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Retreat Purpose  

The Chapel Hill City Councilmembers held a Council Strategy Retreat at the Chapel Hill 

Police Department on January 9 and January 10, 2026. The focus of the retreat was to  

establish a shared understanding of the Council’s current position, reflect on progress, 

discuss future priorities, and align on strategic direction. The retreat was professionally 

facilitated by Fountainworks, a public sector-focused strategy and management consulting 

firm. 

 

This document summarizes the retreat’s agenda and Councilmembers’ input. Comments 

were captured as the conversation flowed and does not reflect any priority unless 

otherwise noted.  

 

Day One: Welcome and Overview  

Chapel Hill Mayor Jessica Anderson called the retreat to order and welcomed everyone. 

City Town Manager, Ted Voorhees, thanked Councilmembers for their time and shared the 

importance of the day’s activities for the strategic planning process. Next, he introduced the 

Fountainworks team and the group went over the agenda for the day.  

 

Agenda 

 

Day One: Friday, January 9, 2026 

                    6:00pm to 9:00pm 

Day Two: Saturday, January 10, 2026 

                    8:30am to 3:00pm 

• Welcome and Overview 

• Your Public Service Story 

• L.O.C.A.L. Audit 

• Sharing Priorities 

• Wrap Up 

• Welcome and Overview 

• Chapel Hill’s Current Context 

• Strategic Priority and 

Accomplishments Review 

• Setting Priorities 

• Wrap Up 

Objectives 
The objectives of the retreat were to: 

• Establish a shared understanding of the Council’s current position to create a strong 
foundation for setting focused priorities. 

• Reflect on progress, discuss future priorities, and align on strategic direction. 
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Your Public Service Story  

Beau Mills of Fountainworks then had Councilmembers write on a sticky note their name 

and a word or  

phrase that captured how they got into public service. The following questions were  

provided to guide their responses:  

• What is your motivation for serving on the 

Council? 

• What has molded the decisions you make? 

• What is a unique gift you bring to the Council? 

 

They were then given five minutes each to share their 

public service story. A summary of their responses is 

below:  

 

Motivations: 
• Want to advance effective government 

• Address issues where there is no good answer 

• Be an active part of positive solutions 

• Be a part of their community  

• Amplify the voices of marginalized communities  

• Apply their “gift” 

• Find sustainable approaches  

• To see people live a full, healthy, and engaging life with one another 

• To have a new experience  

• To aid in how policy impacts the community  

 

Molds decisions: 
• Personal values 

• Data, evidence, and outcomes  

• Input from the community  

• Guiding issues 

• Desire to do the right thing 

• Finding a fair balance to hard problems 

• Considering the tradeoffs 

• Aiding sustainable progress 

• Maximizing positive externalities and minimizing negative externalities  
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• Seeking a content community  

• Aiding the most vulnerable 

• Securing a better future for all residents 

• Having open, honest, and earnest dialogue  

 

Special gifts: 
• Good listener 

• Approachable 

• Historical knowledge 

• Subject matter expertise  

• Integrity 

• Moral clarity  

• Love for the community  

• Connecting people and building relationships 

• Ability to consider multiple perspectives 

• Policy minded  

 

L.O.C.A.L. Audit 

Next Mr. Mills had Councilmembers fill out 

the L.O.C.A.L. audit worksheet, which is a tool 

to determine how strategic they view their 

Council. L.O.C.A.L. stands for the types of 

Councils defined in the worksheet and are: 

Legendary, Ambitious, Compliant, 

Overwhelmed, and Lagging. Mr. Mills 

reminded Councilmembers that the 

worksheet is a high-level assessment 

framework and would be used for discussion 

purposes only. The worksheet can be found 

in the appendix.  

After Councilmembers filled out their 

worksheets, they reported out the score they received, and Danielle Badaki of 

Fountainworks calculated their average score. Based on the scores, Council is currently 

“Compliant.”  
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Councilmembers then discussed initial reactions and provided comments. Their discussion 

is summarized below: 

• Balancing being under-informed versus over-informed 

• Vantage points and framing may not always align, but can be helpful 

• Want to consider how to use various information to make a decision 

• Information, context, rationale, and tradeoffs from staff are helpful for decision 

making 

• Do not need to know every detail 

• Need to consider where they want to be 

• Consider how effectively they are articulating their priorities 

• Explore co-benefits and/or synergistic opportunities within the options to inform 

tradeoffs 

• Consider how to evaluate their decision-making process in a way that doesn’t 

perpetuate inequity 

• Be clear that some projects or agenda items will be lost as others are gained 

• New members should be informed with context  

• Need to do quality long range planning 

• They are making complex decisions 

 

Sharing Priorities 

Councilmembers were then asked to share their top priorities for the next 24 months. 

