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a long view of what their communities
need,” notes Mike Dove, St. Petersburg,
Florida’s deputy mayor for neighborhood
services.

In the following pages you’ll find just
some examples of the broad array of
neighborhood associations found in
cities and towns across the country:
• St. Petersburg, Florida. A Gulf Coast
city working to empower its neighbor-
hood associations. 
• Elgin, Illinois. An older, Midwestern
city working with an umbrella nonprofit
agency to draw neighborhood associa-
tions into the planning process. 
• Suwanee, Georgia. A small, but rapidly
growing, community where homeown-
ers associations play an important role. 
• Minneapolis, Minnesota. A progressive
city providing neighborhood associa-
tions with the responsibility for allocat-
ing substantial funds for neighborhood-
determined improvements. 

We’ll focus on the role of neighbor-
hood associations in these places, espe-
cially how they relate to the municipal
government and the local planning
process. As you read about St. Peters-
burg, Elgin, Suwanee,  and Minneapolis,
consider how the role of neighborhood
associations and related groups in your
own city or town compares.

BACK TO NEIGHBORHOODS

For more than a decade, St. Peters-
burg, Florida has worked to empower its 

neighborhood associations.
According to Mike Dove, a
key step was taken in 1993
when the city created the
Neighborhood Partnership
Department. During the past
twelve years, the number of
neighborhood associations
has grown from 41 to 113,
with an additional 13 busi-
ness associations.

The city suggests, but
does not require, by-laws for
an association to be recog-
nized. The Neighborhood
Partnership Department
provides sample by-laws,
other resources, and staff
support to the neighborhood
associations, each of which
is registered by the city.

F E AT U R E

BOWLING TOGETHER:

The Role of Neighborhood Associations
by Lila ShaperoNeighborhood associations

come in all shapes and sizes.
Some are formal 501(c)(3) non-
profit corporations; others are 
coffee klatches. Certain housing develop-
ments such as condominiums or planned
unit developments are required to have
homeowner associations. They are found
in mobile home parks. Neighborhood
associations may form in response to a
proposed change to their neighborhood,
or they may be multi-issue groups trying
to plan for their community’s future.

Whatever shape neighborhood asso-
ciations assume, cities, towns, and coun-
ties have been reaching out to them to
find ways of working together. As David
Kaptain, executive director of Elgin 
(Illinois) Community Network and an
Elgin planning commissioner, puts it,
“resident perspective through neighbor-
hood associations is a big advantage of
bottom to top planning.” 

Kaptain’s thoughts are echoed by 
Bob Miller, director of Minneapolis’
Neighborhood Revitalization
Program, who considers
Abraham Lincoln’s words apt
in describing the participa-
tion of neighborhood associ-
ations in local planning as
“government of the people,
by the people, and for the
people.”

Although neighborhood
associations sometimes form
in reaction to what residents
view as a threat (e.g., crime,
traffic, or an unwanted land
use), the key is to create a
more proactive partnership,
one which – over time – can
strengthen the community.
“Bringing the neighborhood
associations into the plan-
ning process helps them take

Street bowling was started in the Roser Park neighborhood by Chris Kelly, then
president of the neighborhood association. It has caught on throughout St. Peters-
burg, with neighborhoods now challenging each other! 

Members of St. Petersburg’s Highland Oaks neighbor-
hood association display their new “monument sign.”
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NIMBYS?
A Note from the Author

In conducting interviews for
this article, one question I asked every-
one was whether inviting neighborhood
associations into the planning process
from the onset created the potential of
NIMBYism. The answer I uniformly
received was that the local planning
process was strengthened by including
neighborhood associations, and that resi-
dents were less likely to try to obstruct a
project when they felt they had been lis-
tened to. 

As Minneapolis’ Bob Miller put it,
“NIMBYism is always a possibility
whether by association or individual, but
should not be a deterrent to working
with neighborhood associations.”

