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Abstract

This paper will address Highland Square as a hotbed of local activism and community involvement through the examination of two neighborhood conflicts, a proposed Taco Bell and a re-lighting project along West Market St that offended community sensibilities.  The objectives of this paper are to examine each conflict using E.E. Schattschneider’s theory of conflict, demonstrate the success and significance of each situation and examine the roles of residents, community leadership, and their interface with government at both the state and local levels.   Primary sources for “Grassroots and Government: Local Conflict Resolution in Highland Square” include E.E. Schattschneider’s The Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democracy in America, newspaper articles, interviews with key community figures and other local community resources.  Conclusions drawn from this paper will provide the grist for future deliberations as to the direction and scope surrounding the future of this unique slice of Americana, affectionately known as Highland Square.  

Grassroots & Government: 

Conflict Resolution in Highland Square

Find the commonality: “Get the Bell Outta’ Here” (Chancellor 29 Sept. 1996) and “Highland Square By Day, Tokyo By Night”.  As disparate as these phrases seem they share an underlying origin, Highland Square.  These slogans were but two volleys in grassroots campaigns against outside incursions into an outspoken community with a historical identity.   

As we know it today, Highland Square developed during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Early on the community boasted prominent figures as residents, such as John S. Knight, Paul W. Litchfield and Dr. Robert Smith, the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous (Summit County Historical Society pamphlet).  The boundaries of the area are ambiguous, defined differently by every source depending on their purpose.  Most determine that the Highland Square neighborhood consists of the side streets adjoining West Market between Merriman Rd. and Twin Oaks Rd.  When the name “Highland Square” was applied to the Market St. corridor is also ambiguous.  It dates to at least the 1930s, when an influx of independently owned businesses tailored to meet residential needs drew attention to the area (Summit County Historical Society pamphlet).   With controlled development of residential structures, a supply infrastructure located in the central corridor, and a population base commuting daily into the city Highland Square established itself as a proto-suburb.   
Significance

The corner of West Market St. and Portage Path was long inhabited by a Mobile Gas Station – one whose holding tanks outlived their usefulness and environmental stability.  After the station closed the lot lay vacant while the Ohio EPA cleaned up the site (Curry 26 Sept. 1996) until the Taco Bell Corporation purchased the parcel in 1994 (Donofrio 2003; Curry 26 Sept. 1996).  When local residents discovered the intentions of the Taco Bell Corp. an ad hoc committee formed in opposition to the proposal  (Saad 30 Apr. 2003).  Not only did this lead to a long-range developmental survey (Saad 30 Apr. 2003), but just as importantly, the success of this group gave rise to the coalescence of the Highland Square Development Association. It was here, in what could be previously described as a loosely defined neighborhood, that the communal bonds of identity were forged.  


Only a few years later, community members from the Highland Square Development Association met with city officials to discuss proposed street improvements, including the addition of decorative, residential streetlights (Smith 15 Apr. 2003).   These lights, intended to give a quaint, turn-of-the-century appearance to the Highland Square central corridor, illuminated the desires of the residents and business owners, alike, for a safer, friendlier, more pedestrian-oriented neighborhood - values initially expressed in the survey.
 

The Association served to organize and mobilize concerned community members. It established a neighborhood consensus for future community development.  Ultimately, it may function as a model for other locales facing similar issues.    


 For the individuals involved, these conflicts were pivotal in nature.  For some, their involvement led to greater awareness of how local issues directly impact a community, for others, participation proved to themselves that taking an activist role effects change.  Mark Smith, a key figure in both discourses, remarked that he gained a better understanding of how politics function.  Also, it “helped gauge neighborhood support” for future community development, according to Smith (15 Apr. 2003).  Roxanna Saad, who played an active role in the anti – Highland Square Taco Bell campaign, discovered that “it takes a lot of work, but you can fight city hall, corporations – [neither] are unstoppable, you just can’t do it alone” (30 Apr. 2003).  

