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New Partners for Community Revitalization (NPCR) is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit organization working to revitalize New York communities with a particular focus on brownfield sites in and proximate to low- and moderate-income neighborhoods and communities of color. NPCR’s integrated approach to revitalization is designed to provide the tools and capacity necessary to promote community-based productive re-use of brownfields sites and to create new community anchors. This approach was developed through on-the-ground work with environmental justice organizations, community based groups, nonprofit and for profit developers, community lenders, and nationwide research on innovative programs. 
We put forth three suggestions that we hope HUD will consider particularly in connection with HUD’s interest in ensuring equity: 
1. The ambit of regional planning has the potential to express the voice of the local residents, leaders, and workers.  Through the Sustainable Community Planning Grant Program, HUD has the unprecedented opportunity to impact the way local communities engage in the process of land use decision-making and resource allocation. 
Members of a community are experts, they have a unique sense of the history of and current conditions in their neighborhoods. Often residents of under-resourced communities are not authentically engaged in planning and community development processes. If the HUD Sustainable Community Planning Grant Program is to truly be an inclusive process, steps must be taken to ensure that the needs of EXISTING populations will be integrated into the growth plans for each region. In particular, mechanisms must be designed to integrate the needs of existing distressed populations such as access to good jobs, affordable housing, and clean air, land and water vis-a-vis the projected population growth of the area.
2. Community based organizations must be provided resources in order to participate in regional planning in a way that is ongoing, informed and inclusive. 
The quality of community involvement is directly related to the resources made available to that community to enable participation.  This is particularly so in distressed areas. Small local organizations do not have resources to focus capacity on long term planning projects without committed funding for such involvement.  Community based organizations (CBOs) should be eligible for grants to participate in the process of regional planning that the HUD Sustainable Community Planning Grant Program will support.  
· Providing grant dollars to CBO’s whether through a co-applicant structure or through direct grants is the only way to ensure their voice is heard throughout the planning and decision-making process. Direct support grants would allow CBOs to maintain a voice independent from the regional planning lead entity and will provide a method of ensuring that there is true place-based ongoing community engagement in the planning process. Requiring a social equity partner for each application that a municipality submits may help advance this objective, but it is not clear how it will ensure that underrepresented populations are able to take a seat at the table over the entire planning process.  Financial support directly from HUD to maintain involvement throughout what is sure to be a multi-year process, will ensure that CBOs will be resourced to actively engage in the process and support its outcomes.
· In addition to directly allocating financial resources to CBOs, HUD should identify local technical assistance (TA) providers to support engagement at the local level.  TA providers would be able to help CBO staff navigate the sometimes complex process of regional planning and multi-layer decision making.
3. HUD should identify models of successful, equity based regional planning grant programs like the Brownfield Opportunity Area (BOA) program in New York State.
There are very significant parallels between New York’s Brownfield Opportunity Area (BOA)/Spotlight Communities Initiative and the Obama Administration’s place-based approach, in that both are focused on making government more flexible to meet the varied needs of communities by getting agencies out of their silos; ii) both recognize the value of locally-driven, integrated solutions guided by coordinated government responses; iii) both leverage investment by focusing resources in targeted places and drawing on the synergistic and compounding effect of collaboration; iv) both are focused on environmental protection, conservation and reducing pollution and the carbon footprint of communities; and v) both recognize and value the community and are focused on integrated, flexible solutions to address complex problems.  
The BOA Program was conceived as a tool to fight sprawl and achieve environmental justice by enabling low income communities burdened with multiple brownfield sites, high incidence of disease, and unemployment, to identify and implement alternatives to noxious uses as the primary future for vacant and under-utilized sites. At its heart, the BOA program is about creating value. It recognizes that a program that is based on a “one-parcel-at-a-time” strategy will not result in the revitalization of distressed areas and will frequently invite dirty or stigmatizing uses such as garbage transfer stations, sewage treatment plants, fossil fuel power plants, and jails. Instead, the BOA approach can position a community to become a part of the emerging green economy. It can reverse the cycle of disinvestment and decay by creating a plan for an entire area, including housing, shops, small manufacturing, green jobs, public amenities, and infrastructure improvements such as street lights, trees, parks, sidewalks and roadways. These are the things that together define functional communities and livable neighborhoods; that encourage current residents to remain and also attract new residents.   
Through NY’s BOA program, municipalities and CBOs receive flexible grants for investigation, planning, and market and infrastructure studies needed to carry out a constructive visioning process, based not on what is there now or what the real estate market might otherwise attract or resist, but on what the community needs and wants. By looking at the area as a whole, the most productive, innovative and appropriately scaled end uses will be planned, creating new opportunities and helping put properties back on the tax rolls. The BOA program was designed around the understanding that a plan for the future will not be legitimate unless the process used to create it includes strong representation of authentic community representatives.  There are now over 100 communities in New York State enrolled in the BOA program, representing a broad range of stakeholders including municipalities, economic development organizations, local planning bodies and environmental justice organizations. Throughout NY, local planning in the context of the BOA program has led to ongoing conversations about an area’s needs and the building of new relationships that far outlast the planning process itself.  Central to the success of the planning process is a local steering committee mandated by the state to be inclusive of diverse, and at times divergent, community interests; those that will be impacted by the plan must have a voice in shaping it. These committees guide the entire planning process which calls for broad community and stakeholder involvement throughout.  One of the major strengths of the BOA process is that it fosters relationships between traditional opponents. Moreover, the State has recently launched a pilot program to conduct regional planning that ties these clearly-articulated local plans together to identify common interests, efficiencies and synergies. The NYS BOA program and NY’s recently announced Place-Based Regional Collaborative Pilot are providing a laboratory for testing strategies for achieving inclusive, bottom up planning that engages diverse actors in the real work of resource allocation and visioning for the future.  The process and outcomes achieved could be highly instructive to the HUD staff working to shape the Sustainable Communities Grant program.  
Here are some of our preliminary lessons learned from the BOA program. 
Preliminary Lessons Learned from New York’s Place-based, Area-wide Approach to 
Sustainable Community Renewal

