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A
COMMUNITY
EFFORT

“Cities have the capability
of providing something for
everybody, only because,
and only when, they are
created by everybody.”

 – Jane Jacobs

Orlando



2016 was the
year of the 
Orlando Polaroid
Project.

OPP was the result of several urban planning ideas

and challenges that I’ve been thinking about for the

past few years.  I have found some validation in the

popularity of cities and the documented market

shift to walkable urbanism, but I’m left wondering

why the places we are building don’t feel better or

create a sense of community.  



F r o m  a  t e c h n i c a l  s t a n d p o i n t ,  p l a n n e r s  a n d

z o n i n g  o f f i c i a l s  s e e m  t o  h a v e  “ g o t t e n  t h e

m e m o ”  a n d  w a l k a b l e ,  m i x e d - u s e

n e i g h b o r h o o d s  a r e  n o w  t h e  s t a n d a r d .

 M o r e o v e r ,  m a r k e t  f o r c e s  a r e  c l e a r l y  m o v i n g

f r o m  d r i v a b l e  s u b u r b a n  t o  w a l k a b l e  u r b a n

d e v e l o p m e n t .   T h i s  s h o u l d  b e  g r e a t  n e w s .

 M o r e  a p a r t m e n t s ,  h i g h e r  d e n s i t y ,  s o c i a l

d i v e r s i t y ,  b e t t e r  p l a n n i n g ,  w a l k a b i l i t y ,  t r a n s i t

o p t i o n s ,  s u p p o r t  o f  l o c a l  b u s i n e s s e s ,

c o m m u n i t y  i n i t i a t i v e s  -  a l l  o f  t h e s e  t h i n g s

s h o u l d  l e a d  t o  b e t t e r  u r b a n i s m .   



In the case of Orlando, we

have a lot of the bad stuff but

it seems to me that we want

to improve things and are

well positioned to build

better places.  Of course, I

have felt this way for a long

time and have spent the

better part of the last twenty

years trying to build

meaningful and unique urban

places.  I’m not sure how

much we’ve moved the

needle, but I know it’s worth

trying.



Great cities and public spaces

are not built by developers or

created by planners.  They

are hatched and sustained by

people and citizens.  To me,

this reality is clear, yet

misunderstood.  I want to

make the connection more

obvious and intricate.  I want

to be a better listener,

facilitator and aggregator of

the things that lead to great

urbanism and authentic

places that are valued.  How

do we build places and not

just buildings?



I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  t h i n g s  m e n t i o n e d  a b o v e ,  a n d

m a n y  o t h e r s ,  a r e  w o r k i n g  i n  o u r  f a v o r .   B u t ,  I

a l s o  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  h o w  t o  a c h i e v e  t h e  e n d

r e s u l t .   A  l o t  o f  t h e  n e w  b u i l d i n g s  a r e  i n  f a c t

i n  u r b a n  l o c a t i o n s ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  n o t  r e a l l y

c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  s e n s e  o f  “ u r b a n i s m ”  o r

c o m m u n i t y .   



T h e  i d e a  b e h i n d  O P P  w a s  t h a t  t h e r e  m u s t  b e

s o m e  m i s s i n g  l i n k  o r  g a p  b e t w e e n  w h a t  i s

b e i n g  b u i l t  a s  c o m p a r e d  t o  w h a t  t h e  m a r k e t

a c t u a l l y  w a n t s .   M y  g u t  s a y s  i t  m u s t  t i e  b a c k  t o

J a n e  J a c o b s ,  W i l l i a m  W h y t e  a n d  o t h e r

c o m m u n i t y  b a s e d  p l a n n e r s  a n d  s o c i a l

s c i e n t i s t s .   T h e r e  h a s  t o  b e  a  w a y  t o  l o o k  a t

t h i n g s  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  t h r o u g h  a n  a l t e r n a t e

“ l e n s e ”  s o  t o  s p e a k .   C o m m u n i t y  b u i l d e r s  a n d

p l a c e  m a k e r s  a r e  n o t  c o n n e c t e d  t o  d e v e l o p e r s

a n d  b u i l d e r s ,  a l t h o u g h  b o t h  o f t e n  s h a r e  a

c o m m o n  g o a l .   





