March 19, 2003

To interested parties:

My name is David Schneider, I’m a resident of Takoma Park, Maryland (I live just across the DC/Maryland line in the neighborhood near Westmoreland Avenue) and am a graduate student at the University of Maryland School of Public Affairs. The following document, “Common Ground: A Development Dispute in Takoma, DC” is my analysis of the controversy surrounding the proposed townhouse development on the green space across from the Takoma Metro station.

I originally wrote this paper as an assignment for a University of Maryland class on conflict resolution. The current version is intended for the wide audience of stakeholders involved in the development controversy. It is my hope that this paper will help individuals and organizations reflect on what has happened and make an effort to resolve the dispute in a way that will satisfy the concerns of all involved parties.

The first part of the analysis chronicles the controversy from February, 2000, when Metro announced it was considering building town homes on the open space, to June, 2002, when the DC City Council voted to approve the Small Area Plan. The information in this section comes from articles in the Takoma Gazette and the Takoma Voice, as well as from postings on www.takomadcplan.org. Since I did not conduct first party interviews, I recognize that the narrative may contain some factual inaccuracies. If so, please let me know. 

The rest of the paper consists of my analysis of why the conflict existed, why it persisted for as long as it did, and what could be done to better resolve future land use disputes. Obviously, my own judgments and interpretations are at work here. I welcome different interpretations, and you can share them with me via email (I’m at dsschneider@prodigy.net). 


In addition to this document, I am working on two related projects for the University of Maryland’s Center for Smart Growth Research and Education. The first project is a case study of the development dispute that will be used by students of urban planning and public affairs to gain a better understanding of the dynamics of land use and development controversies. The second project is a simulation where students take on the roles of the disputing parties and attempt to negotiate a resolution to the controversy. Neither project includes the names of individuals involved in the actual dispute and some of the facts have been altered in the simulation to enhance its educational value. If you would like copies of these documents, please email me and I will supply them.


I hope that this analysis makes a positive contribution to our understanding of this  ongoing issue which is of great concern to all of us. As someone who lives close enough to the proposed development to feel its impacts, I plan to be involved in the process as it unfolds. 

Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or concerns. 

David Schneider 

Common Ground: A Development Dispute in Takoma, DC

The Takoma Metro station has only one escalator exit, so commuters leaving the train and walking home experience the same sounds, smells, and sights of the area each day. They hear jazz and hip-hop emanating from nearby vendors and the roar of the Metro buses entering the loading bay. They smell the hot dogs from a solitary metal food cart, and they see, directly ahead of them, a plot of landscaped open space with a well-maintained grass lawn and some mature trees. 

The view from the station may be the same, but community perspectives on the fate of this piece of grassy land could not be more different. The property, a three-acre plot owned and maintained by the Washington Metro Area Transit Authority (known as WMATA or “Metro”), has, for the last two years, been the source of intense conflict in the Takoma community. The debate came to a halt last summer when the District of Columbia City Council endorsed a plan calling for development at the site. However, the interests of all parties have yet to be satisfied. Many citizens in Takoma DC and adjacent Takoma Park, Maryland continue to feel upset about the way the dispute was handled, and the conflict’s apparent winners realize that their relationship with the other side has suffered.


That a proposal to place a townhouse development on the open space resulted in a two-year conflict should not be taken as a foregone conclusion. Beginning in 1999, a 52 unit housing co-operative was built just three blocks away with little objection, and community organizations have endorsed proposals to build an apartment building and condominiums across the street from Metro’s land.  This analysis seeks to explain why this particular conflict developed, why it intensified and why a resolution that might satisfy all parties’ objectives could not be found.  This report also suggests strategies for parties to better manage their differences in future situations. 

I—THE STORY 

Efforts to develop the land adjacent to the Takoma Metro station date back to 1996, when WMATA began issuing request for proposals as part of its Joint Development Program. Solicitations issued in 1996, 1997, and 1998 did not receive any responses. In July of 1999 WMATA again advertised the Takoma site and Eakin/Youngtraub Associates (EYA), a real estate developer based in Arlington, Virginia, proffered the sole bid for the project.  In February, 2000, WMATA announced plans to consider selling the property to EYA, who proposed shifting the station’s existing parking spaces into a two-story garage, incorporating the bus turnaround with the parking structure, and building 106 three- and four-story luxury townhouses on the remaining land.

