Draft letter to council from Sustainability Committee re SCVTF

June 9, 2009

Submitted by SC member Yonni Chapman to the SC for consideration

Dear Mayor Foy and Chapel Hill Town Council members,

The idea of a Sustainable Community Visioning Taskforce that would incorporate broad community participation in the effort to envision sustainable community development in Chapel Hill over the next ten years is excellent. Unfortunately, the recent process for initiating implementation of this idea has been flawed.

The Sustainability Committee has noted a number of these flaws, including:

1. Failure to consult with the town’s Sustainability Committee and social justice groups representing the diversity of our community about an effective process and structure, time framework, and sustainability guidelines.

2. Failure to provide sufficient time, sustainability education, community support, and diversity that could ensure an informed citizenry, thoughtful consideration of issues and alternatives, and the participation of grassroots constituencies that the development process has historically excluded.

3. Failure to write into the Taskforce mission and structure guarantees of social justice sustainability.

These flaws in the plan to implement a sustainable community visioning process have resulted in outcomes that are at odds with core values of our community—racial justice, diversity, and the democratic process. This has produced a great deal of public anger and concern, as noted in the 5.29.2009 N&O article reporting on the first SCVTF, Art Finn’s (JIA rep to SCVTF) letter to the SCVTF and Mayor Foy, the Hargraves June 3 community meeting, excerpts from emails I received, reports from the Hargraves meeting from Rob Stephens (UNC NOW leader), last night’s petition from the JIA committee to the Council, etc. (see attachments) In the eyes of many people throughout the community, including members of the Sustainability Committee, the Justice in Action Committee, and the SCVTF itself, the current process has not produced fair representation of Chapel Hill’s diverse communities. 

The Sustainability Committee, therefore, petitions the Town Council to halt further implementation of the sustainable community visioning process in order to develop an improved process that engages the wider Chapel Hill community, and produces a Task Force that is both informed on sustainability principles and is representative of the socioeconomic and racial diversity in Chapel Hill.

Specific steps that should be taken during the temporary recess include:

1. Re-write the mission and tasks of the Sustainable Community Visioning Task Force so that they include specific requirements for social justice sustainability and priority for the sustainable development needs and recommendations of disenfranchised communities. 

2. Provide assistance and resources for disfranchised communities to learn about sustainability issues and alternatives (the Sustainability Committee could help with this).

3. Guarantee that social justice leaders and organizations in the black and Latino communities, as well as other disfranchised constituencies, have official representation at every level of planning and implementation of the sustainable community visioning process. Currently there is no representation from people of color, public workers, environmental justice groups, etc.  This kind of input cannot be achieved by simply asking for volunteers, taking polls, or enabling well meaning allies to speak and act for disenfranchised groups. Groups representing diverse constituencies should be asked to submit specific proposals for sustainable development that meet the needs of their communities.

4. Withdraw and critique the current publicity advertising the sustainable community visioning process. Guarantee that new publicity and methods of communication with the public are racially sensitive and promote a full range of diversity. In particular, withdraw the town flyer featuring a white, female child. This plays into traditional southern white supremacy stereotypes and is antithetical to our community diversity values. Replace this flyer with an education campaign that informs the public about all sustainability issues and promotes diversity and justice.

5. Once the new guidelines and procedures are in place, provide sufficient time and resources for truly democratic debate and decision-making.

