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Mobilizing the Commons in an era Predatory Planning

“The commons —those creations of nature and society we inherit together and must
preserve for our children—is under siege.”*

Looking around your neighborhood you can find evidence of a healthy public commons.
You might see people you know on the walk to the corner store, or many people using a
public park or plaza throughout the day. Maybe you go to your favorite beach and find
families picnicking and playing, or shop at a local grocery store that is cooperatively
owned and managed by its members. Maybe you have a skate park in your town built
and run by local youth, or an annual parade, festival, or block party that everyone looks
forward to. These are some examples of when a healthy commons is used, felt, and
created. When people share something, be it land, culture, ideas, traditions or services,
the commons are active and enacted.

I have begun calling the growing aggregate of planning practices that strangle the
proliferation of the commons and threaten the health and culture of communities
predatory planning. Predatory planning places the cultural commons in danger. Yet
without a healthy cultural commons, there is little defense from the forces of predatory
planning. The current challenge we now face is how to strengthen and sustain a healthy
commons while resisting the impending forces of predatory planning.

First we must understand this new epidemic of predatory planning and the impact it has
on the commons. By examining the repercussions of the impact, we repaint the problem
as an interconnected, complex situation and align unlikely allies as stakeholders in the
solutions. Using the commons framework is a deliberate attempt to apply systems theory
to link land, people, places, ideas, culture in a connected web that can match the
complexity of the assault. It is a conscious attempt to overcome fragmentation between
practitioners and communities, and bridge between sectors. In the process, we connect
people together with a shared fate to begin healing from historic wounds and broken
promises, and start to re-imagine what might be possible.

This article will define predatory planning and its impact in simple, usable terms. | will
use examples from real places contending with predatory planning to illustrate the reality
of this definition. As you grasp the definition, | encourage readers to consider the people
and places they love and consider the ways predatory planning is affecting them.
Because predatory planning is striking our communities across the country and around
the globe, people everywhere are experiencing its destruction. Communities all over the
world are responding with new forms of self-organizing for cultural and political
resistance.

What is predatory planning?

In the aftermath of Katrina, a new era of complexity in redevelopment emerged. Nearly
all the building blocks of predatory planning were evident for the world to see. Before
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the water drained out of the homes, redevelopment decisions were made and
redistributing of land began. People began experiencing an unprecedented level of
gluttony and unhindered aggression in development practices or predatory planning.
Predatory planning uses highly sophisticated tools and new mechanisms marked by
increased speed, scale, and precision. These are layered on top of pre-existing and
historical trauma.

How does predatory planning destroy the cultural commons?

Everyone is harmed and affected by a system of predatory planning that repeatedly
ruptures places and destabilizes people and cultures. Even though huge profits are being
generated through these aggressive redevelopment tactics, |1 would argue from a systems
approach, that even those benefiting from predatory planning are experiencing loss on a
larger level. The evidence left behind is visible as scars on our built environment — like a
highway dissecting a city and amputating a neighborhood. The wounds are also apparent
on people and families: stripped of social and cultural networks, they become more
isolated and vulnerable to poverty, inequity, and poor health. They have diminished
access and depleted resources resulting in a seriously impaired quality of life.

In order to recognize this process, it is important to trace the history and evolution of
predatory planning. Planning can be a tool for promoting equity or it can manifest as a
tool for exerting power and controlling people, resources, and profits. We must shape
our ability to differentiate between the two. The building blocks of predatory planning
have been used historically as deliberate forces for maintaining power, acquiring land,
and controlling people. These planning mechanisms have shaped our built environment
and social interactions over the last century. Today, several building blocks are often
used simultaneously. When they come on top of pre-existing trauma to people and
neighborhoods, the condition for predatory planning are created.