Participant Profiles


The aforementioned examples represent a few participants’ voices, and while they express common sentiment, they are by no means representative of the whole.  Perhaps at this point it would be best to examine the basic demographics that make up the Square.  Although neither comprehensive nor entirely representative of the population, inferences may be drawn from the characteristics of respondents to the 1997 Highland Square resident survey.  This data suggests that 46 percent of survey respondents had lived in the neighborhood more than ten years, 62 percent were homeowners and 33 percent renters, and 75 percent of respondents had at least a college education.  Self-reported income ranged widely from under $10,000 to over $45,000 per year (1).  While this information cannot be taken as representative of Highland Square as a whole without some corroboration, it is indicative of the involved citizenry’s demographic composition.  Being a coalition of business owners and residents, the participants in each conflict were able to draw upon a greater collective base of resources than had they worked independently of one another.  Because of the generally higher level of education represented in the survey, cultural isolation due to economic status was kept to a minimum, thus allowing a greater range of positive involvement in each conflict.  


A surprising factor of this is that business owners quickly discovered that their patrons were often networked into the local governmental structure - connections which proved invaluable in dealing with the maze of bureaucracy.  Both residents and business owners utilized their local representatives for support.


When considering Akron as a governmental structure, the city’s own fractious origins must be recognized.   Originally, Akron was an amalgamation of several independent communities taking advantage of the time delays presented by a series of closely packed locks along the Ohio Canal.  This amalgamation led to the formation of a governmental body patterned along the lines of a republic as opposed to a more centralized form of government.  As a result, the various council wards have a greater input in regards to utilizing city resources.  The representatives of these districts wield control over city funds and community support, however they must juggle both to maintain their positions.   The key council figures represent the middle to upper echelon of their respective constituencies, however, appointed officials represent the city in a monolithic nature.    


Looming large over the center of the earlier controversy was the corporate presence of an international business as represented by their national subsidiary, Taco Bell.   As a subsidiary of Pepsi Co., Taco Bell had enormous economic leverage and was viewed by the city, initially, as a welcome addition to the municipal tax base (Saad 30 Apr. 2003).

Tactics


The approaches discussed below will be reviewed using the model of conflict set forth by E.E. Schattschneider in The Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democracy in America, chapter 1.  A more in-depth analysis utilizing Schattschneider's model falls outside the parameters established for this study.  


The grassroots level tactics in the case of Taco Bell were successful as they circumvented the emergence of adversarial stances.  Roxanna Saad describes the situation as “not a conflict, but negotiations” (30 Apr. 2003).  


More specifically, a community meeting mobilized a cadre of concerned individuals, which E.E. Schattschneider would deem as socializing, or involving additional participants in the conflict (7).  Later, a massive letter writing campaign addressed to both the City’s mayor and the CEO of Pepsi Co. explicitly detailed the residents’ concerns to the powers that be. Carefully structured community meetings both heightened the public’s awareness and increased community participation, thus further expanding the conflict to the larger community, which accordingly favors the less powerful players (Schattschneider 2).  Picketing gave it public exposure and Schattschneider suggests that, “visibility is a factor in the expanding of the scope of conflict” (16).


Throughout the process, community leaders maintained open communication lines and worked with both the city and Taco Bell to find a suitable solution for all.  This included redesigning the store layout, community leaders and realtors searching for alternative restaurant sites in the vicinity, and residents soliciting prospective buyers for the corner lot (Saad 30 Apr. 2003).  


Audience participation, which shifts the balance of power in a conflict (Schattschneider 2), was highlighted when the results of the 1997 Highland Square Development Association Long Range Planning Survey were released.  This outlined the desires of the residents, which did not favor a fast food chain restaurant.  Taco Bell was faced with a choice; either establish a restaurant in an area that would likely boycott its products and potentially those of it’s parent company, Pepsi Co., or sell the parcel to the local government who had offered to purchase it to hold for the public library (Nevada 11 Nov. 1997).  