Ahead of the retreat, Councilmembers prepared up to 5 top priorities to focus on over the 

next 24 months.  
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After Councilmembers shared their priorities, Fountainworks and staff worked together to  

group the priorities into similar themes. The priorities Councilmembers shared are  

captured below under these themes. 

 

Land Use Management Ordinance (LUMO) 
• Completing rewrite 
• Create infrastructure to implement Complete Communities 
• LUMO  

o To get more of what we want 
o Incorporate natural areas map 
o Increase Resource Conservation District (RCD) protection 
o Breaking barriers to Missing Middle (MM) housing 

 

Third Places – Community Building  
• Improve and deliver public health services (physical/mental/emotional) 
• Parks and recreation 
• Greenways 
• Placemaking 

 

Financial Sustainability 
• Build financial sustainability for future development 
• Build a strategy to achieve a sustainable budget and capital plan 
• Clear path for capital projects 
• Prevent major property tax hike 
• Short and long-term fiscal sustainability 
• Focus on core  

o Strategic budgeting 
o Evaluate outcomes 

 

Increased Housing (Quantity and Types) 
• Deliver elements of LUMO (density) and transit-orientated development 

• Build the structures that will operationalize Complete Communities 

o Staffing, ordinance, culture, plans 

• Housing to accelerate missing middle production and provide affordable housing 

options for the unhoused 

• Major cross-jurisdiction employee affordable housing projects and communities-of-

faith 

o Continued implementation of our Affordable Housing Strategic Plan 

• Increasing affordable housing (specifically subsidized and naturally occurring 

affordable housing) will increase density 
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Economic Development 
• Economic development 

o Diverse in terms of size, type, and for black, indigenous, and people of color 
(BIPOC), and women 

• Economic Development Master Plan, particularly downtown 
• One tangible downtown improvement 

o Public restroom, public space, use of parking deck porch, re-distribution of 
downtown Municipal Service District tax, and/or expansion of Municipal 
Service District 

• Local business and localizing economies 
o Make Chapel Hill more resilient to disruptions 
o Makes downtown more livable and a better destination 
o Incubate 

• Expansion of Downton in conjunction with Carolina North efforts 
• Understand economic strand throughout Complete Community Framework 

 

Improved Communication 
• Communication during a time of crisis 
• Strong, clear communication 
• Public’s growing trust and engagement rooted in monitoring and evaluation 

communications 
• Communications and engagement 

o Improve and enhance baseline  
o Transparent and timely 
o Feedback loops 
o Tracking 

 

Climate Mitigation and Resilience 
• Climate mitigation and resilience 

o Have at least one pilot street project 
• Develop an environmental protection policy, strategy, and ordinance for streams, 

trees, natural spaces, coal ash, etc. 
• Make progress on Everywhere-to-Everywhere (E2E) greenway system 
• Aim for more connectivity with a higher utilization base 

 

Development and Implementation of a Stormwater Plan  
• Stormwater  

o Holistic evaluation with green infrastructure and cost-benefit focus 
o Upstream green infrastructure 
o Voluntary programs like stream restoration 

• Stormwater plan and implementation  
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• Environmental resiliency  
o Coal ash stormwater 
o Modern, updated master plan 

• Flooding and stormwater environmental stewardship 
• Develop a more modern, best-practices-based stormwater strategy and resilience 

plan 
• Establish a program to assist residents with stormwater damage and/or stream 

repair 
• Investigate coal ash progress 

 

Wrap Up 
To end the session, Mr. Mills reminded Council that they will return the following day,  

Saturday, to further refine priorities and algin on a strategic direction.  

 

Day Two: Welcome and Overview  

Chapel Hill Mayor Jessica Anderson called the meeting to order and thanked everyone for 

joining. Mr. Mills then gave an overview of the agenda for the day.  

