Common Ground for Building Our City

Development Community Workshop

January 23, 2010

Group 3



Moderators:  Josh Warner & Jean di Sabatino

Group Overview:  Group 3 was comprised of 10 members, 6 female and 4 male.  Four group members were African American, and the rest were Caucasian.  The civic groups represented in Group 3 were well spread out across the city, with representation from North, South, and West Philly, Far Northeast, Northwest, and several of the waterfront neighborhoods.  All were well versed in the zoning/development process, and two were also CDC/community developers.
The key neighborhood common ground values:

· Peace and Safety

· Social connections, mutual respect, neighbors helping each other out and giving back

·  Neighbors looking out for one another, helping and working toward common goals
· Residents having (more) input to the zoning / project review process

· Residents being informed (transparency, notification, involvement, education)
· Green Space, parks

· Active and passive spaces, recreation, quiet

· Open spaces aiding in storm water management

·  Preserving “the sense” of the neighborhood, while welcoming and integrating new residents
· Diversity, in all its forms (race, class, incomes, job types)

· People are equally as important as Property

· Public Transportation and access

· Residential home ownership
· Walkability


Values around which there was tension across neighborhoods:
· Property Values
· Agreement that property values should be stable and rise steadily

· Tension on how to handle large projects that dramatically raise values, and how vacant properties are both an opportunity and a detriment

·  Renters, as compared to home owners
· How to welcome and support all income levels, but still have home ownership be the majority or stabilizing force in the neighborhood (this was especially prevalent for neighborhoods experiencing an influx of new residents)

Principles/Factors participants said contribute to productive public participation in the project/development review process:
· Strong community organization the includes “vigorous land use committee with clout”
· Developers meeting face to face with community organization from conception of plan throughout the process and during construction.  This is particularly critical when variances are required.
· Adequate, timely and widely disseminated public notice
· Overall agreement on quality plan

· Support for, agreement on needed-variances
·  Community organizations with leverage 

· Ability of organization to devote time and muster resources e.g. pro-bono council

· History of strong relationships with Council-person, specifically Nutter, Verna and DiCicco. Relationships strengthened by seeing eye-to-eye on content of developers plan e.g. design.
· Members are knowledgeable of zoning regulation, process and nuances

· Vigilance on part of neighbors and organization members

· History of Community Benefits Agreements that benefit the entire community as reasonable retribution for negative impact of development

· The role of the community being codified/acknowledged

· Community being informed of all projects proposed/happening

· “Community group” being clearly defined

· Long standing community groups being heard

· Neighborhood Plans, with community input and support, as the mechanism to change zoning for an area

· Adherence to existing zoning classifications, thereby limiting variances

· Periodical combined community/organization/developer/city meetings

Principles/Factors participants said impede quality development:
· History of inefficient, slow or non-existent oversight and accountability once construction begins.  Lack of response to permit violations.
· Not all parties knowledgeable of rights and process

· Lack of community consensus re. merits of project, agreements that benefit one group within the community over another, lack of strategies for mediation

· Lack of resources to support community opposition

· Incomplete applications for variances
· Ability of developers who depart from permit guidelines to claim hardship as rationale for allowing variance violations or construction outside of permit guidelines, e.g. evicting tenants housed in illegal apartment conversions
· Lack of notification

· State superseding or over-reaching, “done-deals”

· Lack of adequate ‘impact research’

· Issues of power, no operating values that honor the fair and equitable
· History of developers hiring support within neighborhood
· Conflict of competing community groups

· Long standing groups being superseded by new groups with special interests or “conflict of interests”

· Ward leaders having their own CDCs

· Zoning board members being appointed without qualifications being published or known

· Zoning board members unknowledgeable in planning/design/zoning/law

· Big developers deciding on a project before meeting with the community, as in “done deals”

· Illegal building before permits are issued
· Continued lack of due process

· Unacceptable design of buildings, signage, etc.

· Original designs (after being approved) are changed during construction

· Mapping and information not up to date

· Lack of transparency in the approval process


Characteristics/elements to include in a new project/development review process, and why:
· Different triggers for different project types or situations (notion that “one size does not fit all” when it comes to triggering public input)
· Trigger categories should be clearly defined

· Neighborhood groups involved early on, before project goes to the ZBA

·  Ongoing neighborhood review is required throughout the process (e.g., variance, code violation, approval, etc.)
· Application denials must go to the community group

· To get to the zoning board, applicant has to go to the community first

· Community groups should be clearly defined without conflicts of interest (e.g., developer establishing their own community group)

· Transparency (notice and information) is a right that must be afforded to all community/residents

· City has the obligation to inform community and individual residents that will be “reasonably impacted”

·  For neighborhoods that are not represented by an organization, the city should require the developer (with proof) to notify residents and provide reasonable opportunity to review plans
· Counter clerks at L&I should not be allowed to make on the spot decisions

· Zoning board membership should broadly represent locations, communities, experts, and stakeholders

· Process for variance review contains accountability and requires community review
· All zoning board decisions must be routinely published in a timely manner, leaving ample time for any appeals

· Consistent public review process for large projects, and consistent different process for small projects

· Treating new construction different form existing buildings or use changes

· ZBA should have set standards for how it judges cases
Other areas of agreement:
· The group felt very strongly about the unfairness and non-transparency of “government sponsored” developments, such as the casinos and the Youth Study Center, where various levels of government or other interests are involved and make deals/impose projects without resident and community group involvement 
·  Enforcement was a common thread in the conversation.  The group did not mention specific agencies or tools of enforcement, but the topic did come up as important in many stages of the development and development review process (permits, notification, construction, etc.).  The following enforcement principles were listed by the group:
· Permits, as written, should be followed verbatim

· Illegal construction or use should be cased or removed, and status quo ante restored before any permits are issued

· Grandfathered uses cannot continue upon change of owner or occupant (including liquor licenses)

· Project designs, as finalized by the ZBA, shall be adhered to, without changes


