
Summary from Public Input Workshop #1
QUICK FACTS ABOUT THE MEETING

Date:

Saturday, January 13, 2007

Time:

9:00am to 12:00pm

Site:

St. John’s Episcopal Church, Fairfield Avenue

Participants:
See attached sign-in sheet

Purpose:
West Side/West End residents and Stakeholders, City Staff and elected officials gathered along with NRZ planning consultants for the first of a series of meetings scheduled to occur during the planning process. The meeting was held in the fellowship hall of Saint John’s Episcopal Church on Fairfield Avenue.
Results:
The group agreed that planning should begin immediately through the completion or initiation of the following tasks:

(1) Gather tax data to determine primary tax generators

(2) Work on developing trash receptacles along the main corridors

(3) Work on restoring the fountain to an operational state

(4) Start to create signage to announce the entrances into the neighborhood

(5) Conduct the background research for focus groups to work with solid information during the focus groups during the next public input session

(6) Secure initial accomplishments to gain momentum for the planning process

The first Public Input Workshop took place at St. John’s Episcopal Church on Fairfield Avenue. This workshop was a forum for West Side/West End residents and Stakeholders, City Staff and elected officials to gather along with NRZ planning consultants for the first of a series of meeting scheduled to occur during the planning process.  

CONGRATULATIONS TO THE DAY’S RAFFLE WINNERS!!!

ANGIE STALTARO

PAUL MENDES

MICHAEL BROWN

WELCOME and INTRODUCTIONS

Regina Winters of Zared Enterprises began the meeting by introducing herself and Economic Development Consultant, Elizabeth Grossman of The Capstan Group, the primary presenters for the morning. Ms. Winters went on to explain what NRZ status means, what process a community undertakes to achieve NRZ status, and noted that the result of this and the remainder of the planning sessions are to develop a viable application to the State of Connecticut for Neighborhood Revitalization Zone status.

PLANNING SCHEDULE
Ms. Winters outlined the following schedule for the planning and submission of the final NRZ plan:

January - Workshop #1

February - Workshop #2 – Visioning and Focus Groups
March - Housing and Neighborhood Development Session

March - Economic Development Session

April - Community Charette
April - Presentation of Draft NRZ Plan

May - Presentation of Final NRZ Plan

One resident asked for clarification on what a charette is.  Ms. Winters explained that “charrette” is actually a French word for a kind of cart or manual carriage. She went on to explain that architects of a particular school (the Ecole des Beaux Arts to be precise) were given a design problem to solve within an allotted time. When that time was up, the young architects would through their projects into these ‘carts’ and rush them to their commissioner. In modern times it is meant to describe an intense session of planning and design. 
NEIGHBORHOOD PROFILE
Regina Winters and Elizabeth Grossman gave an overview of certain neighborhood conditions that they have found so far in their background analysis of the neighborhood indicators.  Ms. Winters explained that the detailed data will be included in the final neighborhood assessment report.

Demographic Trends

· Modest in size and growth

The Population of the West Side/West End was approximately 17,461 in 2000 and was projected to grow about .5% per year if it has kept up with the City’s average growth.
· Young population
Compared with the County and State, the neighborhood has a higher percentage of younger individuals ages 0-24 (49% compared with 33% in the County and State).  The neighborhood has a disproportionately small population of individuals ages 65 and older (7% compared with the City, County, and State averages of 12-14%).