Jennifer Santi Hall, now an Ann
Arbor, Michigan planning commissioner,
summed it up best. “Initial reactions can
be negative because change can be fright-
ening, but bringing neighborhood associ-
ations into the process at the beginning
makes them feel included and takes the
edge off future disagreement.” She noted
that projects are often improved through
the suggestions of people who know the
issues in their neighborhood and they are
less likely to disagree if they feel they
have been heard. Not including neigh-
borhood associations increases the poten-
tial for a negative reaction.

represented an intensive effort to meet
with neighborhood associations and the
community at large to educate them
about the planning process – and gain
their input. As David Kaptain, ECN’s
executive director (and a lifelong Elgin
resident) recalls, the impetus for Pop-
corn and Planning came from “watching
planning videos with city staff while
sharing bowls of popcorn.” If munching
on popcorn provided food for thoughtful
staff planning discussions, then why
wouldn’t it also work for issues facing the
broader community?

With servings of popcorn providing
nourishment – and a relaxed atmosphere
– during neighborhood meetings, citizen
involvement blossomed. As Kaptain notes,

need to be approved not just by the city,
but by the residents of the neighborhood.
To date, 29 neighborhood plans have
been approved.

The city also administers a matching
grant program for identified neighbor-
hood improvements. An association can
apply for a grant of up to $25,000 for
general public improvements, and up to
$35,000 for playgrounds. Last year, the
city allocated $200,000 for neighbor-
hood improvement grants, with individ-
ual grants averaging between $8,000 and
$15,000.

POPCORN AND PLANNING

Elgin, Illinois, is an older river city,
with a population of about 100,000.
When Elgin prepared to rewrite its com-
prehensive plan five years ago, it priori-
tized increasing citizen input in the plan’s
development. To do so, city officials
reached out to the community, drawing
on the resources of the Elgin Community
Network (ECN).

ECN is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit that
serves as an umbrella organization for
neighborhood associations representing
four areas and the downtown. While it
works cooperatively with city staff, it is
completely outside of government. ECN
provides support, training, and a voice
for neighborhood associations. To be part
of ECN, associations are required to have
by-laws and be inclusive, ensuring that
their membership is open to all neigh-
borhood residents.

A program called “Popcorn and Plan-
ning” resulted from the collaborative
efforts of ECN and the City of Elgin. It

Several umbrella organizations assist
neighborhood associations. These
include the Council of Neighborhood
Associations (CONA), the Federation of
Inner City Organizations (primarily rep-
resenting neighborhood associations in
African-American areas), and the Asian
Community Association. CONA, in par-
ticular, provides leadership training and
other support, and also assists with
addressing issues that cut across neigh-
borhood lines. Neighborhood associa-
tions can use CONA’s website to
announce meetings and events.

The major advantage of St. Petersburg’s
approach, as Dove puts it, is the “long
term commitment to neighborhoods by
both the city and the neighborhood asso-
ciations.” The city’s commitment to reach
out to neighborhood associations for
their input goes beyond simply ensuring
that they are informed of proposals
affecting their neighborhoods. The city
stresses to developers the importance of
meeting with neighborhood associations
and working with them before formally
submitting their plans to the city.

Neighborhood associations have also
helped rewrite city regulations dealing
with issues such as location criteria for
social services, traffic calming proces-
ses, and standards for fences, walls, and
hedges.

The city’s Neighborhood Partnership
Department works with associations to
create neighborhood plans that address
their infrastructure needs, identify
opportunities for development, and deal
with traffic planning issues. The plans

Elgin, Illinois’ “popcorn” meetings have proved
effective in getting citizens involved in the local
planning process. Popcorn really does stimulate
creative thinking when Elgin residents meet!

A small playground funded by one of St. Peters-
burg’s neighborhood grants.

continued on next page 

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  5 9  /  S U M M E R  2 0 0 5



Neighborhood
Plans in the 
Comprehensive Plan

The City of Boise, Idaho, has a policy
of strongly supporting neighborhood
planning. One facet of this is reflected in
the fact that neighborhood associations
take the lead in writing their own plans –
which are then incorporated (as amend-
ments) into the city’s comprehensive
plan.

According to Lance Evans, a planner
in the Boise Planning & Development
Services Department, this enables neigh-
borhood plans to be “factored into land
use decisions” made by the planning &
zoning commission and city council. The
Boise City Council has also recognized
that the city’s comprehensive plan
“includes neighborhood planning as a key
element.” The city has one full time plan-
ner who assists neighborhoods with
developing their plans.

