Planning for Controversy

Park improvement projects are something we can all get behind... aren’t they?

I want to share a recent experience of one of our grantees. After two+ years of planning, their park project was on the verge of being built. They had been diligent about process throughout the planning. Multiple well-attended neighborhood meetings had been held about the project. Volunteers had participated in fundraising. All park rules had been complied with in terms of siting, environmental impacts, etc.

And then the week before signing a contract with a construction company, an email went out to the neighborhood list-serv questioning the project, suggesting it was a threat to the neighborhood, and asking for public input. At the moment when our grantee expected excitement to be building, she got a punch in the gut.

As some of us know all to well, this experience is not unusual. Projects placed in public spaces can't hope to please 100% of the people 100% of the time. In virtually every project I've been a part of, when the project moved from paper to near-reality, somebody came out of the woodwork to protest. It happens over and over.

There's nothing you can do about this phenomena. But you CAN nip their concerns in the bud. Protect yourself from project delays and neighborhood feuds by being prepared for the inevitable. Here's how.

-Over communicate. Bring your project to the neighborhood association on a regular basis. Sign up to be a regular part of the agenda, and give updates at every meeting even if there is nothing new to report. Reserve a space in the neighborhood newsletter to do the same.

-Build a coalition. At volunteer days, park events, or when just walking through the park, collect contact information for allies. Send out regular email updates, and ask for input when there are choices to be made. Invite people to help with planning when you are at neighborhood meetings. Get letters of support from groups such as the neighborhood assn, clubs or teams that meet at the park, the school principal, etc.

-Share your design and ask for changes. When there is something visual to show people, post it at the park with a way for people to give your group feedback. Plan on going through a couple revisions. (Not an infinite number of revisions, though! Set a limit!)

-Follow all the rules. Work closely with PARD staff to be sure your project meets all city guidelines and is on track for permitting. Share design updates with PARD to be sure you stay on the right track. Document your process, including public meetings, volunteer events, and contacts with PARD.

-Respond promptly. When someone does emerge with questions or concerns about your project, answer them thoroughly. Tell them about your process, all the public input you've gotten, what the reality of the project is, and the progress you've made. Copy PARD staff, neighborhood leaders, and Austin Parks Foundation.

Happily for the group I mentioned, they had done all the groundwork, and were able to rally the neighborhood to immediate and strong support of the project. I don't expect they'll see any delays or neighborhood divisions as a result.

