GRDC Strategic Planning – Summary of Community Conversation #1
“Citywide Revitalization Strategies”
Overview:  On September 21, 2009, Grandmont Rosedale Development Corporation (GRDC) held the first of four Community Conversations for the community visioning portion of its strategic planning process.  The topic of the conversation was Citywide Revitalization Strategies.

The evening began with two presentations.  The first, from Diane Van Buren of the planning firm Zachary and Associates presented one proposal for creating a "Leaner, Greener Detroit" through a sustainable approach to land use and job creation.  The second, by Chris Frey, President of the non-profit organization Transportation Riders United, discussed current plans for improvements in regional transportation systems, as well as the benefits of transit for cities and neighborhoods.
After listening the these presentations, the community stakeholders who attended, broke into four small groups where they discussed the proposals at the heart of the presentations, as well as their implications for the future of the Grandmont Rosedale communities.

This document summarizes the dialog that took place in these small group conversations.  
GRANDMONT ROSEDALE AS AN URBAN VILLAGE:

The first group of questions related to Diane Van Buren’s presentation of a “Leaner, Greener Detroit.”  In general, the plan outlined by Diane proposes the creation of core urban villages in parts of the city with significant concentrations of population, decent housing, and commercial properties.  These villages would be connected via transit and major roads.  Much of the under-utilized space outside of these villages would be transformed to creative land uses, such as urban farms and other “green businesses” that are consistent with sustainable development (i.e. development that jointly embraces the 3 E’s—economy, environment, and equity).
Question #1a—Is this a desirable one for Grandmont Rosedale (GR) and the city of Detroit?

In three of the four groups the acceptance of this vision was virtually universal, so much so, that these groups focused most of their discussion on the subsequent questions.  Some of the potential benefits of this vision that groups indentified included the following:

· Ability to attract residents, particularly young residents

· Ability to attract businesses

· Access to new businesses that provide services or goods not currently available in the neighborhood

· Potential for creating “green” industries in areas outside of the villages

· Increase walkability and bike-ability

· Creation of villages with unique identities that make the city more interesting and appealing 

· Transit will connect parts of the city that are currently not well connected

There was also support for this vision within the fourth group.  However, some participants were concerned that the strategy might cause division and unnecessary competition between GR (or other areas selected as urban villages) and communities that are not selected as urban villages.  It was felt that this might further detract from efforts to create more unity and vision for the region, as a whole.

Others in this group were concerned that as an urban village, GR might lose some of its appeal as a quite, calm, residential community.
Question #1b—What changes are necessary for Grandmont Rosedale to become the type of urban village envisioned under this plan?

Participants were then asked to identify the changes that were necessary for Grandmont Rosedale to become more of an urban village as described in the SDAT strategy.   The following three responses clearly stood out as most important:


· public transportation, 

· local business development, and

· public safety

Public Transit  is an essential element of the urban village model.  It is a linchpin for bringing people to and from the villages.  Participants clearly felt that without substantial development of the public transportation system, the urban village model, at least as a central part of a newly designed Detroit would be difficult to realize.

Local Business Development:  Participants acknowledged that Grandmont Rosedale has a relatively strong commercial corridor, but that it would need to be altered significantly to fit the urban village model.  Restaurants, retail, and service businesses that attract foot traffic from the community, as well as people from outside of the neighborhood would be essential.  Participants expressed that there needs to be a concentration of the appropriate mix of businesses to make the community a destination.  Some groups proposed developing incubators, community-based businesses, neighborhood business authorities, and special tax districts (e.g. business improvement districts, tax increment finance districts) to aid the development of these businesses.
Public Safety:  Crime, both real and perceived, was considered to be one of the main obstacles to accomplishing the SDAT vision.  Without addressing public safety, few people will move to the city, even if GR is reconfigured as an urban village.  Moreover, few people will want to ride the transit or visit the businesses, for fear of their safety.  The foot traffic necessary to sustain the businesses and transit will never materialize.  This challenge will doom all revitalization efforts if it is not overcome.
The following issues were also identified as things that would need to be addressed for GR to achieve the vision:
· Increase local control over zoning codes, police and fire departments, and resources. 
· Ensure sufficient density to support population moving to GR from neighboring communities. 
· Better public schools.

