West Side/West End NRZ Community Workshop #2  (2-10-2007)
Workshop #2 Overview:
Regina Winters of Zared Enterprises and Lisa Grossman of The Capstan Group conducted the second of four community workshops in preparation for the West Side/West End NRZ application.  Raegan LaRochelle and Timothy Applebee assisted Regina and Lisa, all together leading four different focus groups.  The themes of these four groups were determined by attendees of the first community workshop in January 2007.  Raegan lead the group that discussed youth issues of the neighborhood.  Timothy lead the group concerned with the open space, signage, and streetscape of the neighborhood. Lisa focused on the façade improvement possibilities open to the community.  Regina lead the group whose focus was zoning and land-use issues facing the West Side/West End community.
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“The Young and the Restless”

Youth in the West Side / West End Neighborhood
Participants: Maurice Muchene, Vicki Buran, Joanne Knox, Herb Koehler, Vince Siberon, J Brown.

The group began by introducing themselves and stating their interest in youth.  They moved into a brainstorming session that focused on issues surrounding youth in the West Side / West End neighborhood.  The participants identified several substantive issues that they have observed in the community.   Next the group moved on to potential solutions, both short- and long-term, that an NRZ Committee focusing on youth and youth issues in the West Side / West End neighborhood could work on.  Although the participants were unable to address all of the identified issues in the time allotted, they made significant progress in identifying potential solutions.  
Identified Issues Surrounding Youth:

· Peer pressure among youth

· Youth representation and input

· Lack of coordination among youth-serving agencies, including nonprofit organizations and religious centers.
· Transportation to after-school programs

· Lack of recreational areas for youth

· Few summer employment opportunities, internships for youth in the area

· Avenues for entering higher education not laid out for students, no guidance

· No programs to visit higher education institutions

· Home responsibilities of youth, parental input 

Solutions to Explore:

	Issue
	Potential Solutions
	NRZ Committee Next Steps 

	Peer pressure among youth / youth representation and input into process


	Recruit youth from local school student governments to participate in NRZ process
	Recruit student representatives from schools or youth-serving agencies

	Lack of coordination among youth-serving agencies
	Convene all area youth-serving agencies to coordinate activities that serve youth.  Have NRZ maintain a calendar of events for all of the youth-serving agencies.   
	· Establish a list of youth-serving agencies in the area.  Gather information on upcoming events. Distribute to youth-serving agencies, put on school bulletin boards, and post on NRZ website.

	Transportation to after-school programs
	Approach bus companies or local businesses to provide free transit to after-school programs.  Student would need to show proof of participation.  Option of putting students to work cleaning buses for free fare if no one will sponsor them.
	NRZ Committee explores solutions from other cities, works with City to determine ways to offer reduced or free travel for students attending after-school programs.

	Recreational areas for youth
	Approach local schools, namely Cesar Batalla High School, to determine whether recreational area could be opened for students after school. 

Find a location for public basketball courts in the Maplewood Street area.
	NRZ Committee contacts City of Bridgeport to determine what would be needed to open a school after hours for youth recreational activities.

	Summer employment opportunities
	Encourage the City to expand the summer internship programs for youth.  Approach large WS/WE businesses to set up opportunities.
	

	Visiting colleges
	Organize trips to visit local CT institutions of higher education, as well as HBCUs on school vacations or long weekends.
	


“Where the Sidewalk Begins”
Open Space and Streetscape Improvements for the

West Side/West End Neighborhoods

Litter/Bulk Trash Cleanup
City Trash Pickup  

Group members cited inconsistent general trash pickup by the city. More frequent “elephant vacuum” street cleanings, especially on problematic side streets like Hanover St, Lewis St, and Cottage St were suggested, as litter from these streets is thought to migrate to the arterial streets of Fairfield Avenue, Park Avenue, State Street, and Clinton Avenue. The group believed that the implementation and enforcement of a littering ordinance was required in addition to an improved frequency of general pickup.  (No one knew the fine for littering in the group.)  Consequently, there also needs to be community awareness of littering fines, especially of litter that obstructs the right-of-way/sidewalk.  The group believed that members of the community need to realize and confidently report littering violations to the city.  
Trash Receptacles 

There was a common desire to have consistent, predictable placement of attractive public trash receptacles.  The group expressed the need for trash receptacles near all bus stops and appropriate intersections along the length of both Park Avenue and State Street.  Wood Park, Winsfield Park (and the community garden near it), the Klein Auditorium, Bassick High School, and the Cesar Batalla School were also mentioned as locations in need of trash receptacles.  
Priority 

Litter was the top priority of the group, above the need for signs, benches, lights and other streetscaping.  

