RHIC Commentary:

Two articles in today’s Baltimore Sun highlight the importance of community groups in responding to private and public investment plans.  In Canton, a private developer wants to build a high-rise condominium and retail tower on what is now a parking lot for the Lighthouse Point shopping center.  Community activists who oppose the project seem to have the backing of City Council members but are frustrated that the Council continues to delay voting on the project.
In Mount Washington, the community association has worked closely with city officials to develop plans for a hiking and biking trail that would be part of the larger Jones Falls Trail project, which seeks to link the Inner Harbor to city neighborhoods.  While the community association feels it has provided ample opportunity for comments, some residents feel they haven’t had sufficient time to consider the proposal.

Community residents have the power to shape investment in their neighborhoods.  Just as citizens in Reservoir Hill are wrestling with the proposed developments on Druid Park Lake Drive, residents of Canton and Mount Washington must weigh the pros and cons of new development and investment.  While the physical impact of a high-rise building is quite different than a hiking and biking trail, new investment of any sort affects the community.  And in these two cases at least, city officials have acknowledged the importance of community input, and community residents are holding them to it.
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Icon might come to a vote

Developer, Canton activists want city to weigh in on tower

By Jill Rosen, Sun reporter

May 14, 2007

Who among the hundreds of people who packed City Hall recently to debate the ever-divisive Icon tower proposal left satisfied?

Certainly not the developer, who hoped the $75 million high-rise he's pushed for two years would inch closer to approval.

Certainly not Canton activists, who wished the City Council committee would vote down the condominium plan they've fought since Day One.

But maybe the politicians, who, by not voting at all, seemed to sidestep a sticky issue with potential for repercussions in an election year.

The council's silence, however, appears to be backfiring. The developer and the Canton community - who seemingly agree on nothing else - are demanding a vote. Both sides want a final answer on the project that has weighed on the waterfront neighborhood for nearly two years.

As a result, a vote could come as soon as tomorrow, officials said late last week.

"It's a head-scratcher for us because it seems like there are people who just don't want the debate to happen," says Marco Greenberg, vice president of Cignal Corp., the Timonium-based firm behind the Icon. "It seems like there's been this effort to hold it back, to delay, to sit on it, and that's what's happening again.

"There's a little bit of gamesmanship being played."

Adds Nancy A. Braymer, a Canton Square resident and Icon opponent: "I think it's important that the elected officials make it absolutely clear what their position on this is."

The Icon faced steep odds going into the April 18 hearing before the council's land use committee. Not only did the councilman representing Canton oppose it, so did Mayor Sheila Dixon.

Dixon and Councilman James B. Kraft had repeatedly said they would follow Canton's lead on the Icon. In other words, if the people who would have to live near the tower didn't want it, they would support them.

The Icon's prospects were so bleak, committee members discussed canceling the hearing altogether. Instead, they just nixed the voting part - a long-favored political tactic that allows officials to essentially shelve unpopular legislation without having to go on the record.

But this time the council didn't just skip the vote - they announced that they were "delaying" it so the city's Transportation Department could finish a report on traffic problems in the southeastern part of town.

Cignal executives immediately cried foul. Why was their project getting held up when much bigger projects in Southeast Baltimore - the Legg Mason/Four Seasons towers, for one - were being whisked to approval?

Community activists were just as skeptical. They wondered if this "delay" meant the council would eventually approve the project.

With the entire council and the mayor running for re-election this year, both sides figured campaign politics were at play.

"For a politician to publicly support the project right now, they might lose votes. If they were to publicly oppose the project, they might lose votes," Greenberg said. "The only thing for them to do is nothing. Don't show leadership, just maintain the status quo."

Paul Robinson, a Federal Hill community activist who attended the hearing to support Canton, agreed. Without the election in the equation, he said, the council's inaction on the very-public Icon dispute makes little sense.

"It's either incredibly cynical or a brilliant political move," he said. "Maybe both. I'd like to meet the puppet master."

Andy Frank, Dixon's deputy mayor for development, brushed off the accusations. If anyone's playing games, he said, it's not the mayor.

"That kind of political calculus has not occurred," he said. "I think the mayor has made her position very clear. It's the council."

The Icon, a condominium and retail project, would rise about 260 feet, or 23 stories, from what is now a parking lot for the Lighthouse Point shopping center, a nondescript waterfront plaza anchored by a Blockbuster video store.

