Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft of Live Earn Play Learn, the City of Baltimore’s Comprehensive Master Plan for 2007 – 2012.  The Reservoir Hill Improvement Council is proud to represent the citizens of Reservoir Hill.

We are pleased that the comprehensive plan promotes the concept of mixed-income neighborhoods, addresses the challenges facing Baltimore City schools, recognizes the importance of adult education and job training, acknowledges the unique character and charm of Baltimore City, and calls for better public transit.

However, it seems that there is little acknowledgement, either in the plan or the rollout process, of the importance of communities and community associations.  As a result, the voice of Baltimore City citizens is not clearly articulated in the plan, except as represented by input from a small number of advocacy groups and labor unions.

While the plan calls for mixed-income housing and better and more employment training and opportunities, linkage between the two issues is not clearly outlined.  Housing in Baltimore City remains relatively inexpensive, in terms of prices region-wide, yet Baltimore City median household income is persistently low.  Families in Baltimore City don’t need more subsidized housing; they need to earn more money.  The opportunity to link jobs and housing exists with this plan, and more should be done to tap into that opportunity.

Further, we offer several comments related to the process of developing and implementing the plan.

Communities have not had enough opportunity to fully review the plan and were not involved in its creation.  The Planning Commission should extend the timeline to allow for amendments to be published, and for residents to digest and respond to those amendments.  More public sessions are needed.

Based on the current timeline, Department of Planning staff, the Planning Commission, and the City Council do not appear to have sufficient time to review all proposed amendments and questions, amend the plan, and review revised plan before its approval.  

The jurisdiction of the City Council regarding the approval process is not made clear.

It is not clear how neighborhood plans fit with the overall comprehensive plan.  The Director of Planning has stated that Urban Renewal Plans will no longer be necessary after the Comprehensive Plan is adopted.

Additionally, we offer comments related to the makeup and outline of the plan.

Terms are not adequately defined (Housing Typology, Class A office space, flex office space, First Source Hiring program, One-Stop Employment Centers).

Maps, located in the appendices, are extremely difficult to read in black & white (especially the Housing Typology map).

Little effort was made at engaging communities in an organized fashion while the plan was being developed.  Not a single community group is identified as a “key stakeholder... identified as having a vital impact on the implementation of the plan” (p. 18).  Community groups are not even listed as a whole, as are Labor Organizations/Trade Groups.

There exists a significant lack of clarity regarding the housing market typology, definitions, and implications.   We perceive a similar lack of clarity around Growth Promotion Areas (p. 178).  What are the implications of the housing market typologies on neighborhoods?  How does that impact resource allocation?  How does that tie in to Growth Promotion Areas?  What are the anticipated Growth Promotion Areas based on current knowledge?

Many outcomes are not clear, or clearly defined, nor is the method of evaluation.  (e.g., “improved access to services,” “stronger training programs”)

How do other city departments and agencies factor in to the implementation of the plan?  i.e., what is the jurisdiction of the plan over city governance and activities?  Have all departments agreed to their responsibilities?  Were they part of the development of the plan?  (“Management & Personnel,” pp. 156 – 159)

How much money is needed to implement each section of the plan?

“As part of its larger, City-wide response to market forces, Baltimore will work with individual neighborhoods to stabilize localized real estate markets” (p. 70).  How will this be done?  Who will do it?  What does it mean?  Which neighborhoods?

We have identified specific questions related to each section of the plan, which we attach.

We reiterate our request to build more time into the approval process so that communities and residents may have more time to review the plan; so that the Planning Commission and Department of Planning staff may adequately receive and implement suggestions and amendments; and so that those amendments may be presented to city residents for review.

Many thanks for your consideration of these comments.  Please contact me should you have any questions.
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