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Consolidation Review Task Force – Neighborhoods and Planning Committee 
Meeting Minutes
January 23, 2014
9:00 a.m.
Location:  Committee Room B, 1st floor, City Hall – St. James Building; 117 West Duval Street,
In attendance:  Rena Coughlin (Chair), Kay Ehas, Shannon Blankinship, Paul Tutwiler, Giselle Carson
Also: Damian Cook – Task Force Administrator; Janelle Scott; Carmen Godwin
Meeting Convened:  9:11 a.m.
Chairwoman Coughlin called the meeting to order and distributed a rough draft she had prepared of the beginnings of a committee report for the committee to review and comment upon.
Kay Ehas said that the committee seemed to generally agree that the current structure and practice of the government has not served neighborhoods well and that the committee should definitely propose some sort of structural change that would improve neighborhood input. Something needs to be done to address the geographic issue of the current CPACs being too big to be effective. Also, the City has done a number of neighborhood and area vision and action plans, very little of which have ever been implemented. She believes the Planning and Development Department is almost exclusively focused on dealing with land use changes, proposed zonings and development plans put it front of it by developers and does very little actual planning.  Their clients are developers, not neighborhoods, and neighborhood input is limited to getting the officially required response to mailed rezoning and land use change notices and required public hearings. Paul Tutwiler felt that there needs to be a general understanding and agreement among citizens about what services they expect their City government to provide and at what level before it can be determined if the City is meeting the citizens’ needs and expectations. We can’t determine how the City is failing to serve neighborhoods if we can’t agree on what it should be providing in the first place. That goes back to an earlier discussion of  a “preamble” of some sort to the City Charter that would serve as a basic statement of citizen expectations of its city government and a foundation for determining how to proceed with structure, budget, planning, priorities, etc.
Ms. Ehas noted that the City is too reactive, not proactive, in dealing with problems; for example letting buildings get to a dilapidated state and then condemning them and having them torn down rather than doing proper code enforcement when a building first shows signs of deterioration and saving the housing stock, some of which may be historic. Shannon Blankinship referenced the idea of the “neighborhood advocate” as a means of creating a bridge between neighborhoods and thought that further work needs to be done on connecting the independent authorities to neighborhoods as well.  Paul Tutwiler noted that the committee has talked about two kinds of structural changes – one more internal to the City in the form of a neighborhood advocate or ombudsman and the other more external to the City in the form of a revised structure or method of neighborhood consultation and input (revision of the existing CPACs).

Carmen Godwin, President of Riverside Avondale Preservation, served on Mayor Brown’s transition team for neighborhood issues and said that the transition team’s concept of a neighborhood ombudsman was one who would help to organize, train and energize neighborhood organizations, not so much a person who would fight for neighborhood causes in City Hall and the Planning Department. She said that neighborhoods are typically consulted about development plans on the back end after the developer has been working for weeks or months with the Planning Department and the district council member, and by then it’s too late to have any real input that isn’t seen as obstructionist. The City seems to do the minimum required outreach and public participation and is not proactively seeking input from neighborhoods and citizens on the front end of the process. Paul Tutwiler pointed out that the Planning Department used to have a number of neighborhood liaison positions, most of which have been cut due to tight budgets.  Clearly that function was not rated as high a priority as the other functions that continue to be funded. It is up to the citizens to make clear their expectations of government and to hold the City accountable for meeting those expectations.
Ms. Godwin said that a simple change in the public notice process could go a long way toward helping citizens feel that they understand what their government is doing and that their input is welcome. When legislative items are deferred in committee, no subsequent notice is ever given of when it will be taken up. Items can be deferred for meeting after meeting and the announcement that it will finally be taken up doesn’t happen until the agenda meeting a half hour before the committee meeting starts. Some method of announcing that deferred items are finally ready to move would be a big help to interested citizens. 
Ms. Coughlin announced that a future meeting topic will be a presentation by MindMixer, a company that produces an online citizen participation mechanism that is used in many cities to both transmit information out of city hall to citizens and to solicit input, feedback and ideas from citizens. 
Ms. Ehas referenced the committee’s discussion the previous week, when Chairwoman Coughlin was not in attendance, of New York City’s community councils – 57 councils spread throughout New York’s 5 boroughs that bring government closer to the people. The committee is interested in finding out how those community councils are structured, funded and staffed, and how dependent or independent they are on city government.  Carmen Godwin pointed out that Riverside Avondale Preservation is a membership-based organization which citizens join in order to financially support the organization’s advocacy on behalf of the area. That’s what gives RAP the resources it needs to be an active player in the planning and political processes and, given the success of that model, perhaps citizens would be willing to pay a small amount in membership fees or higher property taxes if they saw that the result would be real neighborhood empowerment. Kenny Logsdon of the Neighborhoods Department listed a number of functions that the City used to provide to support its neighborhoods that have been discontinued due to lack of resources. He noted that neighborhood organizations with funding and staff (Riverside Avondale Preservation, Springfield Preservation and Restoration, San Marco Preservation) usually fare better in the planning and development process than those without those resources because they can be at meetings and make their area’s voice heard when it really makes a difference.
Paul Tutwiler stated that most development takes place because of the actions and funding of private developers, not city government. The government can take some action to set the table, but it generally doesn’t produce projects; the private sector makes that happen. Kay Ehas reiterated that government does have a role to play in making neighborhoods attractive places for private development because of its policies and their enforcement and its investment in fundamental infrastructure that developers need. Ms. Coughlin expressed a need for more information and greater clarity about the contents of the various kind of City plans (neighborhood action plans, area vision plans, the annual Capital Improvement Program, the 2030 Comprehensive Plan, the Town Center plans) and how they interrelate with one another and with the neighborhoods.  Which are enforced and which are not? Which are considered valid, enforceable planning documents and which are not?
Shannon Blankinship suggested that the committee needs to determine the geographic basis of neighborhoods first (how many are there, how many sub-CPAC level divisions do we need to adequately represent their needs) before determining what sort of structure and staffing might be required to service them. Ms. Coughlin felt the committee should hear from the Planning and Neighborhood Departments about the status of the various kinds of plans and the City’s relationship with neighborhoods to give a baseline of knowledge from which decisions could then be made about potential new structures or policies. Ms. Blankinship also wanted to hear from the Office of General Counsel about the legal definition of “neighborhood” for purpose of standing in City processes. The committee was interested in knowing what binding legal the City’s various types of plans may have.  Are they legally enforceable? How does the City use these various types of plans in evaluating new development proposals, and are there any legal consequences of not making development proposals conform to pre-existing plans?  Ms. Godwin noted that several areas of town have zoning overlays that are legally binding plans that must be complied with or else specifically changed or waived.
Chairwoman Coughlin welcomed the committee members to make suggestions and edits to her proposed draft report, which she will incorporate into a revised draft for presentation at a future meeting. She asked staff for further research on communities with a neighborhood advocate, ombudsman, or other formal mechanism for recognizing community interests and serving as a formal liaison to help neighborhoods make their voices known and to help them solve problems with their city.  Are they within or independent of the city government? How are they funded? What are their powers and authority?  Which cities are known for good neighborhood relations and how are they structured to do it?
Meeting Adjourned:  10:35 a.m.
Minutes:  Jeff Clements, Council Research 
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