· Modest median household income
Within the West Side / West End neighborhood, the median household income ranges from $12,469 to $34,477 by census tract.  All census tracts show a median household income that is significantly below the City of Bridgeport ($51,262 in 2005), and the State ($59,761).
· Exceptional diversity

Compared with 19% of Connecticut’s population that is ‘minority’ or non-white, 54% of Bridgeport and 66% of West Side / West End residents are ‘minority’ or non-white.  Compared with Bridgeport as a whole, The West Side / West End neighborhood has a higher African American population (35%) and a high “other” population, which is largely identified by the 1,187 residents who identified as being of two or more races.  The West Side / West End Neighborhood contains a high rate of individuals who self-identify as Hispanic, with 42% Hispanic and 58% identifying as non-Hispanic.
· Relatively low in its educational attainment

While 83% of the State has at least a high school diploma, only 65% of Bridgeport residents and 53% of West Side / West End residents have a high school diploma.  In this neighborhood, almost one-fifth of people over age 25 living in the area have less than a ninth grade education (19.2%).  An additional quarter (27.3%) have some high school education but no diploma.  Of the people living in the neighborhood, 225 (2.5%) have a graduate or professional degree.

* WS/WE data based on 2000 census.  City, County, and State data based on 2005 CT DECD.

Zoning and Land Use 

Ms. Winters led the community through a series of graphic maps to indicate the zones, their relationship one to another.  Community members impressed upon the planners to pay close attention to historic districts such as the Stratfield Historic District.

Recreation and Open Space

Parks were identified and noted to be thinly scattered about the neighborhood, but additional effort was made to point out ‘green’ areas such as tree-lined streets in the north end of the neighborhood.
Transportation, Traffic and Access

The maps depicted major streets, bus lines, highways.  Some of the West Side/West End’s assets are the many routes and modes of transportation by which people can enter and traverse the neighborhood.
After a short break and distribution of the first raffle prize, Elizabeth Grossman from the Capstan Group continued the presentation with a focus on Economic Development Assets including:

Major Corridors

Ms. Grossman began with the identification of primary commercial corridors in the neighborhood.  She identified the major economic development corridor as State Street, Fairfield Avenue, and Clinton Avenue, as well as the Industrial District located near the shoreline.  The secondary economic development corridor is comprised of Railroad Avenue, Dewey Avenue, and Park Avenue.  A public participant suggested that Wood Avenue was also a significant commercial corridor not addressed by the planners.  Ms. Grossman acknowledged that other commercial areas existed in the West Side / West End neighborhood and agreed to look at Wood Street specifically.
Major Assets

Major assets already identified for the West Side / West End Neighborhood include:

· Easy access to Interstate-95

· The strong business presence already in the neighborhood

· Major local employers with operations in the neighborhood

· Diversified investments in the neighborhood, including money from public, private, and non-profit groups

· Green / open spaces 
Recent Developments / New Growth
To demonstrate the latest investments into the area, Ms. Grossman noted some of the new projects underway or recently completed in the neighborhood, including:
· New Walgreens

· New Super Stop & Shop

· New Fairfield Avenue Shopping Center

· New AKDO Intertrade (50 employees, $7.3 million)

· New ASAP Bedliners showroom ($1.4 million)

· New State Street commercial development ($1.1 million)

· Cesar A. Batalla Elementary School

· New location for Carr’s Ice Cream

Ms. Grossman also showed a line graph of the new residential construction costs in the City of Bridgeport as reported by building permits from 1996 through 2005.  From 2002 through 2005, the figure has risen, indicating a profound investment in Bridgeport’s residential housing, though noted that a single particular project could be responsible for that level of increase.
Premier Properties

Next, Ms. Grossman moved into defining “premier properties” in the West Side / West End neighborhood.  “Premier properties” are identified by their high-quality building materials, careful landscaping, good upkeep, perception of safety, positive impact on adjacent property values, or overall good examples for the West Side / West End to showcase.  Many of these properties were new schools, religious centers, or new business locations.   
Ms. Grossman concluded with a tentative list of concerns of the business community, noting that a survey being distributed to local business owners would help to firmly identify these concerns and identify any other that might not be on the list.  The tentative list included:

· Crime / Safety (theft, vandalism, employee safety, customer safety)

· Labor force (availability, skill level,  training, retention)

· Zoning code enforcement

· Anti-dumping enforcement

· Impact of Blight (on customers, on employees)

· Traffic, parking, and transportation (truck access, curb cuts, turning radius)

· Street cleaning

· Environmental Remediation Issues

· Infrastructure (in particular, sewer)

· Real estate taxes

· Personal property taxes

· Cost of energy

· Cost of production and ability to compete in a global economy

· Visual indicators of trouble (chain link)

· Ability to expand business physical plants

· Clear determination of land use in certain areas

· Prime properties are not developed with active, vibrant uses

· Quality of commercial districts

· State or Federal Regulatory Policy 

Another Raffle Prize was awarded and the formal presentation concluded with a List of Urban Design Assets and Destabilizing Indicators.