· Decrease taxes 
· Change in people’s view of the appropriate lifestyle towards one that is more European (e.g. higher density, more transit, less car-dependency, walkability, etc.)

· Use vacant properties for parking for those using transit of visiting neighborhood businesses
Question #1c—Is there an alternative vision that you would prefer to see GRDC pursue?

Given the acceptability of the vision proposed by SDAT, no clear alternative visions were identified as preferable.  
MASS TRANSIT IN DETROIT AND GRANDMONT ROSEDALE:
The second set of questions focused on the presentation by Chris Frey on public transit.  Participants were asked to consider the implications of enhanced mass transit for the city and GR, specifically.

Question #2a—Would a transit line down Grand River be a desirable change for GR? 
Given that mass transit is a fundamental component of the Leaner, Greener Detroit, it is not surpristing that there was a consensus among the groups that creating a mass transit line down Grand River would be desirable for GR.  

Question #2b—How might an improved mass transit system benefit GR? 

The main benefits identified for GR were that it would help GR realize the urban village vision by linking areas together, increasing access to and from GR, and making GR more attractive for businesses and residents) and that it would provide access by residents to other parts of the region without having to drive.  

The bulk of responses from the groups focused on how improved transit, overall, would benefit the city and region, rather than just GR.   Benefits identified by most groups included the following:
· Increase access to jobs, services, and other important destinations throughout the region, not just downtown Detroit (e.g Airport, Lansing, and Ann Arbor.) 
· Creation of new employment opportunities

· Increase the customer base for businesses

· Attract new spillover investment in the city

Benefits identified by one or two groups included

· Convenience

· Increase safety (less traffic on roads)

· Less pollution (fewer cars)

· Enhance job opportunities particularly for low-income population

· Improve tourism and convention business


Some groups also identified issues that need to be addressed for mass transit to have the desired impact.  These included things, such as 

· Changing the mindset of Detroit residents

· Carefully planning the system to ensure that it is built around strategically-placed access points (e.g. economic engines, major population centers, cultural attractions, etc.)

· Creating supplemental systems (e.g. jitneys, mini-buses) to connect people from the main transit stops to businesses or other destinations (i.e. circulate the people within the communities where transit stops are located)

· Ensuring that the system goes to the major destination points (e.g. Airport), not just from downtown to some of the outlying neighborhoods

GETTING GRANDMONT ROSEDALE INTEGRATED INTO CITYWIDE PLANS:
The small group discussions concluded by focusing on steps that GR could take to ensure that it was not excluded from major plans, particularly those that target resources to particular communities, developed by the city and other major institutions (e.g. foundations).
Question #3--How can we make the case that investing in stronger but challenged areas, such as Grandmont and Rosedale communities, is a smart approach to redeveloping Detroit?

Participants identified a variety of ways to make the case.  The overriding recommendation was to not shy away from our strengths, but to argue that successful strategies are built off a strong foundation (i.e. they are asset-based) and that GR can serve as that foundation.  More specific recommendations included the following:


· Highlight the ability to leverage additional investment by residents in neighborhood
· Point out that we are a natural corridor to Lansing.
· Demonstrate that the strong community/resident activism/participation/involvement and strong neighborhood associations and CDC are a tremendous asset for implementing plans
· Bring in media to focus on positive happenings within community.
· Identify the assets that GR has for attracting young professionals.
· Accentuate the accessibility of the neighborhood, due to easy access to major freeways and other transportation corridors.
· Link targeting our area to broader revitalization strategies for the city—make it clear how the other strategies will achieve a spillover benefit from targeting GR. 
As argued by one group, GR has a tremendous asset base.  It has been one of the few parts of the city that has remained solidly stable and energized throughout the city’s history.  We must not shy away from our historical and current strength.  We must no longer let others control how our community is portrayed.  We must take the lead in “framing the narrative” to ensure that the story is told correctly and that it is compelling.  If we frame the narrative, we can convince others of the great value of contributing to our vision, the happy ending of the story.   
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