Emily Fetzer
Improving the quality of life in a community should be the number one priority for local officials. It's important to focus on issues that really matter to residents, because that is the way to make a noticeable difference in their lives. If town officials focus on these three things, improving infrastructure, supporting local businesses, and increasing community engagement, their town will likely become a safer, more connected, and better place to live.
Most importantly, public infrastructure is something that needs attention. This includes the roads we drive on, the sidewalks we walk along, and the parks where we enjoy with family and friends. Cracked sidewalks and potholes aren’t just annoying, they’re dangerous. According to the American Society of Civil Engineers, bad infrastructure costs drivers up to $1,000 a year in repairs and wasted fuel. I can speak for this, as I have had to re-align my vehicle multiple times because of my road. Fixing things like potholes and cracks will not only improve safety, but also make the town look nicer and feel more welcoming. Well-maintained parks also matter a lot. People use parks to stay active, meet up with friends, or just relax. If parks are neglected, they don't serve the community as well. Taking care of parks encourages healthier lifestyles and brings people together.
Second, supporting local businesses is another key area. Small businesses are the heart of any town. Not only do they create jobs, but they also give the town a unique identity. The U.S. Small Business Administration points out that when you spend money at a small business, a good portion of that money stays in the local economy. This is important for keeping the town strong and supporting the people who live here. One way to support these businesses is by offering incentives, lowering unnecessary regulations, or even hosting special events like "Small Business Saturdays." These events can help drive more traffic to local stores, giving businesses a boost.
Beyond just helping businesses survive, town officials can also organize annual events that draw people from outside the town. These events can help bring in visitors who will spend money and support local businesses. For example, a food festival or a craft fair could attract tourists and get them to explore the town, creating excitement and boosting the local economy. The key is making sure these events are right for the size and character of the town, so it doesn’t become too overwhelming for the resources available.
Finally, getting residents more involved in local decision-making is crucial. When people feel like they have a say in what happens in their community, they are more likely to care about it. Officials can make it easy for residents to get involved by holding town hall meetings, using social media to keep people updated, or even setting up platforms where people can give feedback. The more engaged people feel, the more invested they are in making the town a better place.
One of the biggest ways to boost community engagement is by increasing voter turnout. In small towns, it’s easy for people to feel like their vote doesn’t matter. However, in these communities, every vote does count. Town officials should make sure that everyone knows when elections are coming up, how to vote, and where to go to vote. Promoting voter registration helps make sure that all voices are heard.
It’s also important to get young people involved in local government. By asking for input from young voters about community projects, officials can start to build the next generation of leaders. Giving younger people a role in shaping the community helps ensure they stay involved as they grow older.  They care, but they need to know that they are heard.
Making it easier for residents to attend meetings is another good way to encourage participation. Offering online options to join town hall meetings or providing livestreams can help people who can’t make it in person stay connected. It’s also helpful to provide easy ways for residents to submit ideas and feedback outside of meetings. This way, everyone has a chance to be heard.  It is also dangerous to filter their opinions.  Even negative opinions have value.
Finally, annual events, like “Pickle Fest” in the town where my high school is, can help build a stronger sense of community. These events should be appropriate for the size and needs of the town, so it doesn’t overwhelm local businesses or residents. Hosting events like a local craft fair or a food festival for smaller towns can help attract visitors while giving residents something to look forward to. These kinds of events build a sense of pride in the town and contribute to the local economy by encouraging visitors to shop and eat and drink  locally.
In the end, improving the quality of life in our town comes down to a few key priorities, better or keeping up with infrastructure, support for local businesses, and greater community involvement. Fixing up the roads and parks will make the town safer and more inviting, while supporting small businesses creates a resilient local economy. Community engagement ensures residents’ voices are heard and fosters a sense of pride. These priorities are essential for building a town where people want to live, work, and invest. Through thoughtful leadership and a shared commitment, we can ensure a brighter future for our community.
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