Tactically, Taco Bell’s purchase of the lot was nothing extraordinary, and neither was their appeal to the city to increase tax revenues.  What was out of the ordinary was the fast food giant’s willingness to engage in meaningful discourse with the community.  


City officials attended public meetings, both as a means of engaging the community and showing support for their constituents.  Also, they partnered with Highland Square residents (Saad 30 Apr. 2003) to appear sensitive to neighborhood needs.    


In the next Highland Square conflict city government played a more active role.  Local officials met with the Highland Square Development Association’s steering committee to discuss traffic calming and aesthetics in the West Market St. corridor (Smith 15 Apr. 2003).  Among the methods proposed by the association were speed bumps, street narrowing, bricked intersections, and the installation of residential streetlights (Smith 15 Apr. 2003).  The city agreed to place residential streetlights along West Market through the Square, in addition to overhead highway lights (Smith 15 Apr. 2003).  When the lights were placed the cobraheads, or highway lights, and decorative lamps were spaced too close together.  Combined, the resultant lighting gave the effect of a rather large and glaring airport, according to locals.  In response to resident concern, Joe Kidder, then Akron’s Service Director, met with community leaders, but also wrote a scathing editorial letter to the Akron Beacon Journal.  This was an attempt to localize the conflict (Schattschneider 10) to a few neighborhood individuals, thereby giving it the appearance of a petty quarrel, as opposed to a community issue.  “City worked with groups on Highland” defamed opposing key participants and suggested that their tactics were “selfish, unprofessional and … counterproductive” (Kidder 30 May 2001).  


The specific tactic Kidder referred to was a burma shave campaign posted on the new light poles that was conducted by a “rebel faction of the Highland Square Business Association”, a then newly formed alliance of business and property owners (Giffels 29 Apr. 2001).  The burma shave campaign was not the organization’s only attempt to, as Schattschneider would suggest, socialize the conflict (7) and increase its visibility.  A letter to the editor by Jim King, the business association president, detailed city official’s insensitivity to the community’s desires and an article by Akron Beacon Journal columnist, David Giffels, highlighted the neighborhood’s concerns about the lighting.  The city’s mayor heard the residents’ desires in the form of a 400-signature petition (Smith 15 Apr. 2003), however it had little impact, likely because it fell short of the requisite number of signatures needed to force a referendum and because the light post bases were already installed.  However, community leaders encouraged productive liaisons with city and state officials, and, in the long term, this would provide the groundwork for a more constructive relationship between all parties.

Chronology of Events

Timeline of Key Community Events

      1994         1995         1996         1997         1998        1999          2000          2001


Resolution

These constructive relationships forged in the heat of controversy and tempered through cooperative dialogue still operate in the present day.  Residents and business owners alike furthered their sense of community identity and played an active role in shaping their neighborhood – their involvement has not ended.  Although the Square is unfortunately over-lit today, cobraheads illuminate an attractive community garden instead of a southwestern eyesore.  


While the conflict over the streetlights failed to satisfy the more ardent desires of their opponents, it must be noted that the city has not abandoned the prospects for a conciliatory stance.  According to Akron Traffic Engineer, Jim Weber, the bulbs will dim over time and the addition of a tree lawn lining W. Market St. will soften the harsh effects of the highway lights (21 Apr. 2003).  


The success of the Highland Square Development Association has paved the way for the formation of the Highland Square Business Association.  Together, these organizations, each representing their own facets of the community, obtained better-defined intersections and crosswalks, created additional public parking in the Square, and narrowed the street in the process, thus reducing traffic speed and encouraging a more pedestrian-friendly environment. 


There is an old adage that nothing breeds success like success.  The neighborhood associations that were generated through this grass roots movement will continue their proactive approach, as it has served them well thus far.        
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