Reservoir Hill Improvement Council Programs

 
Neighborhood Organizing & Leadership Development

Educate, Organize, Mobilize

Through the Neighborhood Organizing & Leadership Development program RHIC seeks to create civic engagement and foster neighborhood cohesion, expanding public participation in public planning, services, and policymaking.  The projects and institutions developed by RHIC serve as vehicles for local community change and as crucibles in which community leadership is developed.  Project activity is selected to increase resident investment in their community, mobilize resident action locally and with public officials, increase the ability of residents to effectively influence public policy and activities, forge working relationships across lines of neighborhood, race, and class, and train leaders through action. Associated with organizing initiatives and projects, the RHIC staff performs an important watchdog function, monitoring implementation of public services and planning, and advocating for improvements.

The Neighborhood Organizing & Leadership Development program has four primary initiatives:


Leadership Development
We train and support community leadership, and foster structures that facilitate leadership interaction, planning, networking, and coordination.

Greening Reservoir Hill 
A unique drive to make Reservoir Hill known as a “green community,” and support urban greening as an important aspect of urban revitalization.

Better Schools Initiative 
Improving John Eager Howard School, advocating for more school funding, and supporting the concept of neighborhood schools. 

Tenant Organizing 
Strengthen existing tenant organization and creating it where it does not exist, working with property owners to improve the quality of rental property, and building initiatives that strengthen the rights of tenants.

RHIC sees an informed and engaged citizenry as the foundation for not only community planning but for a democratic society.  We are producing not just good neighbors but active residents knowledgeable about the public processes impacting their families and communities, and with the skills to be effective in civic engagement.  

The challenges to community participation in public processes and private sector plans are many.  People working multiple jobs or long hours at one job, with family responsibilities, and personal stresses have little time to study, attend meetings, and keep abreast of the enormous number of City, State, Federal, and private sector decisions and initiatives that affect their neighborhoods.  Nonetheless, communities must be effective participants in public and private processes.  

RHIC assists residents to develop their capacity as effective participants in their community and as emerging leaders that can think strategically, weigh and select issues, convene effective meetings, conduct research, analyze public policy positions, negotiate with public and private officials, develop work plans, and develop a common vision for their community.
 
Regional Coordination & Public Policy

RHIC’s Regional Coordination & Public Policy program connects local efforts in Reservoir Hill and adjacent Penn North to wider City and State arenas. The premise of the program is that communities must be an active part of shaping a framework for regional development that places equity at the center of regional growth and development, provides substantive power for low-income communities, and advances solutions to urban disinvestment.  

From its experience as a local organization, RHIC has over the last two years found itself thrust into broader arenas to find solutions to its housing, transportation, school, and other needs.  Similar to most communities, Reservoir Hill faces local problems shared by most urban communities, for which ultimately there must be city-wide solutions.  For instance, there has been a long-standing conversation in Reservoir Hill about community policing, particularly more foot patrols and officers who know the community.  Communicating with other communities we find similar interests.  In discussion with Central District we find some openness to the idea, but are clearly told such a shift will only come as a result of changing city policy.  As another example, a better funded school is one of the most common concerns expressed by teens or families.  Whether or not John Eager Howard in Reservoir Hill or Westside in Penn North gets more funding is a state and city decision.

If we are to be successful as a community, we must be effective in city and state arenas. Otherwise, we are left out of the process.  If communities are not simply to compete against one another to fight for their own turf, we must as communities communicate better and act together more effectively.  RHIC works with a variety of organizations across the city to better educate our leaders, learn from others’ experiences, and increase our effectiveness in getting citywide solutions to our Reservoir Hill issues. This work links aspects of all RHIC programs. 
Challenges facing communities in developing regional coordination include:

(1) The lack of communication mechanisms tying together active organizations.  


(2) The lack of regular forums within which to strategize.  

(3) Organizational cultures not oriented toward “movement building” work.

One of the most significant challenges facing community organizations is how to assert influence in the city, state, and federal arenas where decisions impacting our communities will be made, while still making improvements right in our own streets. RHIC considers addressing these issues to be a defining need of the next years.  The hurdles include a lack of financial resources, lack of regular communication between community groups, and a lack of regional mechanisms for articulating the needs and goals of all our communities.  