Signage

Overview of Gateway Signage

Signs that read “The City of Bridgeport/ Welcomes You /To The/West Side West End Neighborhoods,”  “Welcome to the West Side/West End,” “Entering the West Side/West End of Bridgeport, CT” were discussed and sites for sign placements were also discussed, as noted below.  Captain Samatulski recommended that signs with broad, blank areas should be avoided in order to prevent graffiti.  Graffiti-proof signs were also mentioned, though no specifics were discussed.  Gateway signs might also include other information pointing visitors to community attractions such as Klein Auditorium, community parks, or the commercial corridors of State Street and Fairfield Avenue.  The group thought that these gateway signs could be either monument- style signs, or mounted on posts above street signs or street lights (away from the reach of graffiti). 

Large Scale Signage: Quality and Locations
The group discussed the variety of signs that would benefit the community.  The large “Welcome to Bridgeport” sign on North Street, as one enters the neighborhood from Fairfield, could potentially work in tandem with smaller “Entering the West Side/West End” signage.  

Members of the group thought that gateway signage could be added to the large fountain at the intersection of Park Avenue and Fairfield Avenue, for those entering the neighborhood from the east, specifically from downtown.  The group also thought that this particular location deserved a unique design treatment with respect to added signage, although no design specifics were discussed.

The group thought that the smaller fountain at the western intersection of State Street and Fairfield Avenue was not big enough to work in tandem with gateway signage, and so the nearby triangular city park was the proposed location of a gateway sign for those entering from the neighborhood from the west.
One member pointed out that the railroad overpasses were, at one time, nicely painted and they thought the repainting of the overpasses (at both I-95 exit ramp 25 and 26 locations) would improve the quality of the vehicular gateways into the commercial districts of Fairfield Avenue and State Street.

I-95 Exit Ramp Signage

The end of exit ramps were discussed as possible locations of gateway signage, Exit 25 and Exit 26 of Interstate 95 in particular.  
The group did not believe that the two locations where Exit 25 off-ramps terminate lent themselves to large gateway signage.  Instead, simple informational signage about the community would work better.  The group proposed to locate the westernmost gateway sign in the triangle park at the western intersection of State Street and Fairfield Avenue (next to Aspira). The sign would be located on the State Street side of the park, facing west, in consideration of the one-way vehicular traffic at that point. 
The locations where both north-bound and south-bound off-ramps of I-95 Exit 26 terminate were proposed for gateway and informational signage with less site-specific concerns.  
Historical Signage

The Stratfield Historic District does not currently have gateway signage on Clinton Avenue, announcing entrance and exit of the Historic District, and such was proposed by the group.  Additionally, Wood Park, one of the oldest in the city, was established in 1839 and does not have any signage that indicates this fact.  There is a sizeable granite bollard or monument in the park that could be inscribed with this fact and potentially other information about the park.  Signs that call out Community Gardens could be refreshed or restored, as well.
Street Lights
Street lights, in combination with other streetscape improvements, were proposed for several arterial streets in the West Side/West End.  Suggested locations of pedestrian scale street lights included the entire length of State Street (west from the street fountain to the eastern intersection of State St with Park Avenue), with special focus on the area between Bassick High School and Chaves’ Bakery.  The group noted that a stretch of Fairfield Avenue was relatively unlit west of Clinton Avenue and Bassick High School. Driving westward from Bassick High School on Fairfield, the group thought lighting conditions improved by the grocery store.
Park Benches

The general concern surrounding the placement of park benches was the increased visibility of the homeless in the neighborhood.  Another pointed out that if the homeless were more visible, they would receive more police attention than they currently receive.  Steel park benches were the expressed preference of the group.  The group suggested adding park benches to improve the appearance of bus stop plazas, community gardens, and open spaces of the neighborhood.

Bus Stop Improvements

As noted above, the group believed the bus stops deserved a targeted attention.  The placement of trash receptacles, seating, special paving treatment, and lighting were all suggested improvements to the bus stop areas.  The bus stop at the intersection of Park Avenue and Fairfield, a highly trafficked bus stop, was determined as a clean-up and renovation priority by the group.  Bus shelters were also discussed by the group.  Historically, such shelters have been abused, damaged, and destroyed by the public and the group was weary to provide further opportunity to vandals.
Public Safety in Public Spaces
One member mentioned there is soliciting at the corner of Yale Street and State Street, near Bassick and Batalla schools, and subsequently a threat to the safety of the public who would otherwise use the open space. 
“Dress for Success”

Façade Improvements and Commercial Corridors

in the West Side/West End Neighborhood
Participants: Ramsey Williams, Larry Kenney, Laurel Anderson, Angie Staltaro, Captain Len Samatulski, and several individuals who joined the group periodically throughout the session.