Although WMATA had negotiated with EYA since July, residents of Takoma DC and Takoma Park, Maryland were first informed of the deal at the time of its public announcement in February, 2000. Some residents were skeptical of the substance of the plan. Even more people were outraged that WMATA had kept citizens in the dark (it is unclear whether residents were aware of WMATA’s ongoing efforts, dating back to 1996, to find a developer for the site). Moreover, members of the Takoma Park preservation group, Historic Takoma, claimed that Metro had promised to permanently preserve the green space when the station was constructed in 1974.


The WMATA board of directors postponed a vote on accepting EYA’s bid for the property in order to investigate allegations that they had promised to maintain the green space. In the meantime, the Takoma Park City Council and Plan Takoma, a DC-based civic association, asked Metro to delay any development on the site until the DC government completed a comprehensive land use plan for a larger portion of the neighborhood. Citizens felt that it would be foolish to build a new development without first determining whether it would enhance or detract from the community’s broader needs.  In March, 2000, the District’s deputy mayor for economic development announced that the Williams Administration was behind the proposed development and also backed calls for a broader land use study. Many citizens remained opposed to WMATA and EYA’s plans.  In early April, over 100 people from both sides of the district line rallied at the Takoma Park Baptist Church and asked Metro not to make any decisions until a comprehensive plan was completed. At around the same time, Plan Takoma reversed its earlier position and passed a resolution urging Metro to award the development rights to EYA. 

On April 20th, the WMATA board, which consists of city or county council members from Maryland, Virginia, and the District, voted unanimously to approve the sale. Board members believed that there had never been a legal mandate to protect the land as open space, and they felt that there would be ample opportunity for community input when the development goes before the DC Zoning Commission’s Planned Unit Development process.  “Any decision will certainly take into account opinions of people on both sides of the [District/Maryland] line,” said Metro Board Chair Gladys Mack.
 Metro’s resolution approving the sale also supported a comprehensive land use plan and asked EYA to seek input from residents of Maryland as well as DC. Still, the process leading up to the vote angered many neighbors. One resident said WMATA was extremely resistant in giving him documents related to the history of the Takoma Metro. Others continued to be upset over a process that they said bypassed real community involvement and vowed to press for change.  “This is not a done deal” said Sara Green, a longtime Takoma DC resident, “Metro has got to understand, if they want to play process, fine, we will use their process. They will not shut us out of the table here.”


In the summer of 2000, the District of Columbia’s Office of Planning launched a small area plan (SAP) process for the area bordered by Eastern Avenue to the east, Aspen Street to the south, 5th Street to the west, and Chestnut Street to the north. A Small Area Plan acts as a blueprint for a neighborhood’s future. SAP’s need to be endorsed by the DC City Council to amend the City’s Master Plan as guides for later development.

The Office of Planning hired a consultant group to administer the process and convened a Citizens Working Group to steer it. The Working Group included the head of the District’s Advisory Neighborhood Commission, two business owners, a DC police officer, the Gateway Coalition (a Georgia Avenue business group), and representatives of Plan Takoma and Takoma United, a new neighborhood organization that had established itself in opposition to the proposed development. The working group also included a representative from Historic Takoma, who was the group’s only Maryland resident. 

Just as the Office of Planning was beginning to develop its process, the WMATA board implemented the next step in the town house development by agreeing to sell its land to EYA for a minimum of $1.05 million. Citizens unsuccessfully lobbied the Metro board to postpone this decision until the Small Area Plan was complete. However, Metro Board Chair Gladys Mack said that Metro would respect the outcome of the small area plan even though it had already approved a tentative price for the land. 