The partnership between the city and
neighborhood associations is also seen in
the requirement that applicants for devel-
opment approval (excluding minor pro-
jects) have their project plans reviewed by
the respective neighborhood association
and nearby residents. A project cannot
proceed until a neighborhood pre-appli-
cation meeting has occurred. The city
cautions applicants that these meetings
must be scheduled so that “sufficient time
has been allotted to residents to plan on
attending the meeting, and that the meet-
ing place is conducive to the review of
plans and discussion of issues.”

There is recognition in Boise that city-
wide and neighborhood interests may dif-
fer. The City Council’s resolution on
neighborhood planning, while stressing
that “recommendations derived from col-
laborative neighborhood planning efforts
have documented value and support 
and … will be highly regarded during the
development of the City’s operational and
capital budgets,” also notes that “neigh-
borhoods will recognize that the City has
a responsibility to look at the City as a
whole and ensure that citywide needs are
considered and addressed, whether or not
those needs fit squarely with a particular
neighborhood’s boundaries.”

ECN recently expanded its Popcorn
and Planning model to “Popcorn and
Pedaling.” Although residents have sup-
ported the development of bike paths for
years, none of the plans proposed by the
Parks Department had come to fruition.
During Popcorn and Pedaling meetings,
residents were asked to identify and list
destinations they would like to be able to
bike to in their neighborhood.

As Kaptain relates: “The obvious

“the people who were involved in the
process from the beginning stayed until
the end.” When the planning commis-
sion held its public hearing on the com-
prehensive plan, “the majority of the
comments were instructive, with very lit-
tle negativism.” Not surprising since, as
he adds, “it’s difficult to be critical of
something you helped build.”
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A Wall that Binds
While some walls divide,
others can bind a communi-

ty. That’s the case with a curving brick
wall (which includes seating) erected by
sculptor Michael Morgan for the Near
South Neighborhood Association in Lin-
coln, Nebraska. Located in a small park –
on the site of a house razed after a fire –
the wall has become a symbol of neigh-
borhood pride.

As Monte McKillip, a neighborhood
association member, relates, the city
parks department initially expressed con-
cerns about putting the sculptured wall
in the park, citing a high risk of vandal-
ism. But in the eight years since the wall
was installed, there has not been a single 

incident. As McKillip puts it, residents of
the mixed-income neighborhood have
become “guardians who are watching out
for the wall and for the park.”

The commission for the wall came
about fortuitously. Morgan had recently
completed a private commission in the
area. As he describes it, “I was walking
past the site of the future park and saw a
sign saying that the park was being
planned.” This led to contacts with the
neighborhood association, which ulti-
mately decided to hire Morgan. As a
young sculptor, Morgan also agreed to do
the job for a relatively low fee, “the same
price as they would have had to pay for a
standard wall with seats,” he notes.

The end result: a wonderful addition
to a community park.

This brick wall by sculptor Michael Morgan in one of Lincoln, Nebraska’s neighborhood parks
has proved to be a symbol of community pride.
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the project be restructured to include res-
idential development during the project’s
first phase and also have the housing
located closer to a school. The developer
agreed to incorporate the HOA’s sug-
gestions.

Another recent project was proposed
for a fifty-acre parcel in a wooded, hilly
area. “Three homeowner associations

on their HOAs to be proactive in ensur-
ing that new development fits in and 
also to monitor projects through their
construction.

Hancock cites the example of a pro-
posed mixed-use development in which
the developer intended to start first with
commercial development along a major
corridor and put off the residential com-
ponent until later. The HOA asked that

choices included parks and other bike
paths. The less obvious choices included
the local Dairy Queen, drug store, and
grocery. In fact, the Dairy Queen was
near the top of all lists.” Residents also
provided input on which local streets
would provide the best routes, pointing
out safety concerns by noting which
streets had excess parking on weekends
and which were used as shortcuts by
motorists during rush hour. 

Planners and city staff found this kind
of citizen feedback invaluable. For Kap-
tain, it makes sense, “as residents see the
problems 24/7 as opposed to planners
who may just look at the mapped route
and other city staff who may only visit
the area during working hours.” The
proposed bike plan will be before the city
council mid-summer 2005.

