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Consolidation Review Task Force – Neighborhoods and Planning Committee 
Meeting Minutes
January 16, 2014
12:00 p.m.
Location:  Committee Room B, 1st floor, City Hall – St. James Building; 117 West Duval Street,
In attendance:  Rena Coughlin (Chair – arr. 11:05), Kay Ehas, Shannon Blankinship, Paul Tutwiler, Betty Burney, Giselle Carson
Also: Jeff Clements – City Council Research Division
See attached sign-in sheet for additional attendees

Meeting Convened:  9:05 a.m.
Acting Chairman Tom Tutwiler called the meeting to order and the attendees introduced themselves for the record.  He introduced Janet Owens, Executive Director of LISC Jacksonville for a presentation.
LISC Jacksonville
Janet Owens explained that LISC (Local Initiatives Support Corporation) is an umbrella organization for non-profits engaged in community development and is the largest community development intermediary organization in the country and the one that is most neighborhood-focused rather than deal-focused.  Their latest initiative is Building EPIC (Empower People, Inspire Change) Communities, a program funded by grants from the Jessie Ball duPont Fund and the Community Foundation to engage residents in the Springfield and Northwest Jacksonville areas to reimagine and reinvent their communities.

 In response to a question about how LISC defines neighborhoods, Ms. Owens said that LISC lets residents self-define their neighborhoods in order to ensure that they have buy-in to the process.  The neighborhoods may be either geography-based or people-based. True neighborhoods are spiritual, economic and political entities that endure.  The City, neighborhood residents and the non-profit community are all responsible for making communities prosperous, stable and attractive for new development.  In her experience Jacksonville has a fairly good neighborhood association model and recognition system.
LISC leverages funding from national public and private sector funders for local projects that further community development, from pre-development financing to building loans to lines of credit and the like. LISC Jacksonville is very active in starting and nurturing the community development corporations (CDCs),which are fairly new in Jacksonville compared to older northern cities.  LISC must be invited into the cities where it works and is a vehicle for AmeriCorps involvement.  Ms. Owens said that LISC has become more visible in Jacksonville in the past year since their city funding (Jacksonville Journey) has been threatened and is trying harder to make a wide variety of community connections. In response to several questions she said that she would need to research to what degree LISC can be involved in helping to fund projects involving public schools and said that the organization is poised to become involved in helping to provide public infrastructure such as roads and sidewalks in the next 18 months as part of their complete neighborhood initiative. LISC has national experts in many development fields who can be tapped to bring their knowledge and experience to bear on local issues. In response to a question about neighborhood self-identification, Ms. Owens said that in some cities the neighborhoods are “rolled up” into city council districts or wards for purposes of distributing funding, and that programs and funding tend to be more politically driven in strong mayor cities than in council-manager cities. Betty Burney felt that neighborhood self-identification doesn’t work well for neighborhoods that are economically disadvantaged, disconnected, and unfamiliar with how to work the political system. Ms. Owens said that she would research some neighborhood-driven vehicles for infrastructure development and will consult her experts about issues of neighborhood self-definition and what cities are particularly known for being good at dealing with their neighborhoods.
Best practices in planning and neighborhoods
Brian Teeple, Executive Director of the Northeast Florida Regional Council and past-president of the Florida Chapter of the American Planning Association, talked about neighborhood involvement in the ideal planning process.  With regard to Jacksonville’s consolidated form of government he said that the City’s size and structure offer both pros and cons for the planning process.  On the pro side, Jacksonville has only 4 independent municipalities within its county border, unlike the dozens of municipalities in South Florida cities or the towns, townships and boroughs of the Northeast and Midwest. A single government can mean uniformity of service provision across a wide area. Jacksonville has 6 CPACS to connect neighborhoods and communities with the central government, and has done some very good area and neighborhood plans with lots of community involvement. Jacksonville is the large, strong, dominant city in the Northeast Florida region and the hub of commerce and entertainment. 

On the down side, Jacksonville has a huge land mass and huge population to try to serve effectively. It frequently tries to impose a “one size fits all” policy on very different kinds of communities, and citizens frequently lack a sense of place or identification with the city as a whole, identifying more strongly with their home neighborhood. The CPACs are too big and amorphous to adequately represent the varying needs of different communities within the same large geographic region, and many of the good planning documents have never been implemented for a variety of reasons. There has been very little integration of the numerous plans and visions put forth by numerous organizations, some of which have been adopted or endorsed by the City but never fully funded or implemented. Jacksonville, as the dominant city in the region, often seems very disinterested in regional issues or the concerns of neighboring counties and is often not considered a good neighbor to its fellow governments. 
Mr. Teeple presented a list of recommendations and personal musings based on his years of planning experience:

· Cities that really support and fund their code enforcement function tend to be good cities.

· The best development projects result from early consultation between developers and adjoining neighborhoods; this helps avoid protracted adversarial battles later in the public process.

· Chapter 163 of the Florida Statutes (the state’s comprehensive planning requirements for local governments) has stifled creativity in Florida for any government that didn’t exercise its option to adopt option elements to their comp plans for fear that it would further entangle Tallahassee in the local development process.  With a change of philosophy in the state capital, perhaps it’s time for localities to try some creativity in the new regulatory environment.