People experiencing dispossession of their land, destruction of their home, and
dismantling of their culture and social networks as a result of predatory planning are
contending with real trauma. The enormity and far reaching affects of this individual and
collective trauma is nearly impossible to fully capture. In recent years, researchers have
learned a great deal about both individual and collective trauma. We have much to learn
in this area yet we do know post traumatic stress disorder is a severe psychological
consequence of exposure to stressful situations. What we do know is PTSD symptoms
may come and go over many years. But about 1 out of 3 people who develop PTSD
always will have some symptoms. These symptoms may disrupt your life, making it hard
to continue with your daily activities. One way of understanding this trauma caused by
predatory planning is through the concept of root shock.?
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Researcher and psychiatrist Dr. Mindy Fullilove describes the phenomenon of root shock
as, “the traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s emotional
ecosystem. The term derives from the book Root Shock: How tearing up city
neighborhoods hurts American and what we can do about it, which examined the impact
of federal urban renewal program’s destruction of over 1,600 African American
neighborhoods across the country.

According to Fullilove, “Root shock at the level of the individual is a profound emotional
upheaval...root shock at the level of the local community ruptures bonds, dispersing
people to all directions of the compass (Fullilove, 2004).”

It is nearly impossible to view people as completely separate from the places they inhabit,
or fully understand places without considering the people who call them home. A
person’s connection to place is profound and deeply rooted. Just ask people to describe
where they grew up and you are sure to illicit detailed stories filled with memory,
experience, and emotion. The commons provides a framework for recognizing the
linkages between people, culture and place.

Cultural Commons: Creations of nature and society that we inherit jointly and hold in
trust for future generations, including cultural and natural resources.* They are the
places, physical, conceptual and spiritual places where we come together and interact.

Place can serve as incubator of cultural practices. Practices are passed on within a place
and local knowledge develops around sustainable cultural practices such as how to build
a house, prepare a meal, or celebrate a special occasion. The framework of the commons
is a way of understanding that which is public and shared in a way that links people,
places, culture, ideas, and natural resources in an interdependent, living eco-system.
While discourse around the commons often point to public spaces or ideas collectively
owned and maintained, the cultural commons speaks to a large range of cultural practices
and practitioners that contributes to a rich cultural infrastructure with broad participation.
The cultural commons is often rooted historically in local traditions, but may also evolve
from a combination of new ideas with old cultures and traditions.

There are many ways that predatory planning impacts the cultural commons. Some of
the effects may appear small, such as the ability to gather in a local park, enjoy a favorite
sledding hill, or cook a favorite meal, but these can have a great impact. The impact may
also be found in the loss of ability to organize neighbors, to access support, practice
traditional practices, or pass on knowledge from elders to the next generation.

The building blocks are some of the historical ways that predatory planning has destroyed
the cultural commons.

BUILDING BLOCKS OF PREDATORY PLANNING

GENOCIDE: acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or
religious group. Early US policy of Indian Removal forced relocation of major indigenous groups
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Organized Resistance: Understand linkages of people, place, and culture

In response to the long history of institutional racism and policies that enforce inequality,
as evidenced in the aforementioned building blocks, community organizing has emerged.
At many points in history, communities have organized for resistance or to promote the
conditions that would support their health, safety, and quality of life. Because of this, we
have a proud legacy of resistance and organizing lessons to draw from.

Just as culture and place are inexplicably linked, so are predatory planning and the loss of
the commons. A vibrant commons represents the most effective way to mobilize
resistance to predatory planning. The building blocks of predatory planning have
repeatedly undermined collective power and the capacity to affect the health of people,
places, and culture. The importance of the commons cannot be underestimated.

“The cultural commons are difficult to recognize, as our participation in them is largely
part of the taken for granted experience of everyday life. Awareness of their loss too often
occurs after they have been enclosed --when it is too late to resist.”>

How do we recognize the contributions of the cultural commons and its architects before
it is too late?

Hawai’i Fights for its Commons

The work of building and strengthening the cultural commons is exciting, vibrant work
but its architects are not being supported or compensated for the gifts they provide.
Despite the expanding market of cultural consumption, culturally-based tourism and
cultural appropriation, cultural producers and practitioners, indigenous organizers,
musicians, artists, and healers, are contending simultaneously with destruction of their
places and practices.