Before it can be built, the City Council must allow a "major amendment" to Lighthouse Point's 1980s building plan so that the developers could put more on the property than was originally allowed.

To build higher than 72 feet, the developers also need an amendment to Canton's urban renewal ordinance.

Baltimore's Planning Department, Planning Commission and design review panel all endorsed the project, saying the city sorely needs denser development to keep the waterfront vibrant and to bolster the tax base.

Greenberg guesses that elected officials, Kraft in particular, figure they can score more votes by shelving the project than by approving it.

"[Kraft] gets the benefit of standing up - like [Boris] Yeltsin jumping on the tank," Greenberg said. "It's all about getting people votes rather than acting in a manner that's good for the long-term, good for the city."

Because he doesn't believe the city would allow the Icon to really die, Greenberg said he thinks the council will approve it later this year - after the election.

"I think after the primary, yeah," he said. "We're patient. ... We're not going anywhere. We've put a lot of blood, sweat and tears into this thing."

Kraft, however, says Greenberg's boss, Cignal principal Armando Cignarale, simply can't accept the probability that the Icon will not get built.

"Mr. Cignarale is obsessed with this project, and I think it really has come to the point where you cannot have a rational, logical discussion with him about the project," Kraft said. "The door is de facto closed."

Meanwhile, members of the council's land-use committee are apparently reconsidering the "delay" tactic. There's talk of putting the Icon bills back on the table for a vote as soon as this week.

A voting session was penciled in for 11:15 a.m. tomorrow, minutes before the council is scheduled to begin a day of budget hearings.

"We're killing it once and for all," said Kraft, who's on the committee. " ... Everybody knows the bill's dead. But if they want a formal burial, we'll give it a formal burial."

Councilman Edward L. Reisinger, who heads the committee, said Cignal needs to rework the project, specifically make it smaller, so that Canton might accept it. If the developer doesn't want to try again, Reisinger said he'll likely call for a vote.

"If things don't change, we can vote," he said. "[Cignarale] leaves me and the committee with no recourse."

Council President Stephanie C. Rawlings-Blake feels the lack of action has left "the community being yanked in a thousand directions and the developer, too," said her spokesman Shaun E. Adamec.

Rawlings-Blake hopes the developer will pull the bills before tomorrow, Adamec added.

Sen. George W. Della Jr., whose district includes Baltimore's waterfront neighborhoods, including Canton, said voting on the bills is the only way to give people peace of mind.

"If you can believe what [Dixon] says, she's not signing [the bills]. We're wasting our time here. People are not comfortable with this project, and they're smart enough to realize some game is being played.

"Here's a way to clear it up once and for all: Pull the plug. Just pull the plug."
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/local/baltimore_city/bal-md.ci.icon14may14,0,3088540.story?coll=bal-business-headlines 
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Plans for city trail hit bumps in north

More details sought in Mt. Washington

By Nicole Fuller, Sun reporter

May 14, 2007

Almost no one in Northwest Baltimore's Mount Washington neighborhood disputes that a hiking and biking trail would be a wonderful amenity in this oasis of urban woodlands and stately homes.

But a simmering battle has emerged in this upscale stretch of the city over just how to carve out a swath of greenway, part of the expansive Jones Falls Trail project that would link the Inner Harbor to city neighborhoods.

The Mount Washington Improvement Association has served as a conduit between city officials and residents during the more than four-year planning process. The trail, which was first planned to run along the light rail line, is now proposed to run across Northern Parkway along an 18-foot-high concrete bridge.

City officials say the process has been a transparent one, in which they have attended community meetings to answer questions and provided ample opportunity for feedback. The association's board is set to vote on the plan tomorrow.

But a growing collection of neighbors feel the association and the city have not adequately informed the community of the plan - particularly the new route of the trail - and say they are being "railroaded" into approving it. They fear the decision could have negative environmental, safety, traffic and quality-of-life implications, says Jeanette Ezzo, a Mount Washington resident. A petition signed by close to 150 residents asks the association to postpone its vote so the project can be more carefully vetted.

"This is a community that really appreciates substantive information and is really thoughtful about its surroundings, and wanting more information to make a thoughtful decision," says Gwynn MacDonald, one of the Mount Washington residents who would like more time to consider the proposal. "It's similar to what you do before surgery, reading everything that is available."