· Small area plans should begin with a walking tour of the area by planners with community residents so that planners get a real feel for the neighborhoods and the concerns and desires of the residents before they start applying standard planning practices.

The group discussed how an entity as big as the City of Jacksonville can balance its incredible diversity of neighborhoods with the need for some uniformity and fairness in the planning process.  Mr. Teeple advocated for wide open access to the planning process and a willingness to compromise to achieve consensus. Planners need to really listen to what neighborhoods want and then help those residents to recognize what is best for their communities and for the city as a whole, which may be different things. The group discussed New York City’s 5 boroughs and how the borough presidents and the 59 community district boards mediate between the needs of a huge city and the needs of individual neighborhoods.
Kay Ehas expressed the feeling that Jacksonville is always reactive and not proactive to issues and wondered if there isn’t a better method. Mr. Teeple said that reactivity is the typical nature of government everywhere; Jacksonville is not unusual in that regard.  He said that Jacksonville and the South in general are proud of running government “on the cheap” and leaving citizens and businesses alone with very little regulation. In this regard the South is different from much of the rest of the country where a higher level of both government regulation and government support and intervention is the expected norm. Jacksonville has a long history of not prioritizing and focusing its efforts, adopting new initiatives in fits and starts, and then abandoning them when a new mayor or council or chamber of commerce initiative comes along. We have sprinkled little bits of funding here and there but never with enough concerted effort over a long enough period of time to make any noticeable difference. Betty Burney agreed that Jacksonville has a long history of under-funding public services and Paul Tutwiler felt that indicated a need to go back to basics and to craft a preamble to the City Charter laying out what are fundamental public services and a commitment to providing them adequately.

The committee was in recess from 10:45 to 10:51 a.m.

St. Johns River issues
Shannon Blankinship distributed copies of the 2005 JCCI report “River Dance: Putting the River in the River City” and said that many of the issues identified with regard to the river are very similar to those being identified with regard to neighborhoods: lots of plans being produced but not implemented; insufficient funding of needed services; initiatives tried in fits and starts, then abandoned.  She believes the river can be thought of in some sense as a neighborhood because it’s a vital part of many neighborhoods’ self-identity. Betty Burney noted the importance of making people realize how the city’s quality of life, the health of the river, strong neighborhoods, etc. are all good for the City’s reputation and economy.  As with neighborhoods, lots of agencies and entities need to work together to make positive things happen for the river; collaboration is the key. Also, specific zoning overlays are need to protect specific areas along the river just as historic overlays are used to protect the unique nature and assets of historic districts.
The group discussed the need to balance the need for big thinking and bold recommendations with the reality of having to get the concepts approved by the whole Consolidation Task Force. A statement of community expectations was again suggested as a first step toward ensuring recognition of those values and providing a vehicle for citizens to petition their government for follow-through and implementation. Ms. Blankinship offered the proposed dredging of Jacksonville harbor as an example of a vitally important issue to the river and to the city’s economy and environment, but that is being driven almost entirely by the desires of the JPA with little City input and no opportunity for neighborhoods and citizens to participate aside from sending comments to the Army Corps of Engineers on its cost/benefit study.

Ms. Ehas felt the committee had achieved consensus on the fact that the planning districts and CPACs are too large to be effective vehicles for planning and two-way communication, so what is the solution? Self-definition of neighborhoods seems to be the norm, but how does the City organize and empower those neighborhoods that aren’t self-defined or active? Ms. Blankinship questioned what official status the river should have that would ensure that its issues are considered in the planning process. Should it be accorded the same status as neighborhood associations that have official standing to participate in zoning decisions and planning efforts? Should it have the protected status of a zoning overlay or historic district?
Rena Coughlin stated that she had started working on a draft preamble statement of neighborhood rights/ citizen expectations and referred back to a concept expressed at the last meeting by Trey Csar of Jax2015 – the city needs a system where every citizen has a fair opportunity to participate, comment and be heard, and then let the political process take over from there as elected officials make the decisions for which we elected them.

Future meeting topics and research requests
· Staff was requested to do some research on New York’s community boards. Could they better serve the purpose our existing CPACs? How should membership be determined?

· Next week’s meeting will involve a presentation by Folks Huxford, the City’s Chief of Current Planning, and information from the General Counsel’s Office about the criteria for neighborhoods to have official standing in zoning proceedings.

· Paul Tutwiler asked for information about what independent authority creation documents are in the City Charter and what, if anything, they have to say about the responsibilities of the authorities to recognize and receive citizen and neighborhood input into their decisions.
· Kay Ehas suggested the need to see maps of all the possible means of identifying neighborhoods – census tracts, zip codes, planning districts, mobility fee zones, health department zones, JSO patrol zones, Neighborhoods Department officially recognized neighborhoods, etc.  Seeing all the possibilities visually on maps may show patterns and suggest possible bases for organization.
Meeting Adjourned:  12:04 p.m.
Minutes:  Jeff Clements, Council Research 
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