TEMPLE, 1-23, GROUP 1 -  ADDITIONAL NOTES

MODERATORS: GWYNNE SMITH SCHEFFER AND CHRIS SATULLO

Neighborhoods represented:

Old City, East Kensington, Center City, East Kensington, Strawberry Mansion,  Francisville, 52nd Street Business Association, West Poplar

Hopes:  Sustainable development; maintain historic character; walkable neighborhoods; a better reputation for city; investment to rebuild, safe parks, good planning, empowered residents, transparent government, access to amenities, affordable housing, equitable distribution, balanced development.

Hard Talk exercise:

What’s valued in neighborhoods:

Walkable without dependence on cars (with tension around parking – needed, but how can it be limited to ensure walkable neighborhoods). Also, street trees contribute to walkability.

Proximity to amenities -  commercial and residential areas in proximity, but with little tension between them – this also promotes safety

Available mass transit

Diversity along ethnic and economic lines – but often accompanied by unity, because in close knit neighborhoods people know each other – and have for a long time

Affordable housing (but can it remain so?)

Lots of commitment from the grassroots to make the neighborhood work

The historic architecture and scale – building should fit as to size and to their visual style

Open space and parks

STORIES
From Old City -  positive
229 Arch St.  -  Developer wanted variances for major height addition as well as setbacks and building around historic buildings.

Old City Civic had already clashed with developer on another project, filing a suit.

So this time, early engagement by developer.  Old City assigned a subcommittee to project review that had urban planners and architect on it.

Worked with developer to change plan. Civic agree to height variance (but less than original request) and higher density; in return developer centered project more in middle of tract and didn’t do any building over and around historic structures.

Discussion of this story focused on the point that few other civics have the kind of expert volunteers and history of successful defenses of neighborhood that Old City had.  Old City had a clear idea of what it wanted, what neighbors rights were and how to propose usable changes to project, instead of just screaming no.  They also had volunteers willing to hang in for numerous meetings. Also they got unusually early notice of plans from developer because of prior history.

From Strawberry Mansion - positive

Our rep. from Strawberry Mansion stumbled by luck upon a just-begun process to convert a corner storefront into a franchised sandwich shop.

Community feared this would turn block into hangout for youth; sense was that the neighborhood had more than enough fast-food type places and stop-and-gos, and really needed a store with fresh food.

Project became catalyst for the neighborhood organizing; when about 25 residents showed en masse at ZBA hearing, the board turned down the applicant.

“The community got excited when they realized they could have a voice.  We used this as a catalyst for developing systems of education and organizing in the neighborhood.”
From Center City – negative
Owner of two porn theaters on Market St. offered to close one if allowed to expand other and add live acts.
Civic assn. opposed deal, not trusting developer to follow through on offered provisos.

Zoning board approved expansion, with no agreement to close other theater.

Case appealed.

Point of story was developers who dissemble about real intentions.

That spurred follow-on negative story from Francisville.

By this account, a homeless services nonprofit made representations to civic about things it would and would not do if allowed to open a facility on a commercial block.  Community then supported variance at ZBA, which was granted.  Provisos were then ignored, and ZBA said it could do nothing to enforce them, because they were not part of the zoning case.

And a similar story for East Kensington, where a developer allegedly disguised that his real plan for a property was to tear down the existing, sound building and do something with higher density.

