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Rosalind Stewart
Beyond the Block Party: A Big Ideain Civic Renewd Gets Red
By MOLLY SELVIN, Los Angdes Times

After a decade of mediating nasty neighborhood squabbles, Rosalind
Stewart would have been forgiven if she vowed never to attend another community
meseting. Instead, Stewart, 50, has sgned on for a future of community meetings without
end.

Last September, Los Angeles Mayor Richard Riordan named the former
field deputy to Councilmembers Marvin Braude and Cindy Miscikowski as genera
manager of the city's new Department of Neighborhood Empowerment.

Stewart'smission is at the core of the city charter that voters approved last
June: to nurture the citywide network of community councils the new charter authorizes.
The god isto turn residents into advocates for their neighborhoods and, in the process,
to make the city's clunky bureaucracy more responsve and efficient.

The charter isintentionaly vague on specifics, including what exactly the
councilswill do, how members will be chosen and how council boundaries will be
drawn. The clock has dready darted ticking: Stewart must present a plan to the City
Council by December with answers to those questions. Her work begins in earnest next
month with the first in aweekly series of workshops held across the city over four
months to hear what residents want in the plan. Stewart can count on many more
evenings avay from the Acton home she shares with her husband and their Labrador
retriever.

A third-generation Cdifornian and one of eight children, Stewart grew up
in the San Fernando and Santa Claritavaleys. At Ca State Northridge, she explored
Jewish studies. "1 was intrigued” by Jewish culture and mora and ethical questions, she
explains, and graduated "a Gentile who knows more about Judaism than most Jews."

No cheerleader, Stewart has acalm, amost reserved demeanor —
punctuated by a deep, rolling laugh--that belies the monumenta task she has before her.
Her optimism should help, though. During a recent conversation in her temporary office
in City Hdll, Stewart offers, "I'm aglass-haf-full person.”

Quedtion: Some have charged that the whole neighborhood-council planis
another slly, "fed-good" idea. What can resdents redigticaly expect from these
councils?

Answer: It'sredly infinite. My department will offer training, negotiation
techniques, dispute resolution. We will assst communities to communicate with their
stakeholders, anything we can possibly do to support them in their dreams. But, at the
end of the day, if they don't step forward and St at the table and devise their future, we
can't do that for them. Thisis the opportunity to
create the kind of community weve been hearing from Angelenos thet they want.

Q: Can you be more specific?



A: | envison the councils redly devisang their vison for their neighborhood.
Do they want more trees? Do they have a desire to organize regular block parties? Do
they need more business development in the area? Do they want certain kinds of
businesses to come in? Do they want development at al? Do they have streets that
need to be repaved? Do they want more stop Signs or traffic lightsin the area?
Do they want to partner with their schools and create different kinds of programs?
Redly, it'saninfinitelig.

Q: Wel, if aneighborhood decides it wants more trees or more Sops Sgns
or different kinds of businesses, how will that happen?

A: The primary difference between this department and its misson as
opposed to the way things have worked before is we will help you devise the plans you
want to implement and asss in finding those dollars. It's a different way to educate,
train and dlow people to empower themsalves. It's not government doing for you, it's
you doing for yoursdlf in collaboration with [government]. . . .

The purpose of this department is outlined in the ordinance, to create grester
access for residents and conversaly to make government more responsive.

Q: Who will serve on these councils?

A Representatives from every possible community in a neighborhood:
from trade organizations to business organizations, homeowners, schools, nonprofits,
individua groups. Diverdty in the broadest sense of theterm. . . . The
neighborhood-council meetings have to be open. Stakeholders are not just people who
live in aneighborhood, they are aso people who work there or own property there.

Q: How large an area will these councils cover?

A: | don't know. That's part of what we want to hear from the community:
What do you think istoo large, too smal? Do you have an opinion?. . . Those
decisonswill be embodied in the plan.

Q: When will this plan come together?

A: Next month. We're beginning a series of 16 citywide public workshops,
one aweek for four months, to help us write the rules for neighborhood councils. We
want to hear from residents what they want in that plan. Our plan has to be delivered to
the City Council by December. Then the City Council has six months to review that, to
add, delete or do whatever they'll do. But, at the end of six months, if there's no action,
whatever we submitted will become law.

Q: So these neighborhood councils won't get going before summer of
200172

A: That'sright. Were 18 months ouit.

Q: What difference will neighborhood councils make to local resdents? To
the operation of city government? What can these councils achieve?

A: They will change the way the city works. They will certainly open doors
to access, creating opportunities for people to participate in the budget process. How
doesthe city spend its money? Why does it spend its money that way? All the
mechanics and the intricacies--that's part of the education. For peopleto redly be
empowered, they need the information. My department is certainly committed



to opening those doors. . . . We're talking about delivery of services, and if the city
departments are not now planning, and thinking about and anticipating neighborhood
councils, it could be very difficult down the road. | am starting to talk with other
department heads about what could happen, how they will react.

