Common Ground for Rebuilding Our City

Civic Leadership Report – Table 2

Moderator names: Bryan McHale and Joan Davis 

Civic Leadership Forum Overview 

Our group was composed of 4 women and 5 men, representing civic organizations from neighborhoods all over the city – Wissahickon, East Falls, Bustleton, Far Northeast, Kensington, Brewerytown, South of South, Queen Village, and Old City. 

As the group introduced themselves for the day’s work they noted hopes they have for the future of the city.  Prevalent themes included growing a middle class from within; improve the social fabric and vibrancy of our neighborhoods with increasingly diverse connections; and achieving a balance between growth and not displacing the existing community.  Their stories of experiences with the project review process described powerful grass-roots movements and a critical role for civic associations as ambassadors for their neighbors and local advisors for developers.  

Topics with the most energy included:

· actions for informing the public on development proposals

· the negative impact of delays in the project review process

· lack of compliance with zoning regulations and rulings 

Some participants expressed concern that the common ground reached through these forums won’t be in time to make a difference; others hoped that there would be positive consequences, as experienced with other PPCE events.  There was also some frustration from feeling the need to better understand the current project review process in order to suggest improvements. After a process briefing from one of the participants they were able to settle back to work, creating a viable framework for triggering public involvement in zoning matters. 

The key neighborhood common ground values:

· Architectural history.

· Cultural / developmental history (why a community was founded or a community group was formed, the social ties established as the community grew, etc.).

· Personal networks in the community.

· Improving open space, green development.

· Mixed-use development.

· Diversity:

· Ethnic / Cultural / Socio-Economic / people of varied backgrounds

· Jobs – wide variety of options within a neighborhood between blue and white collar, industrial and service, small business and larger firms valued to protect the community

· Preserving the neighborhood against gentrification, radical shifts in jobs, population, traffic, etc.

· Preserving or improving affordability

· Easy access to services / transit / entertainment.

· Scale of neighborhoods

· Walkability

Values around which there was disagreement across neighborhood:

· Some neighborhoods have public “faces” where most of the interaction with people from outside of the neighborhoods occurs (maybe major thoroughfares or shopping districts), which is different from the private faces of the community where most of the interaction occurs between local residents.  This is valued as an ability to maintain a more intimate connection within the community and yet still have a place which attracts those from outside.

· Some neighborhoods which are devoid of children seek to attract families and schools in part because it implies a better neighborhood.  People bring their children to a neighborhood they believe is safe to raise their family, that has amenities for them, and that has a good quality of life. People who are bringing their children into a community are also more likely to stay in that community as long as the child is in the local school.

Tensions:

· How much input should those outside of a community have on what goes on within a community?

· There are developments and issues which are clearly good for the city and not for the neighborhood and vice-versa.  How are these pressures balanced?

· Should the city have the final say or should the neighborhood?

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

· Proactive community organizations, not reactive.  Their power is attributable to:

· large public participation

· a united effort

· assertiveness on behalf of the community

· representatives that know their rights

· When civic associations work together their success influencing the outcome of a development proposal is improved.

· There is value in having a game plan for community / neighborhood involvement:

· A plan for managing civic involvement

· How impacted people communicate with each other

· Civic associations taking a proactive role to inform directly impacted, surrounding neighbors to help address concerns, even initiate design changes.

· Having “master plan” in place for the area that addresses “new urbanism” - retaining and creating compact, walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods.

· The project review process includes rules that, when complied with, pave the way for development improvement through community input.

· Rules around variances force developers to have a conversation with the community. 

· Notifications are important for broad public awareness.

· Developers and community groups negotiating in good faith. 

· Zoning Board is obligated to listen to community input; better projects result when they pay attention to community interests. 

· Zoning Board issues a continuance if not all impacted parties have been allowed time to be heard. 

· If the Zoning Board ignores community interests, civic groups can rely on their legal right to appeal. 

Tensions around Appeals: 

· Appeals work both ways, and can give leverage to either community interests or developers by extending the zoning process.

· Cost impacts a community group’s ability to successfully appeal, causing inequities for some neighborhoods based on socio-economic factors.

· Projects often proceed while under appeal. If the appeal is heard too late, Courts are reluctant to reverse a project that’s already started; the Court will uphold the original zoning decision in favor of developers. 

