Are We Asking the Right Question?
By Carol Dingman

Everyone in Farmers Branch would agree that redeveloping our city is a top priority.  The Mayors and Councils have made redevelopment the main focus of their action since 2006.  At that time, they asked themselves a question like “How can we become a city like Frisco with new houses and stores – a place that will attract affluent young families?”

Their answer was to provide incentives for replacing older, smaller homes with new big ones; to have stricter building codes with aggressive enforcement; to create an image for our city by purchasing fountains, street signs, way finding signs, giant clocks and flags; to build a park in the DART station area; and to create a new logo which appears almost everywhere.  But the most high profile steps they took were to pass 3 illegal immigration laws, to borrow $10 million dollars to purchase the southeast corner of Valley View and Josey, and to call for creation of a school district to serve only Farmers Branch. 
It is now 2011, five years later.  How have these actions affected our city?  On the plus side we’ve gotten some new houses, some new and expanded businesses and perhaps a WalMart Neighborhood market.  However, I would wager that most of this would have happened without the efforts of the Mayor and Council. Their actions have cost the city, meaning us the taxpayers, between $10 and $20 million.  There is no new downtown in the DART station area. Businesses were driven out of town and property was taken off the tax rolls when they purchased the Albertson site. We haven’t seen the last of our legal bills. Our library has been outsourced, along with other city departments. Our taxes have been raised twice in 3 years. Our formerly friendly community has become divided with elections monitored by the US Justice Department and public comment at Council meetings restricted. The Carnival grocery which seemed ready to locate on the Albertson’s site - without city incentives - was driven away. The litigation with the Dallas Apartment Association puts a damper on apartment development here. Many feel that the unfavorable image of our city that the Mayor and Council have projected is not accurate.  We must change that.
Trying to be Frisco doesn’t seem to be working very well for redeveloping our city.  Perhaps the question we should be asking is “How can we take advantage of our strengths and current economic and demographic tends to effectively redevelop our city?”  
Many of us like(d) living here because we had a small town feel in the middle of a big city.  We have a great location, DART rail service, a recognized public school district, proximity to numerous private schools, Brookhaven Community College, nice parks and a good (keep your fingers crossed) library, good city services (ditto), Brookhaven Country Club and are within 10 minutes of major shopping and restaurant centers.  We have modest houses on big lots with mature trees and many young families who happen to be Hispanic.  These last two items fall into the current trend for smaller, less expensive homes and the growing Hispanic population in Dallas County who will soon be the majority. 
Since we no longer have city money to throw at redevelopment, we have to build on the people and assets we have.  The first thing we can do is elect leaders who will take us in a different direction, who will ask different questions, and who will send a different message to repair our image.  We must reach out and include all our citizens and get us all involved in the community.  We should set a goal that every at-risk school child in our city will have a volunteer mentor. We should have full and open discussion of what Famers Branch should become with the residents and business people, not the Mayor and Council, setting the goals.  We have to make our Hispanic citizens feel welcome.  We should have term limits on city boards, the City Council, and the Mayor so that new leadership comes to the fore.  The city must present a welcoming face to real estate developers and businesses -- no matter who their customers are.   Our elected officials must start looking at our aging infrastructure and stop spending just on “cosmetics.” 

True revitalization means increasing our tax base.  Even if we replaced every house in Farmers Brach with one twice as big, it wouldn’t make a significant difference in our total tax base which is 78% commercial.  The council should find a way to get the land west of I-35 under development – even if it means changing the zoning and giving up their big campaign contributions from it’s owner.  Right now the vacant property there has an agricultural tax exemption which brings in far less revenue than even its potential value as undeveloped commercial property.  Take a ride and see the bales of hay.
Truthfully, we don’t know if this will work.  We can look at the Bishop Arts section of Oak Cliff and see what has happened there without city subsidies.  Since we have no money, we really don’t have that many choices or chances to change.  And how can we do worse than what has happened in the last 5 years?

And that is a good question.
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