Reservoir Hill Improvement Council

Summary Notes for 
16 March 2005 Community Benefits District Public Meeting
The following constitutes a summary of key points drawn from the presentations, and from the question and answer portion.  This is not a complete minutes.
This meeting was called in response to discussions among community residents regarding the establishment of a Reservoir Hill Community Benefits District.  The meeting was designed to provide information regarding Community Benefit Districts and gather resident input. Thirty-one people attended the session.  Chairing the meeting were Antonio Hayes, RHIC Board Member, and Sara West, RHIC Housing Coordinator. The speakers were Sandy Sparks, former executive director of Greater Homewood Community Corp, who lead the preliminary feasibility study and creation of the State Enabling Legislation for Community Benefits Districts with Charles Village as the pilot and also former executive director of Midtown Community Benefits District, and Janet Levine, current executive director of Charles Village Community Benefits District.  Antonio Hayes also invited to the podium Russell Carbaugh, President of the Board of Midtown Community Benefits District.
A Community Benefits District (CBD) is primarily funded through a tax surcharge, which is collected by the City for a special account for the Community Benefits District.  However, Charles Village and Midtown both fundraise to complete their budgets.  The CBD Management Authority comes into existence through a voter referendum coordinated through the Board of Elections, then ultimately created by a City Council Ordinance, which details the boundaries, structure of the organization and surcharge rate.  All property owners and registered voters may vote, and a super majority of those voting is required for passage.  This process allows for the voice of renters to carry weight since they will most likely pay the surcharge through an increase in rent, and since they are a significant section of each community.  The vote may be by mail or a one-day on-site election. All the presenters indicated a preference for a mail-in vote.  Every CBD must also go through a renewal process through the Board of Estimates every four years.  Each year the Board of Estimates must approve the CBD Management Authority’s annual budget.
A CBD Management Authority operates in the style of a non-profit organization with a volunteer Board of Directors.  A CBD Board strives for fair and equal representation of the sections and interests within the CBD.  Representation on the Charles Village CBD is comprised of community associations, non-profit institutions, business associations, and representatives elected by the public, representing sections of the CBD. Midtown CBD has an equal number of representatives from each section of the CBD.
Each CBD can determine what services are needed for its district.  Midtown CBD emphasizes sanitation almost exclusively, indicating that the public safety component had been difficult to implement effectively.  Charles Village CBD strives for parity between sanitation and public safety, acknowledging with Midtown the difficulty of an effective public safety component. Both Districts also engage other projects as well. For instance, Charles Village CBD provides key economic revitalization services and Midtown works to improve parks.
There is no legal restriction on the size of a CBD, but based on their experience, the presenters see 100 blocks, which is about size of the Charles Village CBD, as large, and 150 blocks, which is more the size of the Midtown CBD, as very large.  Sandy Sparks believes that up to 200 blocks is a workable size.  The group should find out how many blocks are in the Downtown Partnership District.  Most important is the strategic planning of boundaries to generate sufficient revenue and including both sides of a street with alleys as boundary lines.   
The requirements for a CBD are that the proposed District:

1. include multiple neighborhoods,

2. be diverse by race and income,

3. have both business and residential sectors, and

4. have other institutions such as non-profit entities, churches, and synagogues.

In the case of Reservoir Hill, the community would have to join an existing CBD or establish a CBD that included more communities than Reservoir Hill.  This constituted the bulk of the discussion during the question and answer period.

The case for annexation:

1. The I-83 divide between Reservoir Hill and Charles Village CBD is probably too significant to be overcome, so Midtown is the more logical option should Reservoir Hill choose to join an existing CBD.

2. Joining an existing CBD would involve less work than crafting an entirely new one due to the organizing that would be required to unite other communities under a new entity.

3. The existing CBD would already have an administrative staff in place and Reservoir Hill would not have to create these functions.

4. Many Reservoir Hill residents already identify more with Bolton Hill and midtown than with communities west of Reservoir Hill.

5. By joining Midtown, the CBD could then control more of the North Avenue corridor and give a better shot at revitalization of North Avenue.

6. One participant argued that the City already views Reservoir Hill as part of midtown as well, identified through such things as sharing a councilman and police district.

The case for creating a new CBD:

1. While the Midtown representative indicated that the Midtown CBD could certainly be approached on the subject, and that some of their members are indeed supportive of the concept, all the presenters indicated that annexation would be a hard sell.   The main problem would be that Mount Vernon already produces 60% of the funds for the CBD, but all member communities are required to receive equal services and have equal representation on the Board of Directors.  Consequently, Reservoir Hill could be perceived of as a drain on services.
2. The presenters speculated that a new CBD could extend from Mt. Royal Terrace to Reisterstown Road and swing up to catch Mondawmin.  Such a CBD would achieve coverage of a larger stretch of North Avenue, and take in all the communities bordering Druid Hill Park.  The presenters argued that multiple legislative districts and police districts could work in favor of the CBD because it allows you to draw on more partners and use a wider base of political influence.

3. Creating a CBD that extends west helps to improve the areas adjacent to Reservoir Hill.  Should Reservoir Hill join Midtown, the chance that another community to the west will take the initiative to create a CBD is less, which would then forfeit the opportunity to generate improvements along a greater stretch of North Avenue and areas adjacent to Druid Hill Park.

Important considerations:

1. Organizing for the referendum is a very big job, and will take several months of dedicated work by a committee.

2. If the referendum goes in favor of establishing the CBD, all property owners will have to pay the surcharge, even if they voted against it, which means  that there will always be some disgruntled people.

3. Understanding what services your community needs, and what level of revenue will be needed for implementing those services.  A team should look closely at the numbers – determine what tax base currently exists, what revenues that tax base would produce, and what services those surtax dollars could buy.
Summary: 16 March 2005 Public Meeting

page 1