Principles/Factors participants said impede quality development:

· Absence of community input. 

· Developers collaborating with community groups under duress.

· Approved without proper notice.  With insufficient time to collect broad input to the community’s letter of support or non-opposition, the quality of public input to ZBA decisions is impacted. 

· Cannot ignore “minor” cases.

· Crisis-driven community input.  

· Always a sense of urgency. 

· Impacts ability to share information. 

· Impacts attendance at civic meetings (short notice).

· “Over-the-counter” permits contradict the public review process; cell towers were referenced as an example. 

· Lack of enforcement of zoning regulation.  

· Rules for advance notice are not enforced and the hearing takes place with too short public notification. 

· L& I enforcement of zoning rulings is lax. 

· Playing field is not level.

· ZBA actions are inconsistent with the rules and plans for the area. 

· The role of politics can offset and override public view, particularly on big projects.

· Big projects can mean a big fight [in the courts]; some developers start building anyway, before resolution of community issues, offering an “apology instead of permission” once armed with permit. 

· Whether or not the project review process is followed deviates by socio-economic demographics.

· Process delays impede project quality.  

· Delays caused by the appeal process.

· Not negotiating in good faith; the duration of negotiation can cause the developer to withdraw in order to cut losses, rather than adjust proposal.

· If there isn’t a quorum at ZCC they send everyone home. 

Characteristics/elements to include in a new project/development review process: 

· Information sharing early is a win-win.  The earlier the public is informed of a project the sooner the community gets accurate details on what’s planned and developers become aware of issues.  Suggestions included:

· Council shares the monthly Zoning Hearing List with Community Groups (website or e-mail).

· Create a liaison role within the Zoning Board to support educating community groups on zoning rules and regulations.  Better informed community groups know their rights. 

· Show proposals to community groups before zoning change decisions are made.  Continue to collect and respond to community input throughout the review process. 

· Strength and integrity of design can be introduced with a design review committee of local professionals (not elected) presenting at local zoning meetings. 

· Codify community groups and contacts. Suggestions included:

· Create a role within the City’s Zoning / Planning departments to manage a database of area community groups and contacts. 

· Create a process for community groups to add new coalitions and change contacts. 

Tensions around what constitutes the “community”:

· When should the minority or dissenting non-group member be able to derail a project?

· New code should address the definition of “standing”.  We need ground rules for participation in the review process.

· Should there be “qualification” of community groups?

· If the re-mapping is done well the zoning process gains efficiencies with automatic approval on “of right” development.   

· The format of Neighborhood Conservation Districts was posed as a good example of protecting neighborhood interest.  A form-based ecological model was also suggested; e.g. like-height restrictions.

· The re-mapping should include putting community representatives into committee with the Zoning Commission to ensure attention to the unique characteristics of each neighborhood.  Compensation would encourage local professionals to participate. 

·  “Large” projects are an exception and should never have automatic approval – i.e. should always come under public review.

· A proposed change in land use should generate a variance, triggering community involvement.

· The impacted community should contribute to variance approval language. 

· The trigger for development review should not just be variances.  Public notice and review should be triggered by any of the following factors, regardless of “of right” zoning:

· More than 1 address involved.

· Large parcel - square footage basis.

· Dollar value basis.

· Multi-family housing.

· Type of impact to community.

· Applicants are responsible for posting notices.  Enhance the existing on site posting requirement with the following notification vehicles:

· Local Councilman places a call to leaders of impacted community groups.

· E-mail notice to impacted community groups.  

· Posting to newspaper; create a standard place to find zoning notices.

· A website specific for zoning projects.

· Flyers distributed to directly impacted neighbors.

Other areas of agreement.

· Do not weaken community notices and involvement just because the variance volume is down through rezoning.

· Address inequities and inefficiencies in the project review process:

· Notification periods must be enforced; no hearing without the required 12 day notice.

· Zoning Board should have alternates to fill in a quorum; should not cancel hearing for a missing board member and send hundreds home.

· It’s not fair to have more rights when represented by an attorney; e.g. can cross-examine.

· There should not be “administrative permission” by staff; the impacted community should always be informed and given a chance for a hearing.

·  Council should not have the power to bypass zoning process or overrule zoning decisions. 

· “Greening” requirements need to be included in development plans.  Increased density must be considered when adding housing to a neighborhood, and offset with new green space for existing residents.
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