Common Ground for Building Our City

Civic Leadership Workshop

January 23, 2010

Group 4

Moderators:  Beth Perry and Loretta Raider

Group Overview:  Group #4 had seven members, six from community groups stretching from Point Breeze and North Philadelphia to Holmesburg and Overbrook, and one member from an industrial development group in Port Richmond.  Three were women and four were men; two were African American and five were white. All seven wanted to preserve the good features of their neighborhoods from negative outside forces, but at the same time wanted to lift the worst areas of the city from ‘heart-breaking’ blight and to have the freedom to move through all city neighborhoods without constraint. Each person had stories to tell and questions to ask of their fellow participants. High energy continued from morning to afternoon.
What participants value in their neighborhoods:
· Preserve the character (history, architecture, green space, diversity) of the neighborhood.  Do not allow industrial buildings to be turned into condos, or schools or churches into condos. Maintain industrial properties to attract new businesses. “Condos don’t create jobs.”
· Safe corridors; safe passages for seniors and for children; police presence; attention to visual environment to improve impression of safety.

· Open green space; parks and recreation; walking-friendly environment.
· Value zoning classification and adherence to the zoning code (few variances). Control over the counter permits.
· Neighborhood services within walking distance.

· Church as a community meeting space.

Values around which disagreement occurred:

· Busing brought out differences. Some saw local schools with no busing as important for preserving the character of the neighborhood. Others saw their children going to magnet, private, and charter schools around the city and had no problem with busing.
· Some differences in defining ’keeping the character of the neighborhood’ and ‘maintaining’ the neighborhood

Principles/Factors participants said contribute to productive public participation in the development review process:
· Early community involvement.

· Legal standing.

· Trust and transparency; credibility.

· Project is seen by the community as a benefit.

· Good notification process (e.g. automatic notification from L& I to the community; post on the internet; role of the council person)

· Consider unintended consequences; good problem solving.
· Know how to approach council person.

Principles/Factors participants said impede good process leading to quality development:

· Zoning board too permissive with variances.

· Zoning board meetings not accessible according to time and place.

· Political involvement impinging on zoning board decisions.

· Zoning board lacking needed expertise.

· Unequal resources (particularly legal) – community versus developers.

Characteristics/Elements to include in a new project/development review process and why:

· Community right to request project impact review.

· Consideration of protecting existing access to sunlight, unobstructed view, freedom from wind gusts.

· Issues of new electronic signage – visible from great distance; issues of local ‘standing’.

· Notification. “More rather than less’. Use internet. Variance requests to ZBA and to  L & I should go out routinely to community groups and to individuals.

· Make-up of Zoning Board – community group input; community group representation; community group confirmation power.

· Cooperative agreements with developers lead to enforceable agreements with developers (stronger than ‘provisos’).

· Design help and legal help on call for community groups.

· Adequate technical and legal support for the Zoning Board.
· Or, Professional Zoning Board – paid fulltime positions, with creative recruitment. Question: What is the experience in other cities? Needs further study.

· Retain current community group review process -- at minimum.

· Test run new process before finalizing.

· Include ‘design’ in L & I building plan review process. Note Seattle “Neighborhood Specific Design Process”.

· Zoning board follows zoning code.

· Variance not approved ‘as a right’.

· Grant for variance must have substantial support.

· Expect compliance with zoning code from developers; (handle ‘self-imposed hardships’).

· Seattle ecological model.

Visions and hopes for the city (opening exercise):

· Good functioning economy.

· Preserve character of the city.

· ‘I will no longer have to drive through neighborhoods that break my heart.”
· Security and safety.

· Move freely through all neighborhoods.

· Large lots and small lots all in the same neighborhood.

· Minimize crime.

· “From Blight to Beauty!”.

· Support cultural diversity.
· Control developers’ propensity to stuff 10 pounds of concrete into 5 pounds of neighborhood turf – keeping proportions of the neighborhood intact.

· Note the upside of decay – that scattered neighborhood garden plots are now possible.

