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Greenbridge: Critics 'uninformed' 

Tim Toben
We have been engaged with the Northside community since 2005. We held 15 public hearings and several voluntary meetings at the Hargraves Center.

We lowered the height of the west building by two floors, we split the building in two to allow more sunlight into Northside, we created a public plaza on the "north side," named after Charlie Mason, and we included our 15 "affordable" workforce housing units in the building, at a cost of over $8 million. Leaders like Pastor Troy Harrison and Rev. Thomas Nixon were included in the process from the outset.

Last year, after permits had been issued by the town in a 9-0 vote, UNC-NOW began to make new demands on Greenbridge. They were not informed as to the history of the project and the extraordinary efforts we have made and continue to make to ensure that social equity is a cornerstone of this project.

Greenbridge was designed from the beginning to balance (equally) environmental sensitivity, social equity, and economic vitality. As to the demands below, I have specific responses to each.

1. Withdraw and issue a public apology for the misleading Greenbridge video.

Ms. Clark and Mr. Mann told us that they loved the documentary. I spoke to Rebecca Clark two weeks before her death. Never once did she mention being "pained or enraged" about the video, and anyone who really knew Ms. Clark knows that if she had something on her mind, she let you know it in no uncertain terms. When we premiered the video at Hargraves Center three years ago, Velma Perry insisted that we play it a second time, because she was so pleased with it. In any case, the video was not "misleading" and we never used it in any way, except to place Greenbridge in the historical context of this area.

2. Re-assess affordable housing plan to utilize payment-in-lieu option for Greenbridge.

The time has passed for any re-assessment of the Greenbridge Affordable Housing Plan. We made several attempts to offer alternatives such as energy audits and upgrades, and offsite housing in Northside, and payments-in-lieu, but the town wanted on-site affordable units, which we are building.

3. Train and employ local youth and community members.

Thus far, we have hired at least eight construction workers "off-the-street" to work on Greenbridge. We have asked our contractor to give local job applicants every consideration, and we encourage applicants to talk to the site supervisor about the application process.

4. Support local businesses in their efforts to sustain a vital economic life.

Far from being "threatened," local businesses (Italian Pizzeria Three, Carrburritos) have expressed delight that we have over 100 employees buying meals, goods, and services nearby. Others are excited about the 200 residents that will be moving in in a year and buying goods and services in the area. Also, with more residents and more eyes on the street, the neighborhood will be safer and better cared for.

5. Spearhead property tax relief in traditionally low wealth neighborhoods.

Greenbridge has erroneously been blamed for Northside tax increases. Since the 1980s investors have bought up Nothside homes and rented many to students, which is classic gentrification. We bought in the Town Center Zone, in particular an "economic opportunity zone," to create business and residences in the area and provide alternative housing relative to Northside. It is up to the Town and County to determine tax rates -- not up to Greenbridge. Our hope is that there will be some tax relief for long-time owner-occupants of Northside and Pine Knolls.

6. Require strict adherence to the application review process.

Greenbridge augmented its application process by holding non-required meetings in the neighborhood, by going door-to-door for input and by meeting with church leaders and community organizers. Every attempt was made to be inclusive.

In general, we find these demands uninformed and inflammatory and certainly not reflective of our very positive experience with our neighbors. When we talk to Mildred Council ("Mama Dip"), Helen Galbraith, Theresa McInerney, Travis Tate and Nate Davis, we hear a very different story than we hear from UNC-NOW.

We have our office on Rosemary Street and work here every day. We have every reason to improve the quality of life for everyone in this neighborhood and in this town. We are very fortunate to have a William McDonough designed project in Chapel Hill, and one that Natural Home Magazine named one of the 10 most sustainable designs in America.

Tim Toben, a partner in the Greenbridge project, lives in Orange County.
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