Q: You mean, for example, the Street Tree Divison might be getting alot
more cals?

A: Yes, they and other city offices might be impacted differently, and were
talking about how they might staff to deal with amuch more active and participatory
and involved community. The Department of Nelghborhood Empowerment is not going
to be amiddle person, we're not going to be an ombudsman. We are going to educate
and direct and inform residents on how to connect

directly. So my colleagues [in other departments] have to be working on their
plans and anticipating a higher levd of service.

Q: Arethey?

A: Yes they are. Thereis. . . acknowledgment that things are changing for
the better, and it is going to create a different paradigm for how the government works
inthiscity.

Q: To most people, their "neighborhood” means the few blocks around
their home. Because Los Angelesis S0 vas, these councils could include many
communities. In acity of close to 4 million, what does "neighborhood” or "community”
mean?

A: Ultimady, my beief isthat community is aone-on-one connection to
ancther individud that multipliesinto a shared bdief and commitment to action. It's
going to have to start with one person or one block. But the chalengeis then to create
that sense, that feding, that image, for yoursdlf. | think we al know that one of the most
wonderful things about Los Angdesisthe fact that it isso unique in o many
different areas. We're not interested in devising a cookie-cutter plan or program that's
going to gtifle or limit how people define themsdves. We want to do exactly the
opposite. People have to be given the opportunity to walk a path that they choose.

Q: How do you respond to residents who wonder why the city needs
another department, with a $780,000 budget, to help organize groups that will have no
redl decison-making authority?

A: | might be one of those people asking that same question. Voters
gpproved the charter change that said we would like to see some leadership in thisarea
of neighborhood empowerment. So | redly see this as a mandate from the people.
Those who ask me the question perhaps aren't as committed or involved in creating a
sense of community in thelr area.

Q: What do you worry about the most? That these new neighborhood
councils could be captured by NIMBY -ish homeowner associations? That too few
resdents will decideit's worth their time to participate?

A: | worry most about gpathy and the pessmism, the comfort of the status
quo and people redly having given up.

Q: How do you change or prevent that?



A: Having this department is the beginning. At the end of the day, it'sa
one-on-one relationship, it's a connectedness to an individua, and it hasto grow from
there. I'm putting together ateam of people committed to the belief that this can work,
that people can come together, agree to disagree, form a consensus, achieve results on
whatever it isthey set about to do. I've lived that.

I've done that. I've seen that happen. I've done that in this city, and that gives
me great hope.

Q: Thereisno requirement that every part of the city has a neighborhood
council. So if some parts of the city don't get together, or people are apathetic or
pessmidic, there smply won't be a neighborhood council there, isthat right?

A: That'strue. The ordinance language says that every part of the city be
dlowed to form aneighborhood council, but | have also acknowledged that there will
be parts of the city that will chooseto opt out. There are existing organizations that will
choose not to become involved. In acity this Size, there are going to be organizations
that don't want to play, that are satisfied with the way they run things and think they can
accomplish what they need to do without. Hopefully that will change over time, but it's
going to take awhile. We're talking 18 months before we see the first one knock at our
door, and a number of years before long-term results start to appear.

Q: The handful of citiesthat have tried neighborhood councils are smdler
than Los Angeles and generdly less diverse. What are the lessons for Los Angeles?

A: Start smdl, in the sense of look for projects that you can achieve and
accomplish; make suggestions and encourage neighborhoods to choose afirst project
that can touch them quickly and in atangible way. Close off a street, have a block
party, do some specid plantings around aschool. There are dl sorts of optionsfor each
community. . . . Thefirst neighborhood councils are going to be difficult just because
they're the first ones. Getting the individuals in an areato St around atable and come to
consensus, that's going to be difficult, because on issues involving their community
people have strong opinions.

Q: Voters who supported the new charter argued it would spark arenewa
of city government. What does that mean to you?

A 1t means people actudly taking an interest in that part of their life; it
means residents dropping the pessimism and accepting the age-old adage, "If you don't
get involved, you can't complain.” | would hope that people can see that. Y ou know:
We went through charter reform, you voted for it, SO now were going to do it. Let'sdo
it together.

Q: How will you measure success?

A: If the day after the City Council gpprovesthe plan, | have 21 voicemalls
and 10 people lined up a my door to form neighborhood councils, | would consider
that the first measure of success.

Q: And ayear or two after that?

A: There are 20 or 30 councils formed around the city. And ayear or two
after that, they're talking to each other.