 

 



9 | Chapel Hill City Council Strategic Retreat                   Prepared by Fountainworks 

Chapel Hill’s Current Context 

Before council began refining priorities and deciding how they want to get there, Council 

had an opportunity to think about the greater context of Chapel Hill, what they’ve 

accomplished over the last few years, and what staff are saying. Ms. Badaki then reviewed 

the Context Map with Council and encouraged them to make contributions to the list. The 

Context Map was designed using information from the Chapel Hill Senior Leadership Team 

(SLT) retreat in December 2025. The map highlights some, but not all, of those key 

accomplishment items. Please note: additions made by Council are bolded below.  

Town Growth & Development 
Successes 

• Constructive Council/staff dialogue  
• Council support for forward-looking initiatives  
• Renewed and inclusive community engagement  
• Trusted relationships with residents and partners 

Challenges 
• National and federal pressures cascading locally  
• Political volatility, divisiveness, and civic overwhelm  
• Declining trust in government and rising demands for transparency and action  
• Governance fatigue and difficulty reaching decisions  
• Perception/reality gaps shaped by media and information sources 
• Presence and persistence of a wealth gap 
• Information criteria from staff supports Council decision-making and informs 

the public 
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Infrastructure Needs 
Successes 

• Growing attention to long-term infrastructure and environmental stewardship 

Challenges 
• Infill development increasing strain on infrastructure, staff, and equipment  
• Climate-related risks including flooding, heat stress, and emissions  
• Impacts on vulnerable populations and small businesses  
• Evolving transportation, pedestrian safety, and mobility needs 

o Requires sustained focus 
 

Financial Sustainability 
Successes 

• Reduced legal exposure  
• Modernized pay and classification structure  
• Visible progress that builds public confidence 

Challenges 
• Resource scarcity and limited funding flexibility  
• Tax base constraints and fragmented tax authority  
• Rising property taxes and household financial strain  
• Sales tax declines and small business pressures  
• Short-term tradeoffs required to achieve long-term revenue growth  
• Uncertainty around federal funding, mandates, and tariffs 
• Rapid technological changes outpacing policy and education 

Governance 
Successes 

• Constructive Council/staff dialogue  
• Council support for forward-looking initiatives  
• Renewed and inclusive community engagement 

o Engagement begins with demonstrating they deliver results, especially 
on the local level 

o Consider Council’s role in getting residents to be civically engaged 
o Consider how residents build relationships with government 

• Trusted relationships with residents and partners 
o There are communities who feel that trust is broken.  

▪ Consider how to balance bringing those people along while 
pursuing the ideas and perspectives Council sees for the future 

Challenges 
• National and federal pressures cascading locally 

o Emphasis on the federal level 
• Political volatility, divisiveness, and civic overwhelm  
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o Consider how to back up staff when they are met with the volatility 
o Media is very subjective 

• Declining trust in government and rising demands for transparency and action to 
combat racism 

o Applies to Council, staff, and residents 
o Received feedback for subsequent, explicit, and transparent 

communication 

• Governance fatigue and difficulty reaching decisions  
o Consider where success is coming from 
o Desire to learn more here 

• Perception/reality gaps shaped by media and information sources 
 

Organizational Capacity 
Successes 

• Integrated systems improving information sharing 
• Strong, committed, high-quality workforce 
• Organizational commitment to equity and inclusion 

Challenges 
• Information management and internal process gaps 
• Cybersecurity risks and growing technology demands 
• Digital access as a core equity issue post-COVID 
• Rapid technological change (AI) outpacing policy and education 

o More information wanted here  
• Balancing modernization with affordability and sustainability 

 

Our Core Services  
 
To preempt the conversation on setting priorities, Councilmembers had an opportunity to 
discuss how they defined core services in their Council interviews prior to the retreat. 
Building on that conversation, Councilmembers shared what they believe are their core 
services.  
 

• Public Safety and Fire Department 
o Allow Town to go beyond their scope 

• Parks and Recreation 
• Public housing 

o Communicate their values 
• Community health 
• Transit and community mobility 

o Specifically in Chapel Hill  
o Greenways  
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o Sidewalks  
• Infrastructure maintenance (Public Works) 
• Solid waste (garbage) 
• Development review; permitting and inspection 

o Land use management 

The discussion that followed is summarized below.  

