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By Kim Cartlidge / Mlustration by Clint Cooper

L OVING THY NEICHBORHOOD

FROM GRASSROOT DEFENDERS TO SAVVY POLITICAL PLAYERS,
NEIGHBORHOOD ACTIVISM IS FLOURISHING IN SARASOTA

THEY WALK FROM DOOR TO DOOR AT DUSK WITHOUT AMYTHING TO SELL BUT AN IDEA. They plant trees and pick up
litter. They strategize in living rooms and on front porches. They read zoning codes, commission agendas and welghty consultants” studies,
They handprint signs and wave them at heated public hearings. They organize crime watches and dumpster days. And they make a point to
know their elected commissioners and city or county staff managers by first name,

Whether each operates more as a noisy one-man-band or as part of a pelished, professional ensemble, Sarasata’s neighbarhood adve-
cates have turned up the volume over the years, as they have grown more sawy to the political processes. Where before they might have
shown up to protest a county decision or development already in the final stages of approval, they have now leamed to embed themselves
in the planning process, and the earlier the better. This requires longer hours and better organization on the part of neighberhoad associa-
tions, and a willingness to open doors to participation on the part of local govemment. As a result, a funny thing happened on the way to
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last big developer-neighborhood showdown: the two sides forgot to
mind the Sarasota tradition of peolarization over growth, public verbal
assaults, standoff and indecision, and decided to revitalize a commu-
nity in an image they could all live with instead.

The community is Osprey and the developer, Henry Rodriguez,

is credited with cresting a new model of inclusion and cooperation
with neighborhoads. Rodriguez successfully won overwhelming com
runity approval for a $200 million, rew urbanist village, an infill pro|-
ect with 1.3 million sqaure feet of residential and commercial space,
including a Walmart superstore, He did it the old-fashioned way,
through dozens of private neighborhood meetings, hundreds of
phone calls and months of negotiation with Walmart. "We changed
plans |8 times," says Rodriguez. "We worked very hard with the com-
munity." In May, he tumed his attention to development of a different
sort: Rodriguez and top neighborhood and building industry veterans
received county approval to pilot Square Cine, a restructured devel -
oper-neighborhood workshop of their own design that should be
“less expensive for the developer and less painful for the neighbar
heoods," says Giovanna Deveny of South Venice 2010,
“The days of the developer flying under the radar screen and nobody
kncwing about it are basically over,” says Rodripuez, “A lot of devel-
opers prefer to avoid confrontation, but it's just a defermal of con-
frontation.”

“Developers don't have to come to the neighborhood before
they do anything, but it's a good idea to build that trust factor” says
|oe Moraca, president of Sarasota's City Council of Meighborhood
Associations (CCMA), "Seme come in and say ‘this is what we're
going to do and we don't eare whal you say” If sermeens comes inand
says ‘screw you, we're doing what we want, it's easler to fight ageinst
that,” Maoraca says.

Sarasota City Commissioner Loufnn Palmer agrees. "The
development community is now realizing that before they do anything
they should connect with the community,” says Palmer. "It’s a lot eas-
ier for us at the other side of the table to make decisions when there
aren’t people fighting in frant of us."

Ack povernment leaders name few standout neighborhood
activists, and they will mention by name not a handful, but dezens of
people who have risen to leadership to raise 2 protest or to lobby for
improvements, Some took the time to master the dry details of com-
mercial street lighting or stormwater management, so they could
argue effectively on behalf of their communities. Cthers are valued
for their ability to bridge differences among homeowners and com-
mercial interests,

While they take apply their expertise in their own neighbor
haods, they alse talk to each other. The City Council of
Meighbarhood Assaciations meets the first Saturday moming of each
manth at Waldernere Fire Station, gathering like the knights of the
round table bo report on the battles they have won, and the battles for
which they are preparing. They pose strategy questions, such as "how
de | find out about a city sidewalk project before the trucks appear and
start taking out shade trees on my street?” They find support as well
a5 answers about how to access the publie information that, while
readily avallable, is not common knowledge.

“Having the information before it's too late & a real powerful
tood for people to have,” says [oe Maoraca,

The volume of their behind-the-scenes commumication with
local povernment is formidable: neighborhoods have not only spoken
out during the update of the county's comprehensive plan and cre-
ation of Sarasota’s downbown master plan, but they also frequently
irmiite public safety, planning or engineering staff to address neighbar-
hood issues at their regular meetings. In May, County Planning
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Director Anne McClung visited the county’s Council of Meighborhood
Associations to present the Fruitville Initiative, a county project to
acquire and rezone land at Fruitville sast 1-75 to make it possible to
build a green, mixed-use development there. MNeighborhood reps alse
fotted down dates and times of public hearings over a proposed go-cart
business east of 1-75 (which they oppose) and the county's compra-
hensive plan update. City and county commissioners often show up at
neighborhood meetings, as do candidates for local office.

“When | started campaigning | very quickly made acquaintance
with the neighborhoods. You find out when you're running what s rale-
vant. If you don't have the support of neighborhoods, you're not going
to get elected,” says County Commissioner Nora Patterson, also for-
mer Sarasota City Commissioner,

County Commissioner Shannon Staub agrees “anybody running
for an elected seat in the county prebably needs to court neightor-
hood groups.”

Commissioners say a nelghborhood representative who does his
homewark and comes prepared can be a pleasure to work with, a valu-
able wealth of information, even a sounding board. They take a differant
view of those who don’t put in the time to become informed. A pet
peeve, says Patterson, s “when people are dermanding that we do
something but they haven't taken the time to look at all the pieces of
the puzrzle we're dealing with. We love involvement, but you need to
lzarn what you're talking about.”