ECN continues its work with neigh-
borhood associations and is now devel-
oping the third in its “Popcorn” series,
“Popcorn and Participation,” focusing on
how residents can effectively participate
in local government. This will include
code enforcement issues and dealing
with the consequences of growth. The
bottom line, notes Kaptain, is that “peo-
ple need to see that their efforts matter.”

HOMEOWNERS ASSOCIATIONS

As a Suwanee, Georgia, planning and
zoning commissioner, David Hancock
welcomes the involvement of homeown-
er associations. “I find that HOAs have
detailed knowledge about their neigh-
borhood that helps me better understand
different land use issues affecting a par-
ticular development and its impact on
the surrounding community.”

When Hancock moved to Suwanee in
1988, the city was the rural home of
5,000 people. Now, Suwanee is a bed-
room community of Atlanta and has
more than doubled in population. Han-
cock notes that there are 27 HOAs in
Suwanee. “Being on a HOA is not easy.
You need people who are willing to vol-
unteer their time and effort making 
their developments into neighborhoods
and, then, making their neighborhoods
and community good places to live.”
Hancock believes Suwanee residents rely

Fundraising
While most of the neighbor-
hood associations mentioned

in this article receive at least some finan-
cial support from the municipality, that’s
certainly not the case for many associa-
tions across the country. And even those
which do receive municipal funds often
need to supplement this with additional
revenues.

Besides membership dues – which are
typically kept low – neighborhood associa-
tions often seek financial support from
area businesses and foundations. This
sometimes comes in the form of sponsor-
ing neighborhood events or celebrations.

In Oklahoma City, several neighbor-
hood and homeowners associations have
established long-term endowment funds
through the Oklahoma City Community
Foundation. One is the Crown Heights-
Edgemere Heights Homeowners, a non-
profit with some 300 voluntary
dues-paying members (homeowners and
renters). Board member Linda Resnick
notes that their endowment fund started
with $10,000. To date, fund distributions
have been reinvested – supplemented by
small individual contributions and match-
ing grants from a local foundation, the
Kirkpatrick Family Fund. “The intent is 
to build the fund until the annual distribu-
tion supports the association’s annual
landscaping budget,” says Resnick.

A surprisingly effective source of rev-
enues is tours of neighborhood homes.
According to Renee Tyson, President of
the Phelps Neighborhood Association in
Springfield, Missouri, their annual home
tours have been “extremely effective,”
with this year’s netting just shy of $3,000
(from 380 people paying either $6 in
advance or $8 at the door, plus fees from

sponsors). For the Phelps Neighborhood
Association, which receives no city fund-
ing and limits its membership dues to $10,
the tours are an important source of rev-
enue. As a fringe benefit, they also help
boost membership in the association.

Home tours are the largest source of
revenue for the Cottage Home Neighbor-
hood Association in a mixed
residential/industrial part of Indianapolis.
This year’s tour netted $5,300. Joan
Hostetler, the Association’s president, also
notes some important fringe benefits: 
“It gets new residents involved, brings
neighbors closer together, and forces peo-
ple with homes on the tour to get projects
finished!”

David Hostetler and Bob Renaker during 
Cottage Home Neighborhood’s Spring Clean
Up, standing behind a door sign funded by 
a Keep Indianapolis Beautiful/IPL Revive
A Neighborhood grant.
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from housing developments abutting the
parcel came together and, over the
course of several weeks, gave a unified
presentation outlining their concerns to
the developer.” As Hancock adds, “I
believe largely as a result of these efforts,
the developer brought a better proposal
to the planning and zoning commission
that left buffer areas.”

Neighborhood
Revitalization
One of the key goals for a

number of neighborhood associations,
such as Shreveport, Louisiana’s Highland
Area Partnership (HAP), is revitalizing
run-down areas. According to Bob Marak,
HAP’s Executive Director, the Shreveport
Metropolitan Planning Commission pro-
vided the impetus for HAP’s formation
thirteen years ago, through the develop-
ment of a neighborhood plan. Since then,
HAP has been engaged in a variety of
activities designed to rehab housing,
reduce crime, and provide needed capital
improvements (such as street lighting and
landscaping) to the neighborhood. 