I started to notice polaroid cameras in

New York City and became aware of a

student planning project where they

had to look at the city through old

fashioned polaroid pictures, without

the ability to edit, crop, enhance or

alter images.  This struck me as a

powerful way to reconnect to the idea

of community based planning.  I then

thought about diversity and a group

of folks in Orlando that I respected

and were helping to shape our city.

 These were not planners.  It was a

wide-ranging group of people who

worked on cool stuff that matters to

Orlando.  These people were about

emotional connections to a place and

facilitators of a “ground up” approach

to community building. 



I made a list and assembled the

group, laying out my thoughts and

mindset.  Each participant was given a

polaroid camera and a deadline.  The

task was simple.  Look at Orlando

through the polaroid pictures and

show me what Orlando means to you.

 Each person was limited to six

photos.  My goal was to see Orlando

through their eyes.  It seems to me

that this type of observation and

input should paint a more accurate

picture of how to build authentic

urban places.  It should also create a

lively discussion about Orlando’s

potential.



Everyone had a different take on things.  The
pictures were diverse.  But, they showed a

focus on human elements and visual ques that
“said Orlando”.  It struck me that most of the

images were focused on unique people or
things that were memorable.  Jane Jacobs used

to talk about the complexities of
neighborhoods and the thought-provoking

observations of daily life at street level.  It was
useful to see how everyone applied this

approach.
jamesparties.co



There were four meetings of the group.  We
shared our backgrounds and stories.  I

explained my commitment to Orlando and my
mindset of real estate development as a “took

kit” to deliver social and community well-
being.  Each participant shared their story of

why Orlando mattered to them.
jamesparties.co



In my mind, if we want to build better places,

we need to start with a process like OPP.  It

seems that this approach is more authentic

and useful than design charrettes, preference

surveys, market studies or zoning codes.  If

we can get communities to present their own

photos and images of what Orlando means to

them, this should form a good base for

community building.  Developers are often

dictating their vision of what a so­called

“place” should be, yet they have not

undertaken a process like OPP.

In Orlando, we have placed great emphasis

on big projects and goals.  These things are

necessary and provide value.  But, if we stop

there, we have merely achieved a certain

level of success by checking things off a list.

 If we don’t focus on furthering the effort and

leveraging our accomplishments to foster

community building, the result will be

underwhelming.  

I hope that OPP participants feel like they

had a voice in what we will plan for new

projects.  I want to build what they want.  I

need to figure out how to make the pictures

transform themselves into the places that we

develop.  I have to figure out how to help

these ideas grow and flourish.  



At the end of OPP, I felt much more

connected to everyone that participated.  I

hope I forged a better relationship amongst a

diverse cast of Orlandoans who feel

encouraged about our future.  

Much of my intent was just to get the ball

rolling and have us think more about how

projects like OPP can make a difference.

 But, on a personal note, I also wanted to

simply say “thank you” to the participants and

help them be heard via a framework to share

ideas.  This type of collaboration can be

impactful and I look forward to continuing the

exercise.

I am not sure of our next step and am looking

for input from everyone.  Maybe this was just

a fun exercise that made us all better friends

along with furthering some critical thinking

about what “urbanism” should look like.  If so,

that is a good result.  But maybe this project

will make us think deeper, try harder and

keep going.  I hope so.  And I look forward to

hearing from you about what we can do next.

 



OPP was ultimately about the
participants and their vision of
Orlando.  From my standpoint,
it made me feel good to know
that we have a great group of
people that are doing amazing
things.  

A special thanks to Ashley and Charlotte for helping me.  

Happy new year everyone.  Please rest assured that your efforts make a
difference.  More than anything else, I believe better urbanism and a higher
quality of civic life will shape Orlando’s future.

“Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only
because, and only when, they are created by everybody.” – Jane Jacobs

“It is difficult to design a space that will not attract people. What is
remarkable is how often this has been accomplished.” – William H. Whyte

craig ustler



Andi Perez
Andrea Kudlacz
Barbara Hartley
Ben Hoyer
Brendan O'Connor
Carmen Rasnick
Chauniqua Major
Colin Forward
Dana Marie Roquemore
David Thomas Moran
Denna Beena
Donna Dowless
Jonathan Yubi
Lisa Cuatt
Liz Mathieson
Sarah Elbadri
Sarah Peerani

2016 inaugural
class


