To: 
City Council and City Manager of Oak Ridge

January 20, 2011

From:
Tom Burns and Don Hurtubise for Democracy For East Tennessee (DFET)

Subject:  Proposed Parks and Recreation Board and Melton Lake Waterfront Plan

 We are very pleased by City Manager Watson’s thoughtful decision to end the casual dining RFP and take another look at the Waterfront Development Plan. It was obvious to us that Mr. Watson did a thorough study of issues and perspectives before doing so, including those we brought to his attention in our September 28th request, “Withdraw the RFP for Casual/Informal Restaurant for Better Park Plan.” 
Mr. Watson’s explanation for his action to end the RFP process and subsequent proposal to create a Parks and Recreation Board are responsive to our request. We support the creation of this Board. We are also comfortable with our recommended short-term waterfront advisory committee with a focus on our waterfront.  
So why are we writing? We want to convey to you our underlying needs and interests in the following:

1. Waterfront Planning
2. Proposed Parks and Recreation Board
3. Citizen Engagement
4. Waterfront Review Scope and Objectives 

We also want to provide our input before deliberations begin. 
The City’s Waterfront Planning is currently Number 1 for the many compelling reasons we identified in our request – reasons we feel are in the short- and long-term interest of our City. For example, we do not want the new restaurant to set the ambience of the Park or have other unintended negative consequences on current, expanded, and future recreational programs, like human powered recreation. The RFP had no limit on the size, configuration, and location of the restaurant, yet the Plan itself called for one with a smaller footprint. We found additional compelling reasons.
As you will read, we believe the waterfront plan should also include our waterfront from Edgemoor Bridge to Solway Bridge. We understand that this is best practice planning. It appropriately maximizes planning options and asset utilization. Dividing up the process can adversely affect the total outcome.
We favor a Parks and Recreation Board and believe it should be comprised of representative of citizens who represent different geographically areas and differing recreational interests. Board members can be selected from various community-based organizations and groups to which they belong. Board members should not have a vested interest as individuals or members of those organizations. Members would be responsible for keeping their group members and constituents informed of the activities of the Board. We also suggest that the Board reach out to citizens directly and through the organizations to which they belong. Had this Board been in place, the Melton Lake Redevelopment Committee would likely not have been created, thus avoiding much public consternation and distrust of our government. 

We believe citizens must be actively and effectively informed of and engaged in their city’s parks, recreation, and open space. These facilities touch all people much of the time. Engagement in matters that affect them is a “fair process” principle, much like the better known principles of science. Principles work whether we know, understand, or like them. Cities with citizens engaged in land-use planning report outstanding community building benefits including supportive citizens. Engagement is the way people really become citizens and gain a sense of belonging. 
We believe community consensus and support on our waterfront can best be achieved by a well-described waterfront scope and set of objectives. We cited our preferred scope. MTAS suggests that the objectives be provided in writing and ideally in the form of questions to be answered by the Board. We have developed such a set of questions in the attachment based on our initial request and subsequent insights. The questions represent a roadmap to gather information and make recommendations to Council in an efficient and effective manner. Council and the Manager may have questions too. This is similar to the Planning Department answering specific questions on zoning matters.

The attachment provides more detailed information on the topics. We would be glad to talk with you about our views, interests, and rationale.

We expect Oak Ridge and our citizens to reap the many community-building benefits other cities have enjoyed from active, regular participation and influence on a matter that affects them—additional resources to meet citizen needs and interests, better decisions, building a sense of community, democratic credibility, easier fundraising, empowerment and confidence to tackle other challenges, more appropriate outcomes, satisfying public demand to be involved in shaping their environment, speedier development overall, and sustainability. People are attracted to and will actively support that which they helped create. 
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Attachment  I
1. Waterfront Planning (see letter)

2. Proposed Park and Recreation Board

Purpose

a. Fulfilling an inspiring and aspiring mission with our parks, recreation, and open spaces, and making decisions that lead to a healthy, sustainable community—a community that provides for the needs of the present without sacrificing the ability of future generations and the natural world to provide for their needs. 
b. Providing effective citizen information and engagement – fair process principles
c. Calling upon other City Boards in their areas of service
d. Exploring and building intergovernmental relationships

e. Being guided by best and state-of-the-art practices, including science- and evidence-based decisions 

Composition of Board (Finding the Right People)
a. We contemplate a Board with members who are representative of our community, and suggest it be comprised of 15-17 members. To provide this representation we suggest that citizens be selected from various community-based groups and organizations to which they belong. We have a shortened list of the most likely nonprofit organizations listed by our Library. We suggest that each Board member be expected to actively convey to their organization members and constituents the work of the Board. This is a way to reach more citizens in familiar environments.
Our list represents our City’s demographics. One citizen demographic is geographical, like Neighborhood Watches and PTOs. Other city-wide citizen demographics are found in the members and constituents of organizations, like youth, college students, parents, employees, people with special needs, the arts, preservationists, environmentalists, bikers, walkers, etc. 
b. We also suggest that organizations with direct vested interests in our parks and recreation programs be “invited participants,” i.e. be notified and invited to attend all Board meetings, and have opportunities for input. Some such organizations include ORRA, Greenways Oak Ridge, Friends of Haw Ridge, and the Oak Ridge School System.
c. MTAS urges cities to avoid the “want ads” approach to finding people to serve on committees. Instead, the governing body and staff should draw up lists of people recognized as having the necessary qualifications.
MTAS says that cities should avoid the following types of people:
*People known to have conflicts of interest in the issue and those who want to sell the city on a specific product or service and who have a stake in the final decision.

