San Jose: Building Democracy and Strong Neighborhoods 

~narrative by Erik Larsen

There are many stories of neighborhood residents organizing and pushing city hall to respond to important community needs.  In each case certain residents step forward and act as organizers that help the community come together with effective plans and actions for change.  

The City of San Jose, CA, provides a new, proactive model for community change.  In San Jose, the city itself hires organizers.  These organizers empower residents to develop their own leaders, priorities, plans and actions for effective community change.

In San Jose, nearly thirty public employees work as organizers across 19 neighborhood areas in a program called the Strong Neighborhoods Initiative (SNI). This program is recognized by the National League of Cities as the top urban revitalization program in the country. In 2007, SNI workers embarked on a pilot project to organize San Jose residents in three neighborhoods: Seven Trees, Silver Leaf, Camden/Hillsdale.

City Organizers Utilize the Neighborhood Listening Project 

In 2007, SNI hired Tom Fischer to conduct a workshop for trainers to enable the city-paid organizers to initiate the Listening Project in the three designated pilot project neighborhoods.  The three neighborhoods included Seven Tress, Silver Leaf and Camden/Hillsdale.  Each LP followed a similar organizing strategy, outlined below:   

1. Start with mapping targeted neighborhoods

2. Identify leaders and key community organizations and institutions

3. Meet with leaders and gauge interest in organizing and creating a neighborhood plan

4. Hold meetings of leaders and make decision to engage in LP

5. Residents begin creating goals and a survey tool

6. Leaders hold a Day of Action to survey their neighborhood

7. Survey results are compiled

8. Data is presented to council member and city staff in a public meeting

9. Neighbors continue to host neighborhood organizing meetings

10. Draft neighborhood plan is created

11. City staff review draft plan

12. Residents review final draft of plan and pledge to take plan to the City Council

13. Plan is put on the agenda of a City Council meeting

14. Neighbors mobilize for a public hearing and provide testimony about their neighborhood plan 

15. City Council votes and approves the residents’ plan

16. Celebration

17. Neighborhood leaders debrief and plan next steps

18. Staff begin to implement neighborhood priorities

The Listening Project has been an excellent model for San Jose organizers.  It has helped provide a structure for engaging neighborhood residents in community planning that puts them at the center of the action.  The model isn’t a top- down consultant-driven process by which City workers control a predetermined outcome.  It is an organizing campaign that achieves a number of goals.  Leaders are identified, recruited, and developed.  Relationships are built, and community is formed.  Residents come to agreement about shared issues, and then they take action together.  With a neighborhood plan, leaders hone their skills through community meetings, speaking in public, mobilizing to city hall, and finally negotiating new relationships with city departments to implement their vision.  The Listening Project helps facilitate neighborhood constituencies and organize leaders to build a sense of power that yes, they can make change happen.  In the case of the San Jose pilot projects, concrete improvements were made in people’s lives and neighborhoods.