The Office of Planning kicked off its Small Area Plan with two town hall meetings in August and September. Planners had hoped to discuss the future of the Takoma area, but resident protests over the process dominated most of the meeting time. “The community planning and townhouse development are happening simultaneously, and people are angry,” said Montina Cole, a district resident, who described the tone at the meetings as the culmination of months of exasperation.
 Participants at several town hall meetings in the fall of 2000 and the winter of 2001 complained that WMATA representatives were not in attendance. The Office of Planning extended the time period of the planning process and over the course of 2000 and 2001 held 15 meetings and workshops including a neighborhood walking tour and a community design charrette. 


In September, 2001, the Office of Planning released a draft Small Area Plan which called for a reconfigured Metro parking lot, 65-95 townhouses built on the majority of the existing open space, and preservation of a smaller parcel, which the plan labeled a “village green.” 

Reaction to the draft plan was mixed. Some residents saw the amended townhouse proposal as further proof that development on the metro property was a “done deal” from the start. Neighborhood groups that opposed to the plan began to raise substantive as well as procedural concerns. They claimed that the townhouse project would increase traffic congestion and noise pollution without providing affordable housing. The quality of the open space and the merits of developing it was an ongoing issue. “I never see people there,” said Takoma DC resident Signe Nelson, at an earlier town hall meeting, “I don’t see people picnicking or playing ball….I think it’s underutilized.”
 Other groups wanted the entire green space preserved. Sara Green, the head of Advisory Neighborhood Commission 4B, commented, “It’s a nice piece of land and it’s there for a reason.”
 The fact that the Office of Planning had made a proposal without first studying the potential traffic impacts, opponents argued, was further evidence that the DC government and WMATA wanted to force development onto the site. Some citizens tried to bridge the gap by proposing design alternatives that would allow for some development but preserve more open space. 


By the time the Office of Planning released the final draft of the SAP in the spring of 2002, the battle lines were drawn. In April, Takoma DC’s Advisory Neighborhood Commission voted 5 to 1 against endorsing the plan and sent the DC City Council a petition with 700 signatures urging its rejection until a comprehensive traffic study was completed. A few weeks later the Takoma Park City Council voted to support the ANC’s decision. The DC Office of Planning defended its final draft to the Council on the grounds that development adjacent to the Metro station would bring needed revenue to the District, reduce regional traffic congestion, and promote transit ridership. Regional environmental groups entered the debate in support of the development. “This is not a perfect plan” said Cheryl Cort, from the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, “but we are trying to get Metro to require more housing choices near Metros, which means less driving and less pollution being dumped into the Chesapeake Bay.”
 Cort also said that building near transit stations would help protect farmlands and forested lands on the fringes of the Washington region. 


As the council vote drew near, both sides escalated their tactics. Residents for the proposed development testified at City Council Hearings in May, with added support  from local and regional environmental groups, the Office of Planning and WMATA and EYA. Other area residents and Takoma Park city officials testified against the plan. At the end of the hearings, Ward 4 City Council member Adrian Fenty, whose district includes the Takoma Metro station, released a statement weighing the pros and cons of the development and announcing he would vote to approve the SAP. On May 31, a few days after Fenty’s remarks and before the vote, supporters and opponents of the plan faced off at a demonstration in front of the Takoma Metro station. About twenty-five people held homemade signs reading “Fenty sells out Takoma” and “the plan is a sham” while about twelve others chanted “yes in my backyard!”

On June 4, 2002, the City Council voted unanimously to approve the Small Area Plan. This vote means the townhouses are closer to being built, but opponents pledge to keep fighting and to force changes to the project at a series of upcoming zoning hearings. Some activists also vowed to vent their frustration at the ballot box when Councilman Fenty runs for reelection in 2003. “This was a very expensive decision for Mr. Fenty,” said Sarah Green. “He is going to lose support, big time.”
 Other residents expressed frustration that government officials and community members could not resolve their differences. “The sad thing about this is that it’s pitted neighbor against neighbor,” Plan Takoma President Tony Giancola said at an early public meeting, “there’s got to be a way to work this out.”
  

