                                      The Germantown Community Connection Story 

By: Rev. Dr. Nancy E. Muth

(GCC co-founder with Betty Turner)

Germantown Community Connection was given birth in 2008 as a result of community gatherings hosted by the Philadelphia Planning Commission as a part of the Transit Oriented study that was being conducted.  The meetings were well attended by the community as there were representatives present from the many neighborhood groups and organizations of Germantown.  A wide variety of viewpoints were shared representing our diverse community.  There was however not one voice or organization that would represent the entire community.  This is a fact that has historically been true for Germantown and a concern expressed by the city Planning Commission and subsequently other city officials.  There question is, “Who do we speak with when we want to talk to Germantown?”  In response to this question Germantown Community Connection (GCC) was formed.

GCC’s mission is to be both a voice for the community and a bridge linking together its many groups.  GCC never sought to silence the various voices and viewpoints of Germantown but instead tries to best represent all within our diverse community.  Diversity is something we celebrate in Germantown, but it is also hard work to respect diversity, without letting one particular group or another try to speak for all.  GCC is trying to represent all of the community but that will probably rarely be possible as some will feel slighted on an issue and others slighted on another issue.  
In its short history GCC has accomplished various things, with a highlight as being instrumental in garnering the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission’s designation of Germantown as a “Classic Town.”  Through this program Germantown is being promoted as a wonderful place to live, work, play and visit.  Also Germantown’s profile has become heightened for development, tourism and other economic investment.  Learn more by visiting the website:  http://www.classictowns.org/germantown
An exciting project of the Germantown Classic Town program of GCC involves the arts community.  In February the first of GCC’s Artists’ Roundtable was held.  This Roundtable has since caught the attention of several city agencies including the Planning Commission and the Mayor’s Office of Arts, Culture and the Creative Economy—both of which have recognized this grass-roots organization of artists as a vital resource in improving the quality of life in Germantown.  Another Artist’s Roundtable is to be announced soon.
Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission's Classic Towns of Greater Philadelphia partnered with GCCC to host the workshop "The Role of Historic Preservation in Downtowns and Neighborhoods" followed a by a tour of Germantown historic sites.   What a great success as people toured Germantown and learned what a treasure we have here in the northwest section of the city.
GCC has been a founding member in the coalition of community stakeholders spearheaded by the Tookany/Tacony Frankford Watershed Partnership (TTF). As such, GCC has been hosting meetings for the community to provide input into the design and implementation of rain gardens, infrastructure, and programming in Vernon Park. 
There have been various partnerships that GCC has had with had over the last few years.  These have included WHYY Newsworks, Penn Project on Civic Engagement, Committee of Seventy and with Gtown Radio with the "Eyes on the Eighth" four voter forums to identify key issues facing Northwest Philadelphia.

GCC’s meetings are usually held the second and fourth Thursdays, 7:00 p.m., at The First Presbyterian Church in Germantown, 35 West Chelten Avenue.  These GCC meetings have become the primary venue for the whole community to hear about civic initiatives ranging from changes in the zoning code, energy-saving and greening programs, the city’s planning process, and the latest developments in promoting Historic Germantown. 

In a matter of months, GCC is well on its way to realizing its vision of becoming a both a voice and a bridge for greater Germantown’s many neighborhood groups, institutions and residents. 

In recent months GCC has been in the news as the organization engaged in conversation with the developer of the Chelten Plaza on the former Fresh Grocer site in order to bring about positive design changes and commitments to the community.  When GCC first learned of the plans for the site, GCC representatives met with the developers and expressed dismay that the community was not involved in decisions.  The developers agreed that this was an error on their part and they then made a presentation to the community at a meeting of GCC.  The initial plan presented received much criticism from the community.  Those in attendance were not pleased with the choices of a Save-A-Lot grocery store and a Dollar Tree store on that plot of land.  There was also the question of whether the Dollar Tree store was in violation of a zoning ordinance restricting variety stores.  In response to this concern, GCC sent a letter to City Licenses and Inspections asking about this ordinance and permits for this site.  A GCC representative addressed the Zoning Code Commission about community concerns related to zoning codes, the special district overlay and land use.  Unfortunately a ruling was not received.
Also as a result of the community meeting with the developer GCC membership voted to have representatives of the organization meet with the developer to negotiate alterations to the original plans.  These negotiations have been ongoing.  As a result, the developer reached out to Weaver’s Way, asking if a branch of the popular co-op could be opened in Germantown.  The developer offered to make a generous financial commitment to have this happen.  Weaver’s Way considered the offer but declined as their focus is in continuing to grow their new store in Chestnut Hill.
Another result of the negotiations concerns the design plans of the project.  A sub group of GCC, made up of local architects and landscapers formed what is the GCC Design Review Committee.  They drew up suggestions for improving the initial plans for the site to make it more visually appealing and also environmentally friendly.  The developer worked with the suggestions and now many are present in the current plan.

Negotiations also have been focusing on a Community Cooperation Commitment document from the developer to the community.  This document is still in draft form and is addressing things such as employment opportunities, continued maintenance of the property, social enrichment of Germantown, retail mix and more.  When this document is approved the next step will be the the development of a legally binding community benefit agreement that is a win-win-win for community, developer and government.
Negotiations take time and will not satisfy all.  Compromise is needed to be extended by both parties.  Also, healthy negotiations require respect of the other side, understanding there will not always be agreement.

GCC has been under criticism from some in the community for not joining efforts in the appeal hearing before the Zoning Board of Adjustment that would prevent the developer from opening a Dollar Tree store on the site.  Since the membership of GCC voted to have representatives from the organization be in negotiations with the developer, the GCC Board does not believe they should officially join in an action against the developer.  However, GCC supports the right of those who are part of the action.

Is GCC perfect?  No!  However GCC is working to represent the majority of Germantown and wants to work as cooperatively as possible with those in our community and as well as those who are interested in development and physical and social improvements in Germantown.  Our efforts will continue.  We invite you to learn more about GCC by visiting the website (www.germantowncc.org), attending a meeting and becoming a member.  We are stronger together than we are apart!  
Rev. Dr. Nancy E. Muth

(GCC co-founder with Betty Turner)