“If you're involved early on and talk to all sides, and present
credible argumaents, you have a pretty EDDd chance of b-eing heard.”
says Dick Clapp, president of the Indian Beach/Sapphire Shores
Meighborhood Association. “Our neighborhood has always been
vocal, If yeu do your homewark and you speak up, the commission-
ars will listen to you.”

Without a doubt, successful neighborhood activists don't win the
ear of elected officials unless they are able to take a broader, if some-
what humbling, view that their personal agendas may not be legal or
fundable or serve the greater good. O the other hand, when the
loosely organized nelghborhoods of Mokomis banded together in the
mid-1990s to ll::-bb],r fora community center and ﬁght plamt-:;r,crcate the

county jail there, they succeeded, and found their voice in the process.
Having survived that civic boot camp, they were prepared to initiate with
the county the Nokomis Revitalization Plan, one of the first In the coun-
ty linked to capital improvements funding. It is in the overlocked or neg-
lected areas of the county that strong neighborhood associations can
miake the most difference: those who leam how te werk the time-con-
suming planning processes can reap 2 harvest of public investrment
dewn the line,

“What you really have to do is have a neighborhood vision,” says
|oe Moraca, echoing the sentiments of other neighborhood leaders
who can come up for air long encugh to think about it. If battles over
incompatibility force a neighborhood to reactively define what it is not,
the newer neighborhood visioning process is its proactive counterpart,
helping neighborhoods to define what they are.

Visicning also leads neighborhoods to look beyond their borders,
In the southemmost part of the county, three neighborhood associa-
tions within Forked Creek Basin originally organized 1997 to protest a
£200 annual increase in their county stormwater management assess-
ments, "We started out as individual neighborhood associations. Then
we becamne a community alliance of associations. Now we’re looking at
becoming a regional presence within the Lemon Bay watershed,” says
Tom Minnich, president of the Southwest County Alliance of
Homeowners' Associations. "There’s lots of potential for regional
thinking. | think that needs to be done throughout the state of Florida.”

What begins with short-term involvement to face an immediate
need, like traffic calming in Sarasota Springs or the defeat of the pro-
posed jet ski business on quiet Lido Beach, Inspires some neighborhood
advocates into broader activism. "l like to think of it as a point of entry
into public service,” says Sarasota Meighborhood Partnership Director
Michael Raposa, noting that at least three current ity commissioners—
Ken Shelin, Mayor Mary Anne Servian and Danny Bilyeu—were strong
neighborhood  champions first. That budding, grass-roots, neighbor-
hood activist down the street may just be cutting his or her political
teeth for higher service, and be smiling from the other side of the dias
at your neighbaors someday. 2
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BUILDING A
COMMUNITY

FROM WITHIN
Professor fohn McKnight Relays
How Blighted Neighborhoods
Can Diiscover Their Stmngfhs

While some neighborhoods have bean humming
alnng SUEI:I:IFFI.IHY for years, with a well-estab-
lished aizocistions and fime-tuned Pﬂ-lilicil skills,
others are in dire straits, with crime, poverty or
unemployment so oppressive that it can over
whelm efforts to come 'tn-g\cthcr and mgunim.
Morthwestern  University  Professor  |ohn
McKnight has dedicated years to delivering a mes-
sage to those neighborhoods and the individuals
whe want to help them. Even the most distressed
community possesses the asets—individual tal-
enks, associations and institutions—to foment
change frem within,

“t's not so much a new idea a2 3 documenta-
tion of the reality that every neighborhood is half
full s well as half-empty, says McKnight, who is
alse co-director of the Asset-Based Community
Davelopmant Institute at Morthwestern
I...Iniversity.

M rKn:ght has studied hundreds of communi-
ties, from inner city neighborhoods to “dying™
small towns. This past spring he relayed some of
the success stories he had gathered to an enthusi-
astic crowd at Sarasota'’s neighborhood summit. It
begins at the outset, says McKnight, when instead
of creating a list of deficiencies and naeds, a com
munity takes inventory of what resources it
alread'r posteddes. chun:l'ie!-, buiin:essesr Pub-‘.ll:
asgets like schools or parks, and even populations
considered dependent—youth, the frail eldery
and the dizsabled, can all be called u pon to make
a contribution.

“Twenty to thirty years ago when people were
t:LkinE about nnishhcrhnu-d renewal, the whole
idea was theze neighborhoods are problems filled
with needs and deficits and we've got to fix them,”
says McKnight. “We need in these needy neigh-
berhoods to do a needs study."

The internal capacity of a community must be
developed before any outside resowrces can be
leveraged, says McKnight, who argues that when
government or non-profits take over a communi-
t-,"s pmbhm -l_;.-mh.ring'1 rathar than -mn.'ing, rhp!,r
engender powerlessness.

“Often what’s looked st as the core of the
DummunH:y is the l‘l-nl:-ﬁ:w-prnﬂts. We're Saying it's
not. It's the churches, the block clubs, the base-
ball leagues, the men's organizations and the
women's organizal:inn:. The primary dcm{upmrrt
asset locally is the asseciations, not the paid peo-
ple.” says McKnight. “Each associstion already
has a constituency that is mobilized.”

McKnight offers summer training seminars in
msget-baded community development, and neigh-
borhood advocates from Sarasota are expected to
attend this !u‘l"-. Some :n:hn:larship funds may be
available. To learn more about the summer semi-
nar, call the City of Sarasota Meighberhood
Partnership Office at 954-2612. m
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