To address this, RHIC is:

(1) working to create an environment of cooperation among the communities south of Druid Hill Park, 

(2) participating in city-wide issues, such as the inclusionary zoning task force, where policy and practice is being developed,

(3) increasing our communication with other community organizations to foster city-wide working relationships between communities,

(4)
fostering coalitions and strategic alliances on the westside and city-wide, and

(5) being an active player in city, state, and regional revitalization planning, enhancing relationships between RHIC and other communities undergoing revitalization. 

 
Housing and Community Development
The Housing and Community Development Program is guided by the RHIC goal of a mixed-income community.  Through this program, RHIC seeks to revitalize the physical infrastructure of the community and increase homeownership opportunities across income categories.  The work of the Housing and Community Development Program addresses the interrelated needs of 
a) recruiting new residents to Reservoir Hill with adequate resources to rehab and maintain the community’s large historic homes, while b) simultaneously preserving a stock of long-term, quality affordable housing.  The strategies in use combine market rate sale of homes with an aggressive affordable housing program utilizing both public and private investment.  
Mixed-Income Housing Strategy – Making Revitalization Work for Everyone

All of RHIC’s work – from housing counseling to greening projects to marketing – incorporates the vision of a mixed-income community identified by neighborhood leaders some twenty years ago.  In order to preserve the character of Reservoir Hill as a mixed-income neighborhood, steps must be taken to maintain the supply of quality housing that is affordable to low- and moderate-income families.  To that end, RHIC has partnered on a large-scale affordable rental project with the Housing Authority and Pennrose Properties, resulting in the renovation of 64 affordable rental units, many of which were formerly vacant.  An additional 12 houses will be rehabbed for homeownership, 4 of which will be sold to current public housing residents.  RHIC has also researched the use restrictions of apartment buildings in Reservoir Hill, and taken a lead role in the development of inclusionary housing legislation in Baltimore.  Future plans may include a proposal for the affordable redevelopment of ten publicly-owned vacant properties in Reservoir Hill.

Housing Counseling and Asset Building
Since September 2004, RHIC has offered homebuyer education and one-on-one counseling to first-time homebuyers.  Recognizing that a large number of Reservoir Hill and Penn North residents lack the training and opportunities necessary to thrive economically and socially, RHIC developed an asset building strategy.  The program helps families increase their financial literacy and money management skills; avoid predatory lending offers, rent to own, and other schemes that target low-income families; and assume active roles in their block clubs and in the larger community.  The primary aim is to help families gain assets, such as savings, a home, or better employment and educational opportunities.

Community Monitoring Initiative
RHIC staff and residents are active in monitoring the progress of real estate development, including both large- and small-scale projects.  A team of resident volunteers maintains regular contact with the major developers working in Reservoir Hill, reporting back to RHIC and providing the foundation for a new e-newsletter dedicated to keeping the community abreast of progress on development projects (or the lack thereof), as well as other housing matters.  In addition, RHIC monitors major development awards to ensure that 20% of new and rehabbed units are affordable.  Also being monitored are city programs and departments dealing with matters such as code violations, vacant properties, construction permits, and the sale of publicly-owned properties.  

Vacant Properties Campaign
Nearly 200 houses in Reservoir Hill are currently vacant.  While many have concrete redevelopment plans, more than 100 do not.  RHIC works closely with Baltimore Housing and community residents to identify problem vacant houses, force the sale of abandoned properties, prosecute negligent property owners, and encourage vacant property owners to rehab or sell their houses.  In addition to the vacant buildings, there exist many vacant lots in Reservoir Hill, many of which are owned by the City of Baltimore.  RHIC monitors the award and development of these lots, and works with residents to turn targeted lots into green space, and identify appropriate development opportunities for others.  

Marketing Reservoir Hill
Healthy Neighborhoods, Inc. Program
RHIC strives to market Reservoir Hill as a healthy, diverse community with housing opportunities for all income levels.  Tools such as low-interest rehabilitation loans through Healthy Neighborhoods and rehabilitation tax credits are used to market the community to prospective and existing residents.  RHIC also works with Healthy Neighborhoods to implement major capital improvement projects as well as smaller block projects, focused on strengthening resident relations while improving green spaces in Reservoir Hill.  Over the past year, RHIC has worked to build closer relationships with the real estate community and organizes quarterly gatherings for agents.  An April 2007 housing tour, presented in conjunction with Healthy Neighborhoods and Live Baltimore, featured more than 50 houses open to prospective buyers, providing a boost to the flagging real estate market.