Over 100 New York State communities are now participating in the Brownfield Opportunity Area (BOA) program, which was created in the 2003 NYS Brownfields Law. Many of New York’s objectives coincide with the Obama Administration’s recently announced Partnership for Sustainable Communities. This outline contains preliminary observations about lessons learned in New York. 

1. The cornerstones of a successful program are a clear, but flexible framework and funds for planning and implementation strategies that can be used to address a variety of local communities’ needs. The BOA Program is one of the first programs in the country to offer significant and sustained planning dollars and other resources to support a collaborative, area-wide approach to redevelopment that addresses areas impacted by multiple brownfields. To date, New York State has awarded $25 million in BOA grants to over 100 communities. These funds are being used for a wide range of activities, and it is the flexibility of these funds that makes this program attractive to small villages and dense urban cities, alike.  
 
2. One entity needs to be the “glue” that holds everything together.  New York’s Department of State (DOS) is the agency responsible for developing the BOA program and procedures and has been coordinating participation by multiple agencies in the program, associated workshops and other activities. DOS has a long history of working with local governments and community partners on a variety of planning projects.  Results to date indicate remarkable success in getting agencies out of their silos. It is important that a single entity have the authority, responsibility and accountability to establish and achieve program objectives. That entity must also act as the central repository for information, process, schedule and other program matters. 