• There are limitations to what Council can do  
o If they do everything, they will not be able to do their core services well 

• Tensions between what they can do and what residents think they do 
o Need to communicate their values 
o Need to understand the environment they are operating in 

• They cannot do everything to cover their community 
o We are having to fill a gap  

• Core services can be looked at through a lens of human dignity 
o Core services and protecting humanity are not mutually exclusive 

• People do not always understand the differing roles of county, school board, federal, 
etc. 

o Need to point people in the right direction 
o Need to show residents where they make decisions and have outcomes 

• Their values should inform their core services; also serves as a decision-making tool 
o Results in co-benefits 

• Important to consider the realities they bring to Council 
• There is power in symbolism  
• Priorities come from core services, which come from values 

o Priorities inform core services 
• Priorities will guide the tradeoffs that are made 
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After creating a shared understanding of Chapel Hill’s context, Councilmembers had a 
discussion on their key takeaways from the core services and priorities discussion. Their 
comments are summarized below.  

• Need to consider deferred maintenance versus major areas of need and liability 
o Visible versus hidden risks 

• Need to be getting clear on the “why” 
• Consider how to take these learnings and create better dialogue amongst Council 

and staff; possibly through small groups 
• There has been more progress on classification and compensation 
• Organizational capacity can indicate where to fill holes 
• HR systems are outdated 
• Need to accept the tradeoffs that they may have to make 
• Need to improve the Fire Safety fleet 
• Core services are within priorities, such as the LUMO, the fiscal position, and a 

stormwater plan 
 

Strategic Priority and Accomplishments 

Review 

Next, Councilmembers participated in a station activity. Using the context map themes and 

the accompanying successes and challenges, Councilmembers were asked to cycle through 

each station and ask staff any questions or comments they had for each. They were also 

given the opportunity to suggest a focus for each station topic. The complete, filled out 

station templates can be found in the appendix.  

Notes from each station are captured below.  

Town Growth & Development 
Suggested Focus 

• Support the Complete Community by zoning to encourage a full spectrum of housing 

options in the community 

• Use zoning to encourage the vision for downtown and development along the Bus 

Rapid Transit (BRT) corridor, which also supports financial stability 

• Look at a plan for the development of the Greene Tract 

Questions 
• What tools can the council provide for economic development efforts? 
• Can development be used as a revenue source? 
• Who are we prioritizing?  
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o Is there support for the Greene Tract? 
• How do we correct for environmental injustice and formerly enslaved populations? 
• How are we preparing commercial potential in Carolina North? 
• How does development increase revenue? 

o What costs does it add? 
• How are they encouraging use of the Complete Communities framework? 
• Have multiple downtowns? 

 

Comments 
• Greenways are community assets 
• Transit is an asset that helps to attract businesses 
• Interconnected resources build a complete community 
• Expand small business capacity as part of placemaking to catalyze living downtown 
• Need to consider zoning and quality of life when recruiting businesses 
• Sales tax is an opportunity 
• There are continuing environmental issues with the Greene Tract 
• There is dumping and water pollution at Rogers Road 
• Wegman’s area is an upzoning targeted area 
• Pursue partnerships with guidance and support from Council  
• There are business retention issues, such as cost of workforce and building design 
• Need to focus on missing typologies of housing 
• There are federal and state policy challenges 
• Need thoughtfulness of operational design with the LUMO 
• Consider Town-owned property uses for focused development 
• Need tools and information to help Council inform the public 
• Neighborhood retail 

 

Infrastructure Needs 
Suggested Focus 

• Fund initiatives to “fill the gaps” within and between the pedestrian, bicycle, and 
transit networks 

• Provide clear guidance on major infrastructure initiatives, namely: 
o 828 Coal ash funding 
o Stormwater master plan’s implementation; basins 
o Public housing repositioning plan/other options 

 

Questions 
• How do we engage with the community about infrastructure and resource needs? 
• What data do we have to support infrastructure development?  

o What are the associated needs? 
• Do we have a long-term capital plan? 
• How do we find coal ash beyond the local level? At UNC Chapel Hill? 
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• What can be done soon to see improvements? 
• What does the public housing responsibilities plan entail? 
• What are the tradeoffs when selecting priorities? 

 

Comments 
• Need to consider lifecycle, long term tradeoffs 

o Give rationale  
• Look at the highest value for lowest cost investment in stormwater 
• Need more money to invest in infrastructure 
• Stormwater master plan needs to be updated 
• Greene Tract needs investment 

 

Financial Sustainability 
Suggested Focus 

• Follow the five-year outlook to fund core services and to maintain existing 
infrastructure 

 

Questions 
• How do we maximize revenue creation? 
• How do we clarify connections between budget, economic development, and 

development? 
• How do values inform priority of mission-critical needs? 
• Are we being realistic about increasing costs on top of ongoing capital 

projects/operations? 
• What are the tradeoffs? 
• What services does the Town provide that are strengths of other agencies? 
• What did we learn from the 2000s, specifically on the cyclical nature of finances? 

