UTMB Currents Newsletter dated September 24, 2004

Galveston's Renaissance Zone: Volunteers Can Make a Difference

Gutters and drains clogged with trash, potholes in the streets, dilapidated houses, and broken-down cars cluttering the neighborhood.

Neighborhood parks that are neglected and deemed unsafe.

Children struggling to maintain passing grades.

Low-income families with limited access to health care.

Such scenarios can be found in communities across America. More often than not, most people view these as someone else’s problems. But that’s not the case in Galveston’s East End.

About a year ago, a group of concerned citizens, in collaboration with the City of Galveston Families, Children and Youth Board, made a critical decision. Get involved and help our neighborhoods! Drawing from the term signifying the period of rebirth or revival that brought Europe out of the Dark Ages, the group decided to call its initiative the Renaissance Zone. Activities were organized around five focal areas: health, education, safety, city infrastructure and youth participation.

Volunteers spent their Saturday mornings canvassing neighborhoods walking the streets block by block to collect data on potholes, garbage, clutter, lack of sidewalks and/or curb cuts, inadequate school zone signage, and other infrastructure problems. Additionally, the organization initiated a dialogue with the staff of Rosenberg Elementary School and members of the Galveston ISD to develop a number of programs to help local students and their parents. Examples included activities to expand students’ vocabularies, matching of high school student mentors with elementary school students to improve attendance and academic performance, and a host of measures to improve student nutrition, fitness and access to health care.

The first-year results of this all-volunteer initiative are now available. The Rosenberg Renaissance Zone’s report card shows that a group of concerned citizens can make all the difference in the world in bringing health and educational improvements to their community. Thanks to the leadership of Galveston FCY Board chair B. J. Hertz and Renaissance Zone champion Anthony Griffin as well as the organizational skills of Community Outreach’s Kathy Tiernan, our community mobilized to produce some very impressive outcomes: 
· Overall TAKS scores for Rosenberg Elementary students improved significantly. 

· Over 53 tons of trash were removed from the four-block area around Rosenberg Elementary and nearby Adoue Park. 

· Numerous improvements to Adoue Park were made, including better lighting and new playground equipment. 

· Over $600,000 of community block development funds were directed toward infrastructure improvements for streets, safety, and     neighborhood "cleanup." 

The Families, Children and Youth Board plans to implement the Renaissance Zone concept all over Galveston, school by school. Board members are already hard at work in the Morgan Elementary School zone, and also are developing plans to implement a third zone this spring.

This grass-roots community improvement effort is a one-of-a-kind program in the United States, but one that is likely to catch on quickly. By combining the resources of our local school system, city and county governments, and concerned citizens, there is no doubt that our community environment can be measurably changed for the better. 
  

Ben G. Raimer
 

Editor's Note: Dr. Raimer serves as vice chair of the City of Galveston Families, Children and Youth Board.