3. Local leadership can be found at either the municipality or at a community based organization (CBO). A local planning process can be successfully led by local government agencies or community based nonprofits or a collaboration of both. To date, 15% of BOAs are being led by CBOs. The BOA Program has created an opportunity for community-based environmental justice organizations and other CBOs to sponsor and lead community visioning and planning activities that set priorities for the application of public resources and land use actions in the revitalization of their communities. The value and power of community-led planning and redevelopment of distressed communities with environmental justice concerns represents a significant new dimension of environmental justice leadership. Many leaders of these environmental justice communities have spent decades mobilizing against noxious projects – such as waste transfer stations, sewage treatment plants, fossil-fuel power plants and jails – that were never supported in their communities and about which they were rarely consulted. Through the BOA program, EJ leaders are building new partnerships, informing and leading important community decision-making, and helping to chart a path toward revitalization and community health.  

4. Authentic community planning can be the building blocks for extraordinary regional engagement.  Local plans which reflect the community’s priorities and needs can become the basis to advance a very different kind of regional discussion. NY’s Spotlight Communities Workshops revealed the tremendous value from concentrated interagency collaboration. It is anticipated that a regional discussion that incorporates interagency collaboration, that is built on a series of community plans, and which engages the community in a transparent manner with the shared objective of achieving each of the communities’ clearly articulated community priorities and regional goals, will result in tremendous new opportunities for regional collaboration and synergies. 

5. Interagency meetings/workshops with the community are the cornerstone of collaboration and an important mechanism for breaking down silos. The physical presence at interagency meetings of senior representatives from each of the involved agencies is important. The representative(s) must be familiar with the agency’s programs, timelines, and practices and have a problem-solving attitude and orientation. By sharing information, expertise, experience and advice, government officials provide communities with valuable technical assistance. In addition, having the agencies in one room together, listening to each other and the needs of the community almost always results in unanticipated areas of collaboration and synergy. These workshops and the associated collaboration are a critical component of problem solving as agencies look at issues from different angles and these varied perspectives can help craft unexpected, synergistic solutions.  

6. Information and insights about resources can maximize the value of interagency meetings.  Agency representatives are needed at interagency meetings that can engage and converse about reliable and up-to-date opportunities and resources available via different programs and particularly about how communities can be competitive to access these resources.  Tips on agency discretionary practices and other insights that are not readily knowable from a web site or guidebook can sometimes be invaluable.  

7. Preference and priority is needed for government resources. To support the smart growth objectives that are reflected in these collaborative community plans, it is important that government resources be prioritized for projects that are built consistent with a local community-supported plan. This will also encourage wider and more enthusiastic participation of local developers and property owners in the community planning/visioning process. New York has begun to implement a number of preference and priority provisions, including a 2% brownfield tax credit bonus and priority for Restore NY funds.  In May 2009, the City of New York passed landmark legislation that mandates priority and preference for City brownfield funds for projects consistent with a BOA plan. But more is needed. Government funding at all levels that encourages - and does not undercut - sustainable community planning and implementation is crucial. 

8. Keys to successful interagency meetings. New York’s experience to date with the BOA Spotlight Communities Initiative has revealed several important lessons, including:

· Preparation is key to successful interagency collaboration. Community representatives that can clearly articulate and describe existing conditions, revitalization objectives, priority projects, status of those projects to date, and critical path next steps to advance or complete the project, are crucial for success. Providing agency representatives with summaries and project descriptions that lead to internal review and consideration prior to the interagency meeting is also important. 

· Meeting Details Matter. Presentations need to be targeted, succinct, and high quality. The acoustics in the meeting room must be good.  An experienced facilitator must run the meeting with a strong hand to keep the discussion focused and clarify and pin down next steps and action items.  Record keeping via a real-time projector screen visible to all will help ensure accuracy and build ownership of commitments and form the basis of the Meeting Summary and Action Agenda. 

Follow-up needs to be professional and expeditious. Lead government and community representatives need to follow-up on commitments made by agencies with clear, firm, but respectful requests. At the same time, community leaders need to be prepared to respond to increased interest from government agencies and have the capacity to prepare and pursue grant applications, and also administer programs once grants are awarded.
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