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Neighborhood Planning
Designing the Future

Decisions which affect our neighborhoods are, more often than not, made outside them, by
people unfamiliar with or unsympathetic to their needs. Construction of a freeway, urban re-
newal programs, the onslaught of high rise development, the steady encroachment of com-
mercial structures, the closing of the neighborhood school — these are the decisions over
which, often enough, community residents have little or no influence.

In the past decades, some communities have fought successfully against these intrusions.
Many others lost their battles. In the process of losing, however, communities came to real-
ize that their survival depended upon two conditions: first, they needed access to informa-
tion about potential changes in the neighborhood before the changes had already occurred;
and, second, they needed enough organization, enough power, so that the control of com-
munity development would rest in the hands of community residents.

Who Should Have Control?

This growing awareness of the importance of winning decision-making power has opened up
a new battleground where community groups square off against city officials and against
strong interest groups for the right to shape a city and its neighborhoods. Zoning and land-
use planning are becoming recognized as crucial neighborhood political issues. In many cit-
ies, both planning and zoning agencies stand aloof from neighborhood concerns. Zoning
boards often reflect the interests of the downtown commercial sector. Planning agencies,
because their central concern is generally the maximization of revenue for the city, are also
usually more sympathetic to business interests than to residential communities. Zoning, al-
though initially developed as a way of protecting neighborhood integrity, rapidly deteriorated
into a tool for the furthering of wholesale redevelopment. The residential neighborhood which
desires stability and orderly, evolutionary change must compete before the planning agen-
cies with other influential interest groups. The suburban commuters want a new freeway in-
to the city so that travel time to work can be reduced. The city administration needs an in-
crease in revenues and argues that more high rise and commercial buildings will bring in
greater property tax revenues. More often than not, the “aesthetic” and social concerns of
community residents are ignored in favor of the economic arguments of other interests.

In fact, in most cities, neighborhood residents have little opportunity to plead their case.
The neighborhood itself is not recognized as an established political, or even administrative,
unit. Residents are provided little, if any, notice about upcoming zoning change, demolition
permits, building permits or other developments which would affect the future of the neigh-
borhood.

Slowly, though, this attitude is changing. In the 1960’s, both the Urban Renewal and
Model Cities programs sponsored by the federal government required citizen participation.
In large part, this requirement was no more than an attempt to defuse the anger which ac-
companied widespread rioting in our central cities; but it did initiate a movement toward in-
creased citizen participation which continues to grow. The Project Area Committees for
Urban Renewal were ineffectual rubber stamps, usually dominated by business and real es-
tate interests. The participatory committees in the Model Cities programs were somewhat
more active, though not necessarily more effective, than their predecessors. The recent re-
quirement that all federally funded projects supply environmental impact statements has
had the effect of giving neighborhoods access to information which they traditionally lacked.