Efforts to improve the neighborhood’s
appearance have involved HAP in success-
ful negotiations with several chain stores,
including Wendy’s, Walgreen’s, Family
Dollar, and others, to provide more attrac-
tive sites.

HAP has also sponsored neighborhood
celebrations such as a jazz and blues festi-
val, Saturday night street dances, a local
history fair, and – important in Louisiana
– the “Krewe of Highland Mardi Gras
parade.” 

The City of Shreveport provides HAP
with funding, which has ranged between
$25,000 and $55,000 per year. Interesting-
ly, Marak notes that the adopted plan rec-
ommended that the city cover most of a
suggested $250,000 annual budget for
HAP (a level obviously never reached).
This was premised on the belief that
strong neighborhood revitalization efforts
would offset these expenditures through
significantly increased property and sales
tax revenues, and reduced costs for neigh-
borhood police and code enforcement ser-
vices (as crime levels came down and

The Role of Neighborhood Associations
continued from previous page

One popular HAP program is its annual $500
home improvement contest. To date, there have
been 62 winners.

“BRINGING HOME THE BACON” 
TO NEIGHBORHOODS

In the early 1980s, as Bob Miller, cur-
rent director of Minneapolis’ Neighbor-
hood Revitalization Program, recalls:
“We received a wake-up call from a
homeowner survey that showed that 20
percent of then current homeowners
planned to move out of the city within
five years.” 

★

City officials realized that their focus
on revitalizing the downtown core had
left the neighborhoods with fewer
resources, and growing problems. The
response: the establishment in 1990 of
the Neighborhood Revitalization Pro-
gram (NRP), a program that has grown
in scope – and accomplishments – over
the past fifteen years.

State enabling legislation provides the
framework for the NRP, which is admin-
istered by a 19-member policy board. As
Miller explains: “the NRP gains strength
from its board, which includes represen-
tatives from the city, the public schools,
the park board, the public library, the
county, the state legislative delegation,
the private sector and nonprofit commu-
nity, and from the neighborhoods.”1

Two key aspects of the NRP are its
commitment to neighborhood associa-
tions, and its access to substantial fund-
ing. To participate in the NRP, a
neighborhood association must be regis-
tered as a nonprofit corporation; be
inclusive by involving a diversity of peo-
ple and interests from the neighborhood;
have adopted by-laws; and have elected
officers. Starting with six neighborhoods
in 1991, the NRP process now includes
all 81 of the city’s neighborhoods. The
NRP policy board employs a staff of ten
(who are not city employees) to support
development and implementation of
neighborhood action plans.

Jennifer Santi Hall, a former board
member of the Lynnhurst Neighborhood
Association in southwest Minneapolis,
calls her experience on her neighbor-
hood board “empowering.” “The neigh-
borhood association gave us a say in how
our neighborhood was maintained and
improved, and gave us money that could
be used for housing, parks, schools, and
other projects.” 

Residents and neighborhood businesses

1 The Minneapolis City Council sets the policy
board’s composition in accordance with the state
enabling legislation: <www.revisor.leg.state.mn.us/
stats/469/1831.html>. The Minneapolis NRP includes
four representatives elected by the neighborhood
associations. Other non-government representatives
on the policy board include: the Minneapolis Founda-
tion, the Greater Twin Cities United Way, the Min-
neapolis Regional Chamber of Commerce, and the
Minneapolis Central Labor Union.

housing quality improved).
HAP’s annual budget also includes

about $7,500 from modest membership
fees for residents and businesses, and close
to $20,000 in funds from grants by local
foundations and banks, and federal hous-
ing and human service programs.

Marak believes HAP has helped in sta-
bilizing the neighborhood, and notes that
the organization has benefited from a con-
tinued close working relationship with the
Metropolitan Planning Commission.
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worked closely together on the neighbor-
hood association. As Santi Hall explains:
“Developers met with us, and we then
provided input to the city by forwarding
comments to the planning department.” 