Regina Winters went on to describe characteristics of the West Side/West End community that are considered universally as positive contributors to viable urban plans. These were described as Urban Design Assets. Subsequently, Ms. Winters described community characteristics that detract from a neighborhoods overall viability. These were referred to as Destabilizing Indicators. Both are listed below:
Urban Design Assets
Tree-lined Streets / Walkable Blocks
Proximity of Major Anchors to Public Transportation

Pedestrian Access to Anchors and Employment
Adequate Lighting on Major thoroughfares

Government Services/Public Programs

Water Access

Destabilizing Indicators
Blighted Buildings (only four truly blighted properties were identified in the neighborhood, but a number of ‘marginal’ properties were also identified)
Sidewalks in Disrepair
Front Yard Parking//Violation of Zoning and Land-use laws
CALL FOR ISSUES

The planners reiterated that this data collection period was a work in progress and would be supplemented by input at initial meetings, interviews and survey results. They put forth a call for issues and generated the list in the section below.  In particular, residents and stakeholders expressed the desire to go away having accomplished something concrete.  They were interested in identifying at least one short term goal they could achieve or report back on at the next meeting.
NEIGHBORHOOD PRIORITIES ACTIVITY

The meeting closed with a neighborhood priorities activity. Each attendee was given five colored ‘dots’. They were asked to place as many of their five dots as they wished next to the most crucial issues for them.  At the end, the group got a visual picture of those issues which were most pressing for the group at large. While the planners impressed upon the group that no single issue would disappear as an area of concern, but would be duly noted even if it had very few dots, the exercise provided, by consensus, those areas of concern which would serve as focus points at upcoming meetings.
	Issue
	# Dots

	Commercial Networking
	0

	Incentives for Local Hires
	1

	Training for Local Workforce
	0

	Progressive Training Project
	4

	High School Internships
	0

	Zoning Enforcement
	8

	Teens as Landscapers
	2

	Standard Garbage Cans in Neighborhood
	2

	Historic District Awareness
	7

	Youth – Social Places
	0

	Youth Programs After School
	5

	Bike Usage/Paths
	2

	Historic Preservation
	3

	Consistency of Trash Pick-up
	0

	Façade Improvement Program
	9

	Train Police-No Parking on Grass
	2

	Drug Deals – Cottage, Hancock
	2

	Look at Worst Blighted Properties
	1

	Future Uses for Former Schools
	6

	Design Standards
	4

	Community Garden
	7

	Sidewalk Repair
	6

	Decorative Lighting in Major Zones
	1

	Street Lighting –  Park Street

                            Washington Ave
	1

	Gateway Signage
	3

	Fountains
	2

	Litter Reduction
	4

	Blockwatches
	0

	Buddy System – Partnerships for Youth
	0

	Tap Churches as Resources
	2

	Incentives for Home Beautification
	4


The following, by virtue of the level of interest expressed by the group, were identified as focus areas for Workshop #2.

FOCUS GROUPS:

Community Gardens
Zoning Enforcement

Historic Preservation

Youth Programs

Fountains/Signage

Sidewalks

Trashcans
Façade Improvements

Schools (adaptive reuse)

Attendees were asked to commit to working with at least one of those focus groups in the weeks to come.
NEXT MEETING:
The next meeting is scheduled for Saturday, February 10, 2007 at St. John’s

In the interim, presentations will be made to the West Side Business Association and at La Iglesia Cristiana Renacer.
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