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Community Conversations and Productive Partnerships 

Community Conversations are Chester County 2020õs òbrandedó approach to encouraging and 

supporting community cooperation at many levels.  Conversations are especially helpful in creating 

understanding among residents of diverse interests who may not readily find common ground easy 

to identify. A major strength benefit of Community Conversations is the unexpected agreement on 

many issues that emerges during the shared evening. This agreement on òwhat should be doneó 

becomes  evident in the findings, conclusions and recommendations.  CC2020 has found that when 

any number of individuals of varied backgrounds and experience come together, the dynamics are 

always surprising and productive. An additional community bonus is recognition of the value of 

exploring issues that, in one way or another, affect everyoneõs daily lives. The participants of the New 

Garden Community Conversation confirmed expectations of shared wisdom, movement toward 

consensus and the value of dedicating an evening to exploring issues important to preserving the 

most valued qualities of New Garden Township.  

Community Conversations are often centered on municipalities. Conversations may also serve  

regions, organizations, or address a defined topic such as transportation, housing or protection of 

water quality. In 2010, water issues will be the focus of a CC2020 countywide initiative . 

      Landscapes and its updated version Landscapes2 are the County's Comprehensive Plan to 

manage growth. The products of any Conversation relate to concerns for growth management and 

preservation strategies.  Although much has been accomplished to the fulfillment of Landscapesõ 

goals, critical and challenging planning issues remain.  Since 2000, more than 50,000 new residents 

have chosen Chester County as their home.  Increased development with accompanying costs to 

existing homeowners, traffic and safety issues, resistance to density, higher taxes and stormwater 

problems are difficult issues for municipalities to address. The Landscapes2 Steering Committee 

undertook addressing these countywide  issues all of which relate directly to the issues that the New 

Garden residents raised for discussion.   
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Setting the Scene 

Chester County 2020õs Program Coordinator, MaryAnna Ralph, set the scene for New Gardenõs 

Community Conversation by reading a greeting from CC2020 President Nancy Mohr: 

òAll of us who live and work in this region 

of Chester County share a mutual interest 

in and support for a healthy sense of 

community and economic stability.  These 

shared concerns are the important 

investment you all are making to your 

community by joining this Conversation 

this evening. We all struggle with 

schedules that are full and overflowing, 

but you all deserve to be commended for 

having set aside the time and energy to be 

here ð to not only identify the issues that 

must be faced to strengthen the growing 

sense of community, but more importantly to find solutions that will contribute to New 

Gardenõs bright future. The work you produce tonight will serve as a tangible planning 

resource. The solutions that surface this evening will be your solutions.  Each of us benefits 

from the amazing resources of expertise, creativity and energy that is present in this region 

of Chester County.  This Conversation offers an opportunity for you to say thank you, by 

contributing your ideas in return.ó 

MaryAnna Ralph was the facilitator for the New Garden Township Conversation. CC2020 staff 

member William Stevens and Board member William Reynolds were available to offer assistance to 

the breakout groups.  

An important note brought out in the initial discussion was a reminder that all municipal 

planning in Pennsylvania is guided by the Stateõs Municipal Planning Code (MPC). The MPC sets the 

standards for municipal Planning Commissions and Supervisors. Inevitably, suggestions will surface 

that sound appealing but cannot be implemented by officials because of the limitations of the MPC.  

The September 30th Conversation offered New Garden Township residents the opportunity to 

discuss a variety of challenging topics ranging from open space to traffic to noise and light pollution 

within a single forum: 120 residents responded to the invitation.  

The Conversation began with identification of the issues that would become the basis for   

discussion in the work groups.  In New Garden the suggestions were plentiful and the participants 

were enthusiastic in refining them.  Many issues that were closely related and needed to be 

addressed as òunitsó were combined.  It became evident to the participants as the evening 

progressed that few planning, environmental or quality of life issues stand alone.  The 

interrelationships speak to the essence of community and the need for understanding and 

cooperative action. 



3 

 

Work groups of 8-10 were pre-assigned to achieve a mix of experience and representation, and 

also to introduce newer residents to their neighbors. The work session produced an abundance of  

exciting ideas and anecdotal material. 

Rating the Issues 

After the issues list was refined, printed,  and displayed, participants were invited to select the 

five issues they considered most important by placing colored dots next to their choices.  Each issue 

had its supporters, but six highly interrelated issues/topics attracted the largest concentration of dots.  

Substantial common ground surrounding the selected issues continued to evolve during the 

breakout session. 

Issues                            Ratings  

¶ Open space preservation through willing landowners and active trusts to maintain 
rural character and values  

¶ Traffic safety ð traffic signal and intersection upgrades and signage for critical spots 

¶ The pace of development vs. need for balance ð comprehensive plan update  

¶ Rising taxes/Local Taxes and School Taxes       

¶ Route 41; is there a plan for its future development and traffic planning?  

¶ Need for coexistence and respect between residential, agricultural, commercial  

   communities           

All the  issues with their ratings appear in the Appendix at the end of the report (Page 18).  The 
highest ranked issues served as focus points for discussion in each work group. The Table Report 
work sheet organization addresses 1) regional & local trend, issues and concerns,  2) priority values 
and preferred future, 3) important players, 4) opportunities to work together, 5) anticipated 
accomplishments and benefits, 6) potential barriers and how to deal with them.   

As common ground emerged in discussion, there was predictable integration of issues that were 
not designated highest priority into the discussions. Participants came to appreciate that no issue 
exists in a vacuum; overlap is inevitable, as the reports demonstrated. 
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