Stories from Civic Leaders Forum 01/23/2009

McHale/Davis Group
Positive Experiences
1. A variance for use and parking triggered public review of a proposed methadone clinic in Bustleton. A neighborhood campaign was launched with large participation and a united public effort, conducting research, analyzing statistics, assessing existing clinics and impacts to traffic and children.  Evidence supported their case that the location was inappropriate, including suggestions for relocation sites, and the develop withdrew the proposal.  
2. The city’s first mobile home park was proposed 25 years ago, initiating the formation of the local civic association.  With their consistant objection the group became a credible threat and was able to shut down that project and all other land development on that site for many years.  Six years ago a developer sought out the community groups input to a proposed residential development project for that site.  The civic association became convinced to support the development, but was able to firmly take a stand for a passive use green space in place of some of the planned houses.  They took advantage of an area zoned “light industrial”, for which a variance was required to instead develop housing.  Progress was held up for over a year until comprise was reached over the green space.  Two developers became partners after working in conjunction with the civic organization.
3. A Manayunk development project required variance approval, forcing a hearing at which the ZBA heard community group testimony.  By applying the full weight of the zoning code and ZBA process, the group was able to negotiate elements of the project.  The give and take process resulted in a more appropriate development.

4. A driveway curb-cut was proposed and supported by a civic group. The group took a proactive stance, negotiating with the surrounding neighbors to address their concerns.

5. Penn Crest Group Home was proposed.  A civic organization held public meetings to dispel rumors and help inform surrounding neighbors. 

6. Ridge Development Corporation proposed a Rita’s WaterIce stand but required a variance for signage.  Rita’s had to map to the “master plan” in place for the area.
7. A proposed parking lot change was supported by most residents, however a small group wanted to incorporate monthly parking for their building and objected. The proposed change was approved through majority rule. 
8. New town homes were proposed in a vacant lot.  Developers conducted a multi-year negotiation based on control wielded by directly impacted public – people within a 2 block radius.  Resulted in a design that better fit the neighborhood. 
9. McDonald’s development was proposed.  Neighbors found out through posted signs, but the signs were not provided far enough in advance to appear at the hearing. The ZBA enforced the notice clock requirement and gave the neighbors another chance to be heard.  The neighbors were able to turn around the board opinion and zoning approval was reversed.
Negative Experiences

1. A 100% market rate project in a low income neighborhood was approved without proper notice.  ZBA actions were inconsistent with the rules and plans for the area.  The directly impacted neighbors were against the introduction of unattainable homes without attention to “new urbanism”.  All zoning officials obfuscated the normal process;  Planning Committee meetings were held behind closed doors, District Council apposed the public position, and ZBA ignored the notice infraction. The developer provided unreliable information to the community, and in the end built properties double the value of the original plan.  The community couldn’t afford to fight their battle in court, and their voice was shut down despite improper public notice. 
2. L&I wouldn’t reverse a permit when issued incorrectly.  Required a law suit to correct. 