In Hawaii we met with a variety of architects of the cultural commons: a master Hula
teacher and cultural rights activist who is fighting intellectual property rights battles, a
visual artist who is coming up with a new form of Pokemon cards to connect youth to
Hawaiian culture and environmentalism, a family deeply engaged in struggles over
sovereign land rights, lomilomi teachers of traditional healing massage practice who
offering it as a free service to their community, and a kapuna (elder) caretaking an
exquisite stretch of black sand beach and mentoring the young surfers who flock there.

Enclosure of the Commons

Each cultural architect spoke of their practice as site specific and deeply connected to the
land or place they occupied. Each of the architects is actively resisting different forms of
encroachment or threats of enclosure. Sovereign land struggles are a hot debate
throughout Hawaii, and people are fighting for the land that has supported their people
for generations. The Hula teacher and her students are opposing restrictions that would
keep them from gathering the grasses and plants they need to make hula lei and bracelets.
The kapuna’s beach is being encroached upon by the state and environmental researchers
who would like to see the area restricted. The lomilomi teacher is hoping to pass his
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teachings down to his students so this healing art is not lost, but meanwhile non-
Hawaiians are learning the craft and charging fees in violation of traditional practice.
Many architects spoke to us about the importance of the taro plant to Hawaiian culture
and resistance to current efforts to genetically patent taro. Just as the cultural commons
take diverse forms, so too do the forms of encroachment and enclosure that endanger
these places that incubate vital cultural practices.

Several of the cultural commons architects we met were carefully forging
intergenerational linkages. Their understanding of the importance of teaching their craft
to the next generation is explicit and overt. One intervention we saw frequently in Hawaii
was the deliberate instruction of culture passed on to younger generations, such as the
culturally—based charter schools that are teaching young people knowledge of traditional
practices. The charter school network is also feeding a resurgence of native Hawaiian
language among young people.

Normally economic development practitioners don’t think to consult to local youth, a
spiritual healer may not feel any direct connection to people working to implement smart
growth standards, local protesters opposing a new Wal-Mart don’t tend to look to cultural
practitioners as natural allies, nor are researchers in public health generally interested in
the role arts and culture play in maintaining social health. With a systems-approach to
analyzing problems and understanding predatory planning, how does our social
movement building reflect a systems-hybrid response?

If what is at our core, what is home, symbolically and actually, is the people around us,
the places we inhabit, and culture we create and share. How do we protect them? Fight
for them? Feed their opportunities for growth, hybridity, and adaptability? How do we
recognize them as interconnected, shared, self-organized, and public?

In this moment, we are combining lessons from civil rights-era organizing and popular
education with youth strategies for integrating hip-hop education, digital story-telling,
game design, and myspace social networking. These are just some of the examples |
know of. There are many other efforts around the world. The future is in our hands. We
are creative and adaptive. How will you sustain cultural expression as a force of life and
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critical piece of maintaining our commons? What practices will you combine to support
the people around you? What new remix will you drop that will change the future of our
places?

Kiara L. Nagel is a fellow of the Design Studio 4 Social Intervention. As an urban
planner, organizer, researcher, event planner, connecter, and convener, she mixes many
mediums and practices in her approach to social justice. Much of her work engages
participation from a broad spectrum of community organizers, cultural and community
development practitioners, youth, elders, skaters, sneaker-fiends, artists, and storytellers.
With a bad ass team of practitioners, Kiara is working to bring people together and
support creation of tools that will promote our ability to organize resistance to predatory
planning practices and heal from root shock. This article is one piece of this larger effort.
In addition, we have created a Predatory Planning Game and Toolkit to help people,
planners, and organizers identify predatory planning in their own communities. We have
also launched the Cultural Commons Project, a project of the Design Studio 4 Social
Intervention http://ds4si.org.

Contact kiarastar@gmail.com to offer feedback, stories, or more info on these efforts.
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