The NRP also works on projects that
cross neighborhood lines. Miller cites
Nicollet Avenue as a successful example
of cross-neighborhood association coop-
eration. “Nicollet Avenue is a major com-
mercial artery cutting through several
neighborhoods. Empty storefronts, drug
trafficking, and other crime depressed
the residential areas abutting the com-
mercial district. Three neighborhood
associations came together, committed
funds to develop and implement a plan,
and collaborated with local business
interests, schools, library, and parks to
plan and implement a major renovation.”
As Miller notes, “the area has been
reborn … neighborhood concern, vision,
creativity, and resources have made
Nicollet a destination once again.”

Integral to the NRP process is having
each neighborhood association identify
the characteristics and issues in its neigh-
borhood, and then design a “neighbor-
hood action plan.” These plans are
written and administered by the neigh-
borhood association, though they need
to be approved by the NRP policy board
and the city council for projects identi-
fied in the plan to receive city funding.

The other essential ingredient for the
NRP’s success has been its long-term
financial resources. Since its inception in
1989, the program has been funded with
revenues generated from the city’s tax
increment financing districts.2 Changes
in the 2001 state tax law, however, have
reduced revenues provided through tax
increment financing. Total revenues for
2001-2009 are now projected at $89 mil-
lion – less than originally anticipated,
but still quite substantial.

NRP funds are used to support neigh-

borhood priorities identified in the vari-
ous neighborhood action plans. The state
enabling law requires that over half of
the funds be for housing-related projects.

Miller believes that having a substan-
tial funding stream, committed over
time, is critical. “Funding helps empow-
er people and gives them a real say in the
future of their neighborhood and city. It
gives them the incentive to plan, and
more importantly, the opportunity to
implement.”

SUMMING UP:

Active partnerships between munici-
palities and neighborhood associations
can strengthen cities and towns. Bringing
neighborhood associations on board
helps makes them part of the solution,
rather than an obstacle, in planning the
community’s future. At the same time,
their input can deepen planners’ and
planning commissioners’ understanding
of neighborhood issues. ◆

Lila Shapero is a legal
consultant and writer. Over
the years she has worked
on a variety of neighbor-
hood-related issues, includ-
ing housing and violence
against women. Lila has
also been an active member
of the Ward 1 “neighbor-
hood planning assembly” (a neighborhood associ-
ation) on the east side of Burlington, Vermont, and
has served on the Burlington Electric Commission,
which oversees the municipal utility.

Members of the Phelps Neighborhood Association
in Springfield, Missouri, take a break during a
neighborhood clean-up.

Downtown 
Neighborhoods
Nationally, declining down-

town population trends are being
reversed in a growing number of cities.
Both aging “baby boomers” and younger
“millennials” are moving into mixed-use
neighborhoods where they can live,
work, and play.3

The challenge: hospitality providers,
retail stores, and downtown employers
must deal with an influx of residents into
areas that, in many places, have long
lacked a strong residential base. 

While much of the impact is positive,
the needs of residents can clash with
downtown commercial, business, and
entertainment uses. What may be music
to the ears of a late night restaurant or
bar, for example, can be an aggravating
disturbance to a nearby resident trying to
get some sleep. Tensions often flare over
differing expectations on issues ranging
from crime and security to hours for
trash collection.

Historically, downtown business asso-
ciations (and municipal governments)
have focused on meeting the interests of
office workers, shoppers, and restaurant
and entertainment establishments. Now
residents living in new downtown neigh-
borhoods are asking for a seat at that
table. 

One creative approach developed by
the nonprofit Responsible Hospitality
Institute (RHI), is the establishment of
“hospitality resource panels.” The under-
lying principle is straightforward: involve
key stakeholder groups – including
downtown developers, the hospitality
sector, police and code enforcement, and
residents – on a panel that regularly
meets to address and resolve problems.
The goal: a downtown where residential
and business needs can both be met.

3  For a report on this trend, see “Downtown
Rebound,” by Rebecca R. Sohmer and Robert E.
Lang (Fannie Mae Foundation and The Brook-
ings Institution, 2001) available online at:
<www.brook.edu>, search: Downtown Rebound.

2 The 1989 state enabling legislation for NRPs
(applicable only to Minneapolis and St. Paul) allows
the city to use a portion of its tax increment financing
revenue to pay for improvements identified in neigh-
borhood action plans. Having these funds available
has allowed Minneapolis neighborhoods to leverage
other funds to support a wide variety of identified
projects.