II—THE DISPUTE’S PARTICIPANTS AND THEIR OBJECTIVES 

The conflict over the Takoma metro open space initially involved a dispute between WMATA and concerned neighbors, and expanded to include multiple parties. The following table lists the stakeholders and their underlying interests:

Parties Supporting Development 

Organization:



Primary Objectives:

WMATA
Create a source of revenue to operate and maintain the Metro system 

Attract new transit riders to the system and reduce auto dependency

Continue existing levels of bus service at the Takoma station while promoting development

Eakin/Youngtraub


Make a profit by developing the open space






Maintain good relations with the community

The Williams Administration

Grow DC’s tax base by adding residents, businesses, and jobs






Improve the quality of life for residents in Takoma






Maintain good relations with community members

“Smart Growth” non-profits
Preserve ecologically sensitive land at the urban fringe by encouraging development near the urban core.

Reduce regional air pollution by promoting transit ridership and reducing auto dependency 

The Gateway Coalition


Encourage business growth in the area

Plan Takoma



Replace blighted land with a more productive use






Improve the quality of life for area residents

Parties Opposing Development

Organization: 



Primary Interests:

Takoma United and


Provide for a fair planning process 

ANC 4B




Protect open space for environmental qualities and as a buffer






Reduce existing traffic congestion and noise pollution






Provide affordable housing for the area

Takoma Park City Council


Same basic interests as above parties








Ensure more of a voice for Takoma Park residents

Historic Takoma



Same basic interests 

Maintain the area’s historic characteristics and promote preservation 

Neutural Parties

Organization:



Primary Interests:

The DC Office of Planning
Promote development on the Metro site to improve the District’s economy and tax base

Find a balance between municipal needs and neighborhood concerns






Create and maintain a fair planning process

Ward 4 Councilmember

Adrien  Fenty 



Same concerns as Office of Planning






Maintain constituency support and win reelection in 2004

III— WHY THE CONFLICT PERSISTED 

The dispute over development at the Takoma Metro station persisted for over two years and was never adequately resolved. The following five factors explain the conflict’s prolonged length and its rancor: 

1. WMATA, EYA and area residents rarely engaged in direct communication

The root of the dispute between WMATA and Takoma residents was Metro’s confidential negotiations with Eakin/Youngtroub for seven months over the course of 1999 and 2000. In November1999, Metro did inform the Takoma Park City Council of plans to develop the area, but notification was given under a strict confidentiality agreement that the city obeyed. According to Takoma Park city planner Suzanne Ludlow, city staff and elected officials “made numerous requests for this to become a public process” but these requests were rejected.
 Newspaper accounts of the controversy do not explain why WMATA chose to negotiate in secret—they might have had good reasons--but whatever Metro’s motivations were, residents learning of the townhouse proposal in the spring of 2000 felt surprised by the news and angry that they had been kept in the dark. 

During March and April of 2000, the period after EYA’s development bid was announced but before the WMATA board met to approve the land sale, transit officials and developers might have met with community residents to share information and respond to concerns. Instead, neither side approached the other with a proposal for a dialogue. Citizen groups sent letters to WMATA and rallied amongst themselves to send a message through the press. Various individuals made research inquiries with the agency, and many sides traded statements through the media (primarily the Takoma Gazette and the Takoma Voice). None of these approaches would have managed the conflict better than a meeting or series of meetings where all sides could communicate directly, “clear the air,” and build a better relationship. 

Direct, productive communication could still have occurred after the WMATA board voted to approve EYA’s bid and the DC Office of Planning began its Small Area Planning Process. Instead, Metro officials rarely participated in the public meetings that occurred in the fall and winter of 2000—2001. In February 2001, The Takoma Voice reported Councilmember Fenty’s frustration over Metro’s “characteristic” absence from community meetings to discuss the Small Area Plan. “’I’ll take a bit of the blame for that’, [Fenty] said, explaining WMATA representatives tend to appear at the planning meetings only when his office pressures them. He promised to be more active in making sure the transit agency participates in the future, but commented that having to do so was ‘like chasing after kindergarteners.’”
  

