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Bristol Ponders Future Of The West End

Some residents of Bristol's West End are suggesting the city encourage
development of ethnic and outdoor-seating restaurants where Park and Divinity
streets merge near the eastern edge of the neighborhood. (DON STACOM / May

4, 2008)

By DON STACOM | Courant Staff Writer
May 4, 2008

BRISTOL - — Set along the Pequabuck River, the city's West End Article tools

is home to a historic 100-acre park, a new children's museum and EAE-mail

Muzzy Field, among the most attractive baseball parks in the state. Share

But it also has a growing number of vacant commercial buildings, 18 Print
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rundown apartment houses and derelict storefronts, along with a

worsening reputation for poverty and low-level crime. Post comment

"It's a strong neighborhood," City Planner Alan Weiner said. "But
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it's fraying around the edges a bit."

In many ways, this densely populated 40-block section of Bristol has counterparts in the

rest of Connecticut's mid-size cities: places that were close-knit communities of two or even

three generations of factory employees and millworkers' families until industry moved out;

places where the bonds of old-style neighborhoods began weakening in the '60s and '70s,

and anxiety over an influx of strangers — usually transients, sometimes poor, often
minorities — has grown in recent years.

What sets the West End apart from
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busily trying to save it before severe
decay sets in. On Saturday, about 50
residents, landlords and shopkeepers
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spent the morning charting ways to
build on the West End's strongest features while reducing its blight.

"This is unique — the neighborhood is not yet in trouble. But it's saying, 'We're seeing
changes, some things are destabilizing. Let's stabilize our assets now and strengthen
them," said Lisa Grossman, head of The Capstan Group, a consulting firm conducting an
$80,000 study of how to preserve the West End.

So far, Grossman's tentative research has surprised many residents: Crime over the past
five years has mostly been stable, home ownership is up slightly and the average West
End resident's income has kept pace with the rest of the city.

As they came up with suggestions for improving the neighborhood, people at Saturday's
workshop debated how much of its trouble is image and how much is genuine.
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"Kids in hip-hop clothes standing around in the park — are these kids scary or is there just
a perception that they're scary?" Jesse Jablon said.

"As a woman going by people who are drinking and doing drugs on the doorsteps, | feel
threatened," said Daria Cesario. "l haven't heard of anybody being mugged in a long time.
But there is the perception that when you see five kids in hoodies, they'll do you harm. The
fear is there. It has to be addressed."

Many complained that absentee landlords make no effort to screen out tenants who create
noise in the middle of the night and dump trash in their yards. "The issue is the quality of
the renters who just don't care about the neighborhood," Jablon said.

"I'm an absentee landlord, but I'm here," replied Steve Devean, who agreed that many
out-of-state landlords allow trouble-making tenants. "Eighty percent of my callers don't want
to live on Park Street. I'll tell you, the cockroaches come out at night. My tenants are afraid
to call police because of retaliation. Everybody wants to be safe. That's the basic that has
to be addressed first."

Small discussion groups generated a series of proposals, ranging from bike and walking
trails along the Pequabuck to small municipal incentives for owners who improve their
properties, incentives to attract ethnic and outdoor-seating restaurants to the eastern end
of Park Street, a police substation, nightly citizen patrols of Rockwell Park and regularly
scheduled street-sweeping of the Park and Divinity street commercial corridors. Other
proposals included tougher enforcement of anti-blight regulations and building codes,
city-funded landscaping and cleanups at the western end of Park and Divinity streets,
seasonal block parties, and greater use of Muzzy Field in the summer, perhaps with street
vendors nearby.

"l grew up in the West End when everybody knew everybody, when it was the envy of
Bristol. It bothers me to see it like it is now," said Joe Kelaita. "But | really believe we can
bring it back. If we spruce up the streets around Muzzy Field, then the ones in the next ring
out will want to clean up their properties, and it will keep working its way out."

Grossman plans to reconvene the group in the summer to explore specific suggestions,
and will complete the planning report next winter. It's particularly timely because the
highway section of Route 72 is being extended into Bristol, the nearby downtown mall site
is up for redevelopment, the city is considering building a $55 million school in the
neighborhood, and two key West End parcels — a former car dealership and a defunct
grocery store — are on the market.

"A lot of things are going on, some good and some not so good," Weiner said. "We want to
know what the West End wants to look like in the future."

Contact Don Stacom at dstacom@courant.com.
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