 

Comments 
• Need to connect the five-year outlook update to today’s value discussion 
• Need to keep focus on the backlog; talking points needed for service changes and 

reductions 
• Life cycle of cost and benefits 

o Focus on long-term outcomes 
• Need prevention 
• Need rationale 
• Need to recognize the ongoing impact of last year’s re-evaluation on residential 

property 
• Explain where things have went well along with the vision 
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Governance 
Suggested Focus 

• Prioritize spending Town resources (money, staff, positions, time) on municipal 
responsibilities while maintaining supportive relationships with community 
partners. 

 

Questions 
• How can the Council understand administrative burdens on staff for new or 

different tools? 
 

Comments 
• Explain the rationale; both staff and Council 
• Consider life cycle costs/benefits 
• Capital Improvement Projects 
• Tell the story of engagement to the public; consider the best ways to do this 
• Consider the cost of outreach and engagement 
• Vacuum left by boards & commissioners 
• Use monitoring and evaluation for projects, partnerships, and programs 

 

Organizational Capacity 
Suggested Focus 

• Commit to continuing a predictably excellent work environment with competitive 
market pay, as well as resources that staff members need to do their work 

 

Questions 
• What departments have the biggest salary/retention issues?  

o How do we target improvements here? 
• How are we using AI to become more efficient? 
• How does the town council respond to capacity building? 
• Where is the manpower limiting council priorities? 
• What can we do in addition to pay, such as housing? 

 

Comments 
• Look at compensation packages, pay versus benefit trade-offs, flex plans, and 

cost/investment reallocation 
• Be honest about needs 
• Need a basic understanding of the process and innovation 

 
After Council expressed their agreement with priorities, they discussed what success  
would look like for each priority. These notes can be found in the bullet points below each  



17 | Chapel Hill City Council Strategic Retreat                   Prepared by Fountainworks 

priority.  
 

Complete Communities 
Success is: 

• Having strong environmental regulations 
• Reduction in barriers 
• Clarity around what we want and don’t 
• Simplify and drive people towards what we want 
• Having a LUMO with a posture that facilitates, not hinders 
• Having an everywhere-to-everywhere greenway map 
• Having an operational mechanism where someone with expertise leads Complete 

Community efforts 
 
Success is not: 

• Not making progress on LUMO 
• ADA non-compliance by abandoning goals and allowing fiscal constraints to stop 

momentum 
 

Organizational Fiscal Sustainability 
Success is: 

• Strong board understanding of tradeoffs to get to fiscal sustainability 
o Making sure the public have the same rationale 

• Five-year strategy with options to make us fiscally sustainable 
• Prioritize risk management (life cycle, cost, benefits, etc.) 

 
Success is not: 

• Further deferring maintenance  
• Raising property taxes 

 

Housing 
Success is: 

• Encourage functional design among small businesses 
• More middle and workforce housing for employees 
• Tracking outcomes and publicizing them 
• Repositioning Town-owned public housing  
• Progress on affordable housing strategy 
• Measurable increase in diverse housing types 
• Subsidized and naturally occurring affordable housing to meet increasing density 

 
Success is not: 

• New, big, expensive housing. 
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Environmental Resiliency 
Success is: 

• Updating stormwater plan with up-to-date data 
• Thorough evaluation of stormwater issues 
• Resiliency in town-owned buildings 
• Disentangle stormwater from disaster plans 
• Best practices to support the public 
• Completed plan that is operationalized for actions to be taken 
• Developing carefully constructed communications 
• Regular checks  

 
Success is not: 

• Not making decisions 
 

Wrap Up 
After discussion concluded, Mayor Anderson thanked everyone for their time. Mr. Mills 

then reminded Council that staff will be taking the priorities they heard from today’s 

meeting and will be operationalizing them in their retreat in February. 

 

Mayor Jessica Anderson then adjourned the meeting.  
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Appendix 

L.O.C.A.L. Audit Worksheet 
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Strategic Priority and Accomplishments Review Stations 
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