2. Neither side adequately explored the other’s motivations, feelings, or identity issues. 

Given the paucity of direct communication, WMATA, EYA and the citizens groups lacked adequate opportunity to see the situation from the perspective of their opponents or to learn what motivated each other’s behavior. A direct dialogue might have allowed residents to better understand the significance of Metro’s Joint Development Program. Revenues from Joint Development allow Metro to maintain and expand its services while keeping fares and government subsidies to a minimum--an outcome that all citizens and officials would support. For its part, WMATA might have realized that the citizens groups’ past experience informed their current opposition to development. In the 1960’s and 1970’s some of the same citizens involved in the open space dispute had successfully halted the North Central Freeway, a proposed ten-lane interstate highway that would divide the community. A few years later, the same citizens fought off a proposed 500-space Metro parking garage, commercial development and series of street widenings that would have greatly increased vehicle traffic in the area. WMATA might have realized that many citizens view new development proposals through these historic lenses. Had each side better understood and sympathized with the other, the parties might have fostered a better working relationship which could have lead to more productive negotiation over the specifics of the townhouse development.  

A series of direct meetings might also have allowed both sides to express and come to terms with the strong feelings the conflict generated. When the neighborhood first learned about the development proposal, some residents felt surprised, angry, and afraid that the development would jeopardize their quality of life. As the planning process proceeded, many residents felt frustrated that their views were not being heeded and powerless to change the process. Residents expressed their feelings to planners at public meetings but they did not approach WMATA  or EYA members directly to discuss their emotions. WMATA officials rarely broadcast their feelings in public, but it’s plausible to speculate whether some members felt frustrated and angry that the residents’ “Not In My Backyard” attitude was delaying what they viewed as a worthwhile project. 

A direct dialogue might have allowed all sides to explore how the conflict was shaped by each group’s sense of themselves. Both the citizens groups opposed to the Metro development and WMATA have collective identities and both sides probably came to the implicit conclusion that to give in to the other side would mean to relinquish an important aspect of how they see themselves. Many Takoma United and Historic Takoma members came of age in the 1960’s and 1970’s when conflicts over Civil Rights, the Vietnam War, and the environment shaped their political consciousness and led them to engage in progressive policies and civic activism.  The local battles over the North Central Freeway and subsequent fight over the Metro parking plans cemented the identity of many citizens as grassroots underdogs fighting and beating the system. WMATA officials also believe that they work for a cause bigger than themselves, that they are performing an important service by increasing commuter mobility, reducing traffic congestion, protecting the environment, and providing transportation for people who cannot drive while keeping fares affordable. For WMATA members, indefinitely postponing a project that would improve the agency’s ability to serve people would mean turning its back on the public interest. Had both sides explicitly examined their own and the other sides’ identities, they would have realized many shared values, including a common desire to protect the environment and reduce traffic congestion. Unfortunately, both sides were inclined to see the problem as an all-or-nothing situation. To compromise would mean that they were “bad people” to fight reinforced their identity as “good people.” 

3. The Small Area Planning process fostered conflict over the Metro site even as it resolved disputes in other areas 

The Small Area Planning process facilitated by the DC Office of Planning succeeded in building consensus over a number of important issues facing the Takoma community. For example, most participants agreed on the need to develop vacant and underutilized property near the railroad tracks and to make streetscape improvements throughout the neighborhood. However, the process failed to resolve the dispute over the Metro property and may have exacerbated tensions. 

The DC Office of Planning faced skepticism over its neutrality and its competence. Activists complained that the Office of Planning was biased towards development. Some citizens also complained that planners failed to provide timely notification of upcoming meetings, neglected to record comments expressed during the meetings, and did not use design tools that would help residents understand how different housing densities at the Metro site would look or feel. Some residents saw themselves in a fight against “the powers that be,” which included WMATA, the DC City Council, the Williams Administration, the Office of Planning, and EYA, all of whom had closed ranks in an interlocking web of influence. After all, two of the same people who were on the WMATA board also served on the DC City Council, and the Office of Planning reported to the Williams Administration. In the eyes of some activists, the establishment believed that economic growth should be pursued first and foremost, and other objectives, like the environment and quality of life, are secondary. Activists felt that any efforts to transform this underlying standard, to present an alternative worldview that consisted of more than housing starts and new jobs, was stifled by the planning process. The process accommodated activists by allowing them to participate in public hearings, but it did not transform the situation because the WMATA development process was occurring simultaneously. This dynamic heightened the feelings of futility, powerlessness, and frustration amongst the project’s opponents and hindered their ability to engage in problem solving. 