The group began by introducing themselves and explaining their interest in façade improvement programs and upgrading the commercial corridors in the neighborhood.  They moved into a brainstorming session that focused on:  (1) whether a façade improvement program would be beneficial; (2) reviewing the structure of other façade improvement program guidelines that exist in other cities; (3) identifying what they believed the goals would be of a façade improvement program in the West Side / West End neighborhood; (4) discussing how they believed the program should be structured to achieve maximum value for the neighborhood; and (5) identifying a preliminary set of areas that could be initial ‘qualifying areas’ for the new program.

The group identified the following goals of a Façade Improvement Program in this neighborhood:
· Generate a positive image of the neighborhood and its buildings

· Encourage private investment in the neighborhood
· Increase the ability to attract new residents and new businesses

· Increase property values

· Increase business activity

· Set a new benchmark for attractive façade designs and improve the consistency of design in the neighborhood
After reviewing guidelines for existing façade improvement programs, the group identified several ideas that they would like to see considered for this neighborhood’s Façade Improvement Program.  The ideas are to:
· Focus on select commercial corridors to create a critical mass and momentum around improved façades

· Use effective funding that does not come with long restrictions (in other words, use bond funds)

· Allocate enough funding to really make an impact on a corridor 
· Structure the program so that it uses a combination of grant funds and matching funds that require private investment (e.g., grant for first $10,000, then second grant of $10,000 must be matched by private investment)

· Provide design assistance, in recognition that property owners may not have expertise in this area

· Require that business owners maintain the historic characteristics of buildings

· Encourage business owners to create transparency from the street into their business activities (e.g., discourage covered-up windows)

· Keep the program simple

· Include requirement for ongoing maintenance of the property

· Require that the program be open to businesses that either own or lease, as long as the lease had a minimum of two years left on the lease to ensure that the business had a stake in the ongoing maintenance of the property
The group identified the following commercial corridors that they believed should be a short-term focus for the program:

	Primary Focus
	Secondary Focus
	Tertiary Focus

	· State Street

· Fairfield Avenue


	· Railroad Avenue

· Clinton Avenue

· Wood Avenue
	· Main Street

· Lower Park Avenue




NRZ Next Steps: Work with the City to work on identifying a way to start this program in the key areas
“In the Zone”
Zoning, Land Use and Historic District Compliance

for the West Side/West End
Land-Use General

The group felt strongly that one of the greatest impediments to long-term neighborhood viability was trash and illegal dumping.

In addition to this, zoning enforcement in general leaves something to be desired. There was an interest in exacting penalties for zoning violations that could be used locally for redevelopment initiatives.

Other facilities that take away from overall viability are rooming houses and car-repair shops.

Parking

Members of the group believed provision of more off-street parking might decrease the amount of trash on streets. Alternate side of the street parking might also facilitate street cleaning.

Some thought existing vacant lots might be used for off-street parking.

Education
One attendee suggested that education was very important to compliance. Given the number of people in the neighborhood who may not be native to the area, and the number of people for whom English is not a primary language, many may not be aware of zoning rules and regulations.

Priorities
Promote or influence Zoning Enforcement.

Meet with William Minor regarding plans for zoning overhaul.

Develop Education forums for zoning compliance

Design Standards

New Construction

There was concern that buildings like the one being constructed adjacent to the Klein will be apt to appear in other areas. There was a desire to look closely at zoning regulations to determine how legislation or enforcement might lead to more responsible project planning.

Rehabilitation

The quality and integration of new and renovated building facades were at the top of the list of issues. Members of the group felt strongly that standards needed to be set and adhered to. (there was particular interest in enforcing design guidelines for commercial facades fronting on open space or park areas)

Transportation Plan

Members of the group believed a comprehensive mass-transportation plan might encourage increased use of the system and thus decrease on-street parking in certain areas.

There was support for adopting certain smart-growth techniques.

Education

Priorities

Create Incentives for sustainable design

Create Incentives for job creation

Create Design standards for façade improvements  as well as new construction

Develop Education program for design standards

Historic Districts

Boundaries

Members of the group were concerned that Historic Districts as they are currently devised do not take have mid-street boundaries. Hence, one side of a street might be obligated to abide by historic district rules while the other side is not bound. Historic districts in general might be expanded for the sake of uniformity.

The group also thought the districts could encompass commercial corridors along transportation lines in a way that would facilitate façade development/improvements in those areas.

Identification

Clearer signage for the historic districts seemed important to residents.

Priorities

Identify Funding for historic preservation projects (especially façade improvements) – perhaps a homeowner’s tax credit program.

Re-establish boundaries for historic districts.

