic Business Unit (SBU) team 
is focused on providing a “high touch professional level” of 
customer service to Maryland’s municipalities and counties.  
It is our local and expert SBU workers’ comp insurance  
professionals like Janet Leary, RN, Nurse Case Manager,  
who truly make the difference for our customers. 

 

Janet Leary, RN
Nurse Case Manager

The 
Maryland
Municipal
League

Representing Maryland's 
Cities and Towns

https://www.ceiwc.com/