The planning process itself encouraged the opposing parties to lobby the Office of Planning rather than talk directly with one another.  In many conflicts, third parties (like the Office of Planning) are introduced into a dispute to mediate conflicts between two or more opposing sides. Usually, this takes place after the sides have met with one another and have failed to resolve their differences. In this case, no direct dialogue had occurred prior to the Small Area Planning process, and parties chose to vent their frustrations publically rather than engage in a more constructive dialogue. 

4. None of the parties could produce objective standards to guide development decisions

Organizations for and against developing the Metro site tended to perceive the problem as an issue of “either we build on the green space or we do not.” Some citizens tried to bridge the gap between development and preservation by creating design options that sought a balance between the two: 

  In theory, generating options could have lead to a constructive resolution, but in fact none of the options presented (including the one in the final Small Area Plan) were accepted by all. This was primarily due to the lack of objective standards for deciding how much development was in the public interest. If, for example, a transportation study had been available, all of the parties in the conflict might have come to an agreement on the density of the development (or whether to develop at all) based on the traffic impacts of various development proposals combined with strategies to mitigate congestion. The Small Area Plan recognized the value of this standard, and planners recommended that the DC Department of Transportation to conduct a traffic study—but the plan also endorsed 65-95 townhouses on the Metro land without first analyzing the transportation consequences. This infuriated the opponents of the Metro development. From the perspective of the preservationists, the City’s effort to ignore standards meant that they would reconcile differences on the basis of will rather than on the basis of principle. 

In the fall of 2002, District officials began a traffic study of the Takoma area, with WMATA and EYA pledging to abide by its results. When complete, this report may yet influence what ultimately gets built on the Metro green space. If the traffic report had been conducted prior to the small area plan’s completion, the community might have reached an agreement sooner. 

5. All parties mistakenly decided that they could best accomplish their objectives through alternatives to negotiation 
From March to April of 2000, WMATA and its opponents could have negotiated over the timing and terms of the land sale. Instead, the WMATA board decided to press ahead with a decision to accept EYA’s bid, and citizens groups decided to lobby the board to hold off. Both sides may have calculated that pursuing alternatives to negotiation could better satisfy their objectives than engaging in a negotiation. This was probably not the case. By ignoring citizens’ protests, WMATA poisoned the relationship with its neighbors and sowed the seeds of a two-year controversy. It’s not clear that the gains of a quick land sale to EYA were worth it. By passing on the chance to negotiate with Metro, citizen groups pushed the decision into the domain of the Office of Planning and the City Council, who may have been even less willing to meet their concerns. They might have gotten a better deal by going directly to Metro.

Even after the Small Area Planning process commenced in the summer of 2000, citizens could have chosen to negotiate with the developers and transit officials on a separate track, but this did not occur. Residents who opposed to developing the Metro land believed that they could persuade the Office of Planning to embrace their vision for the site, even though planners acknowledged some development would take place. However, the fact that WMATA officials rarely attended the public meetings certainly did not give citizens much incentive to negotiate directly with Metro. 

Once the Office of Planning finalized the small area plan in the fall of 2001, parties for and against the development lobbied the DC City Council to approve or reject the plan. At this point, the best window for talks between residents and WMATA/EYA had closed. Citizens might have considered negotiating with the Council to improve problematic elements of the Small Area Plan, but DC law does not allow the Council to amend a SAP after it has been approved by the Office of Planning. In this case, legal restrictions prevented parties from moving away from their alternatives to a negotiated arrangement. 

The City Council’s decision to adopt the Small Area Plan means that the issue of whether to develop Metro’s green space has been temporarily resolved, but just as peace consists of more than the absence of violent conflict, so too is genuine agreement more than the absence of visible confrontation. Some who spent the past two years opposing the townhouse project believe there is nothing more they can do to keep development off  the green space. Others may still be hoping for some intervention. At any rate, there is nothing to suggest that the process of approving the specifics of the development will be any less contentious, because the relationship between opposing parties remains characterized by mistrust and anger. Yet there is still another opportunity for the parties to resolve their differences before the Zoning Commission reviews the Takoma development proposal.  