Mac Nachlas, president of the neighborhood association and a member of its 28-member board, cites five meetings dedicated to the issue - three in the past six months in which the city displayed the proposal - and a public comment period that began April 19, as evidence of a strong effort to inform the community.

"I have no opinion," Nachlas says. "My role is to make sure we have a fair and well-informed debate within the community. I believe there has been ample opportunity for everyone to hear about the trail and comment on it."

The proposal is the fifth phase of the Jones Falls Trail, which upon completion would total 10 miles and cost about $8 million.

Under the current proposal, the Mount Washington leg would begin on Cylburn Avenue and travel along the south side of Northern Parkway on an 800-foot-long elevated trail that would cross over Northern Parkway by way of an 18-foot-high bridge, then come down on West Rogers Avenue and proceed onto property belonging to the Mount Washington Pediatric Hospital. West Rogers Avenue would be narrowed and the sidewalk widened to 8 feet. The trail would emerge from the woods near the bottom of South Road and the Kelly Avenue bridge.

"There are many details of the design yet to be addressed," says Douglas B. McCoach, director of the city's Department of Planning. "Again, we're trying to get community approval to allow us to proceed with the design. There's going to be a series of meetings where the specific technical issues can be addressed. I think a large number of the community is anxious for us to begin, and we're anxious to begin, so we're looking for that community support.

"So could we be criticized for not having all the details? Yes," McCoach says. "But we don't want to present a plan without having all the community input. We really want community support for this, and we need the community to understand that we want to incorporate their input into the design."

Robert Imhoff, vice president of the hospital, whose campus spans 23 acres, says he has no official opinion on the matter. The city has proposed building a set of special-needs playgrounds for the hospital in exchange for an easement that would allow the trail to cut through part of its campus.

"We're waiting to see how all this pans out," Imhoff says. "Again, this is very much in the planning stage, and nothing's been approved. ... If the neighborhood approves something, and the city, then we would work with those factions to make it happen. Our thing is, nothing's been finalized yet on the hospital's part. The hospital is very noncommittal at this point. ... We want to be good neighbors within the Mount Washington community. We're waiting to see what the neighborhood wants to do."

In sections of the heavily forested area along this part of the proposed trail, the land dips and rises. Some beech, tulip and maple trees are 150 years old. Residents report seeing deer and red foxes peeking out from the brush.

"There's an attitude of 'Let's put this trail through the woods, then people can connect with nature,' but that's really old school," MacDonald says. "If you can't justify the trail environmentally, then there's no place for it in a neighborhood that has long considered itself progressive. We're at a crossroads. Old attitudes were 'Just get people outside.' That's not enough anymore. What you need to do is protect the environment."

While some of those who oppose the trail concede there have been community meetings, they take issue with how they were publicized. They complain that in this increasingly technological society, paper notices are insufficient. They also say they're unnerved by the premise that everybody in the neighborhood is involved in the community association.

They also want particulars: How many trees will come down? How will wildlife be affected? If West Rogers Avenue is narrowed, how will traffic be affected?

The city has already spent about $10,000 on the design and plan for the Mount Washington section of the trail and can't afford to spend more until residents green-light the project to move forward, officials say. If approved, the trail would be funded largely by the Federal Highway Administration. City officials say they will work diligently with the community to hash out the details at each step of the planning process.

But some residents say that is not adequate.

"I find it distressing to be asked to approve a proposal that is so immature in its planning," says resident Debra Wertheimer.

City Councilwoman Rochelle "Rikki" Spector, whose district includes Mount Washington, says those worries are unwarranted.

"There's no way that happens in my district," Spector says. "The transparency is guaranteed. The dialogue is guaranteed. I have confidence that this community is going to do the right thing. If the plan comes back and people aren't satisfied, the community will have a lot of input in making those changes and suggestions."

Rebecca Bainum says that many of the neighborhood's sidewalks are broken or nonexistent and that she would love to bike the trail with her two young children.

"I'm in favor of it as a general concept because I think it's a really fabulous opportunity for the neighborhood, a real gem for the city. ... [The trail] brings people into the neighborhood in a way that the Jones Falls Expressway just can't do."
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/local/baltimore_city/bal-md.ci.trail14may14,0,5695057.story?coll=bal-local-headlines 

