Common Ground for Building Our City

Development Community Workshop

January 23, 2010

Groups 5 & 7

Moderators:  ​Ellen Greenberg, Cassandra Georges, Ted Enoch

Group Overview:  On Saturday, January 19th, an amazing, diverse and effective group of 15 Philadelphians, (groups 5 and 7, who combined with such excellent results) were one of 7 small groups who worked together in three sessions throughout the day.  This group was split nearly equally among men and women.  Members came from nearly every region and corner of the city.  Most of the group members appeared to be in the 30’s, 40’s and 50’s, though one or two may have been a bit older or younger.  There was a good balance of African American and white group members, as well as (a seemingly) broad selection of members from different socio-economic backgrounds.  Other ethnicities may have been present, but were not easily noticed by observers.

This was an exciting group.  One could just feel and see how each were leaders in their own communities, and group members were very eager to learn from and teach one another.  Nearly everyone brought some pertinent experience or expertise to the group, and everyone listened and deliberated with respect and enthusiasm.  All three moderators were inspired by the group and had rarely seen a group come into existence so quickly and function so well.  This particular writer felt a strong sense of optimism for Philadelphia after working with the distinguished, generous and thoughtful group.
What participants value in their neighborhoods:
· Preserve our historic components.  (It was noted that this can lead to a reluctance to change, and can create tension in communities.)

· Open/green space is important.

· Transportation (and access to it) is important.

· Having a voice in zoning matters in the neighborhood and beyond.  (Several group members asked that this be noted as very important.  To star it.  To underline its importance…) 

· This voice allows for a flexible and creative response in developing communities.

· Desire to cooperate with councilperson. They are our servants, not vice versa.  
They need to support community goals.

· Have consistent enforcement of codes and variances.

· Educate community on process and options. Make a more welcoming process.

· Support space and buildings for families and children.

· Preserve character through time.

· Value diversity.  One participant stated that, “we like it all in our neighborhood.”
NOTE: After these final two values were named, one wise man from West Powelton pointed out that it is very hard to achieve these last two without conflict.  Then most group members agreed that this was very challenging.  One person stated that, “we can’t displace people just to make room for new comers to arrive.”

Principles/Factors particicpants said contribute to productive public participation in the project/development review process:
· Communication:

· Early

· People talking to each other

· Meeting with each other

· Having a forum and an opportunity to meet and talk

· Time (to organize and plan)

· With the city

· Logistics are communicated

· Process:

· Starts negotiations

· Taking each other access

· Knowledge of the process

· What’s going on

· How things are supposed to happen

· Come to an agreement before you reach the ZBA

· Persistence

· Relationships

· Respect of all parties’ needs

· Willing to compromise

· Merit of the project is the most important thing (as opposed to a political win)

· Politically wise: elected officials need to know that the first line of support is the community

· Education

· CBA access

Principles/Factors participants said impeded good process leadership to quality development:
· Political connections

· Negative experience can lead to bad blood

· Council person can take a position against community wants

· Lack of organized community based organization

· No communication

· No notice

· ZBA doesn’t always make good decisions

· Procedures choked up little stuff related to the way the code is written

· CBA or neighborhood agreement no longer attached to proviso (no longer official/enforceable)

· Scale is not balanced when you go in front of ZBA ($, time, power, politics, language rapport, etc.)

· Not knowing the process

· Takes time

· Meetings don’t happen at convenient time/location

· Lack of time to prepare

· Lack of communication about when things are happening

· ZBA is the final say – why doesn’t the planning commission have more to say?

Characteristics/elements to incude in a new project/development review process and why:

· Inclusiveness
· Communication
· Oversight
· ZBA, Community, City Council, Developer all communicate early and often.
· Early/timely process – Have input early enough so that changes can be made
· Efficiency – Get easy items process within the community (i.e. nuisance violations).

· Get simple variances handled within community. Approval could be property owner getting signed petition from neighbors.
· Should you need variance for roof deck at an individual home?  
· Create fast track process.
· Maintain some footprint – Unclog ZBA. Removing simple cases from ZBA means more space for complex cases. Homeowner replacing room that was already there, but was not approved under City records, could be grandfathered in.
· Balance of power/Level the playing field – big vs. little, attorney vs. pro se
· Resources to act on community behalf
· Educated supporters/civic group
· Final decisions should be made by depoliticized, nonbiased group including professionals
· Hire an independent mediator/administrative law judge instead of using city employees to resolve disputes, as done by Chestnut Hill
· Educate applicants on zoning – Very often applicants ask the ZBA for things that are not possible. They should know all options before hand.
· Depoliticize the process.
· City council intimidation/ withholding info
· Set term limits on City Council to reduce 
· Consistency across the city.
· Welcoming, accessible process:
· City’s process listed as easy-to-reed steps. Post on web.
· Make Code available online
· Hearings – Make them citizen friends, i.e. ensure that hearings are not repeatedly postponed
· Neutrality

PRINCIPLES FOR FAILURE 

· Community Groups overreach their responsibilities/powers

· Lack of transparency

· Indefinitely drawn out process

· Overly weighted special interests

· Acrimony and Divisive subgroups

· Venue shopping

· Too many voices or can’t find leader/united voice

· Ignore voices

· Seek false unity

· Create dissention.

· Lack of process, plan, and organization

· No repercussions for bad actions – Get away with it (ignoring procedures, breaking agreements, etc.)

· Lack of enforcement

· Heavy handed forces – Too many hoops to jump through

· Overuse of overlays

· Political influence