III—A BETTER WAY TO MANAGE FUTURE CONFLICTS 

Over the next few years, the same kind of land use controversy that has simmered in Takoma may reoccur in other District of Columbia neighborhoods. The Williams Administration and the Office of Planning are working to concentrate new housing and commercial growth around Metro stations. District officials have identified over 2,000 acres of vacant or abandoned land within a 10-minute walk of bus or rail service and WMATA owns 1.7 million square feet of developable land adjacent to their stations. 

As District and Metro officials encourage transit oriented development, they may encounter the same kinds of resistance that occurred following the proposal to develop around the Takoma Metro station. The Takoma case offers developers, public officials, and citizen groups the following five lessons: 

1. Communicate early and stay involved in the negotiation process

Metro should meet face-to-face with neighborhood groups early in  the process. Even if plans for development are tentative, WMATA and the builder should communicate their vision for their property and invite constructive criticism.  Early, honest, and frequent communication should reduce the number of “surprise proposals” and improve relations with community groups. For their part, community organizations should attempt to meet directly with Metro and the developers before lobbying the City Council or Office of Planning. If residents faced with development proposals find themselves surprised, scared, and on the defensive, they should attempt to distance themselves from a natural impulse to strike back. If possible, they should analyze their own “hot buttons” and buy themselves some time to think and respond. Doing so will help present a more grounded negotiating stance and alleviate WMATA’s suspicion that they are dealing with yet another parochial  group concerned only about their back yard.

2. Fully explore the other side’s motivations and objectives

Citizen groups, like the neighborhoods they represent, are diverse. They differ in their organization, history, and philosophy towards growth and change. Metro should not assume that the next community will behave just like the Takoma residents. If Metro adopts a more curious stance towards the citizens’ collective history, feelings, and identity, the agency’s development proposals will better match community interests. Residents might be more sympathetic to development nearby if they educate themselves about WMATA’s joint development program whose goals of increasing ridership and minimizing fares and government subsidies are clearly in the public interest and should be supported at face value by citizens who live near and depend on Metro. More frequent face-to-face meetings should provide opportunities to ask questions and gain a better understanding of the other side’s concerns.  

3. Negotiate the process as well as the substance 

The DC Office of Planning or other intermediary body conducting a planning process needs to build a consensus about the boundaries and task of the planning process and the role of each of the participants. The facilitator’s own authority needs to be discussed and agreed upon. If a facilitating body is not neutral about the outcomes of a development dispute, than those in charge ought to be candid about their vested interests. All of the participants should reflect on the negotiated process and make changes to the process when needed. Once all parties agree on how to negotiate fairly, they should more easily resolve the issues themselves.  

4. Agree on  objective standards before making decisions

Traffic reports, environmental impact statements, and economic development studies are all examples of potentially fair standards that could transform a dispute from a battle of wills to a negation based on principle. All sides should seek out and agree to abide by these objective criteria as early as possible in the process—certainly before reaching a decision on the specifics of a dispute. In order for a standard to be considered fair, all sides would need to agree that it is accurate, inclusive, and unbiased. The best study may be one that all stakeholders had the chance to contribute to or review prior to publication. If standards are to be used during a negotiation, all sides ought to agree before hand to abide by them, even if it means changing their original positions. 

5. Carefully consider whether diplomacy or alternatives to negotiation would produce a better outcome 

Groups engaged in a development dispute can choose to negotiate with their opposition or they can exercise some alternative to negotiation. Alternatives include:

lobbying a governing party, going to court, ignoring the other side, giving in, or disengaging (physically or psychologically) from the conflict. Too often, citizen groups underestimate the odds of meeting their objectives through negotiation and overestimate their chances of winning based on litigation or lobbying strategy. Developers and public officials can make the same mistaken calculations. Before deciding on a strategy, groups engaged in a dispute may want to ask an outside party to advise them on the odds that a negotiation or some alternative approach would best fulfill their interests.   
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