*Relatives of board members or staff.

*Obstructionists. An effective citizen panel will consist of citizens having wide and diverse backgrounds. Each member should be able to speak freely and be critical of the status quo. You should look for problem solvers and those who can suggest reasonable solutions to the objections raised.

*People with political ambitions. One of the purposes of seeking citizen advice is to receive input that is not colored by politics and that provides an objective analysis of facts.”  

Certainly everyone must have the opportunity to attend meetings and forums, participate in surveys, and engage in other matters calling for public input. 

3. Citizen Engagement
We want citizens to be kept informed of the Board activities and their status, and then have opportunities to be engaged directly through meetings, forums, surveys, etc. and through organization to which they are members or constituents. Citizen engagement in the answers to each question will more likely be seen as fair. Such engagement will lend credibility and legitimacy to the ultimate decisions. 
4. Waterfront Review Scope and Objectives

We recommend that this review: 1) cover the waterfront from Elza Gate to Solway Bridge for best practice waterfront planning and 2) follow the MTAS recommendation that the objectives be provided in writing and clearly delineate the sort of recommendations being sought. Ideally the charge to the committee would be put in the form of one or more questions, for example, what training, skills and experience should the city council seek in a new city manager? 
Following are questions we would like answered for waterfront planning:

a. What waterfront recreational outcomes were strongly supported by participants in the 2008 and 2009 public forums? 

We believe citizens strongly supported the following, but they are not cited in the Waterfront Plan:

· An open, natural lakefront park that offers recreation and leisure uses for all ages while preserving and enhancing the natural ambience, beauty, character, and wildlife habitat.

· A network of trails and greenways.

· A world class rowing venue, facilities, and programs with the ORRA.

· Human-powered recreation, including commercial rentals of boats, bicycles, and other such equipment.

· A venue for public celebrations.
The primary recreational outcomes expressed and voted for by citizens should be validated by the review and recommended to City Council.

b. What is our community-based vision for the waterfront 10 to 20 years from now? What core community values are inherent in the vision?

A shared vision of the preferred future is recognized as a key step in all planning, but such a vision for our waterfront has yet to be created. Visioning provides a context for planning, policies, and decisions, and achieving desired/preferred outcomes. For us, a statement of our vision with preferred outcomes would add an aspiring goal, soundness, and credibility to the Waterfront Plan. A successful experience with arriving at a shared vision for the waterfront will encourage citizens to attempt visioning for other parts of the city.

c. What recreational space, facilities, configuration, and locations are needed to enable and optimize fulfillment of each for each recreational goal and outcome?

d. What support facilities, services, and space are needed for the preferred recreational goals and outcomes?
e. What food services and for whom are needed year-round, seasonally, and during events? How can they be provided and where are the optimal locations? 
f. What are the individual and collective projected usage, benefits, costs, and revenues generated from them?

Current assets and future requirements for each recreational goal and how they fit together seem essential to best planning and decision making, and a sound plan that avoids unintended negative consequences. Projected benefits, costs, and revenue also seem critical factors in planning and implementation decisions.
g. What waterfront ambience (look, feel, character, environment, setting, etc.) is preferred by citizens?

Citizens expressed feelings and preferences about the ambience desired for the waterfront, but a shared view has yet to be formed. It should be determined and made part of the Plan. We want this to be the community’s decision, not anyone else’s. The answer to this question can give city council the basis for approving an ambience that best serves community interests.

h. What are the recommended development priorities with due consideration to balancing needs of citizens, cost-benefit assessments, and likely resources?   

We support this much needed addition to the Waterfront Plan. It will allow City Council to adopt a long-range strategy for the actual implementation of the Plan in a way most beneficial to us, within our resources, and with full community support.  

i. What benefits might emerge from forming a partnership with adjacent municipalities or encompassing governments and coordinating as opposed to competing interests against each other?
j. What factors and weighting should make up the criteria for being a partner? 
Melton Lake Park and other riverfront parks are regional assets. Rivers connect communities. How can a vision for the entire riverfront connect us with our neighbors in Clinton and beyond? Can facilities be better placed in the city and county parks for increasing shared use, expanding the pool of available funds for investment, minimizing duplication, and enhancing the quality of users’ experiences?

