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COMMUNITY VISION: 
Dayton, Ohio Has Its Priority Boards in Order

The voyage of discovery is not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes. 
           Marcel Proust

By Ed Democracy

Since 1975, Dayton, Ohio’s 166,000 
residents, in 65 neighborhoods, have 
charted their common future via it’s 
7 Priority Boards.  While many other 
“model cities” were busy hacking 
and slashing mercilessly, Dayton was 
doing the real deal.  They have built 
and maintained a real, live, honest-to-
goodness infrastructure of the people, 
by the people, and for the people.  It 
would be hard to imagine a better 
model.   The Citizen’s Handbook 
offers several of the best such models 
known.  The following is their sum-
mary of Dayton’s Priority Board 
System:

From the Citizen’s Handbook 
(www.vcn.bc.ca/citizens-handbook):

Structure
The City of Dayton has established 7 
Priority Boards across the city as the 
“official voice of Dayton’s neighbor-
hoods”. Each Priority Board must 
elect its members and must ensure 
that each neighborhood within the 
Priority Board area is represented. 
The representation plan varies from 
Board to Board but all representa-
tives must be registered voters. The 
usual term is three years. Priority 
Board members participate in vari-

ous committees and task forces as 
the official representative of the 
neighborhood. There is a Division of 
neighborhood Affairs which sup-
ports the work of Priority Boards and 
neighborhood groups. Boundaries for 
Priority Boards are established by the 
city on the basis of precincts or elec-
toral boundaries. City commissioners 
are elected on a city-wide basis.

Scope of Activities
A resolution of the City Commission 
(council) established Priority Boards 
“as the official voice of Dayton’s 
neighborhoods, although the City 
Commission carries the ultimate 
responsibility for public policy deci-
sions.” Activities have ranged from 
budget recommendations to liquor 
license renewals to zoning decisions 
to neighborhood park design.

Priority Boards make recommenda-
tions to the Commission and City 
Administration on planning and zon-
ing decisions; responsiveness and ef-
fectiveness of city services; appoint-
ments to boards and agencies which 
provide services to neighborhoods; 
Liquor License renewal, transfers and 
other changes; surplus land sales.

Priority Boards also “identify and 
present the neighborhood view as to 
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which public services require con-
tinuation and which could be cut or 
reduced; make recommendations as 
to neighborhood variations in service 
or expansions as appropriate; review 
and comment on proposed plans to 
reduce City services”. Priority Boards 
are the official information dissemi-
nation vehicle for the City as well as 
other public agencies and community 
groups. Boards also undertake a wide 
range of self-help projects that vary 
from neighborhood to neighborhood.

Each Priority Board sends a repre-
sentative to the Community Develop-
ment Block Grant Task Force who 
make recommendations to the City 
Manager on the application for and 
disbursement of federal Community 
Development Block Grants (CDBG).

Resources
Each Priority Board is provided a 
staff complement of 3 mid-manage-
ment staff and 1 full-time clerical 
position by the City of Dayton. 
Each Priority Board has a site office 
equipped with computers, photocopi-
ers, fax machines, etc., which are 
available to neighborhood groups for 
newsletter production. Distribution 
of material is the responsibility of the 
neighborhood. 
Community Development Block 

Grants may be targeted to specific 
neighborhoods or Priority Board 
areas. neighborhoods are required to 
match funds according to the nature 
of the project and the neighborhoods’ 
needs.

History and Comments
Priority Boards were established in 
Dayton in 1975 as Dayton’s citi-
zen participation vehicle. The City 
Manager played a key role pursuing 
this initiative. The Priority Boards are 
now an established partner in doing 
business in Dayton. The city sees 
citizen participation in decision-mak-
ing as essential “to encourage a sense 
of control and self-determination”. 
The city sees the Priority Boards as 
providing a useful service to civic de-
partments in channeling information 
on the whole range of city govern-
ment activities.

“As a result of the Priority Boards, 
Dayton city government has been 
more responsive to its neighborhoods. 
City government officials have been 
in a better position to understand 
what citizens want and expect, while 
Dayton residents have developed a 
greater appreciation for the capacities 
in City government.”

FMI: 
www.can-so.org/chartingdemocracy


