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By Kassie Petermann

The Columbia Heights Police Department and Mayor Gary Peterson on Oct. 29 announced
the details of a new peace initiative. Called the City of Peace Park, the projectisa
continuation of the city’s peace movement.

The project has been in the works for about three years. The city and the police
department purchased two lots adjacent to the Circle Terrace neighborhood near LaBelle
Park. Dilapidated rental properties that were in foreclosure were previously on the lots.
With assistance from Community Development Block Grants and other federal and local
funding sources, the properties were purchased with the intent of neighborhood
enhancement and redevelopment.

Neighborhood needs

“The citizens wheo live in this neighborhood have been hardworking, but largely transient
as most of the residents have lived there less than five vears,” Police Chief Scott Nadeau
said. “The neighborhood is diverse, with the majority of residents being Somali, and many
live in poverty.”

Nadeau added that many of the citizens who live in the Circle Terrace neighborhood are
immigrants who do not have readv access to the types of educational and partnership

opportunities that most Minnesotans enjov.

As a result, too many residents feel disconnected and need additional information and
support relating to city and county services, English as a Second Language courses,
parenting classes, mentoring for children, and partnerships with police and other service
providers.

Surveys completed

In April 2013, six Somali men were charged with conspiracy to provide material support to
the Islamic State of Irag and the Levant (ISIL). One of the men charged was living in the
Circle Terrace neighborhood, which is an older area of rental properties that has faced a

number of challenges over the past couple of decades.
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“Moving forward, we know that the best way to fight crime, fear of crime and terrorism is
with connection and opportunity,” Nadeau said. “We cannot simply stand by while fellow
citizens with no sense of community or opportunity are left behind or disenfranchised fall
victim to the false promises of terrorist organizations.”

Sgt. Justin Pletcher spearheaded a project, which involved the police department going
door to door in the neighborhood twice to solicit feedback from residents. They were
surveved on what they want in their neighborhood.

“What we found was overwhelming support for a structure dedicated not only to
community education and opportunity, but to police relations and services as well;’
Pletcher said. “Only weeks after the FBI stormed their streets, they were asking for our
support, to become partners and not adversaries, and they were doing so with their own
voices — loud and clear.”

A community picnic was held this past July on the empty lot where the police services and
community education building is envisioned to be built. More than 250 residents attended

the picnic.
The Circle Terrace /LaBelle Park
comcept for the new police services
and community education building
(Submitted image)

Facility details

Once the building becomes a reality, the police department will have an office that will
enable residents to interact with police on a regular basis, as well as allowing open
avenues of communication in the comforts of their own neighborhood.

According to survey data conducted by the police department, about 60 percent of Circle
Terrace Boulevard NE residents use LaBelle Park at least once a week, with about 47
percent using the park three to seven times a week.

The police department will staff the building intermittently on a weekly basis within the
confines of the city's budget. The parks and recreation department will also staff the
building within the confines of its normal duties, such as puppet shows and other parks
programs.

The building will function as a community hub where, for example, the school district can
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provide tutoring services to its growing English as a Second Language population. The
Southern Anoka Community Assistance (SACA) food shelf and the Anoka County
Community Action Program can use the facility to better serve their clients and create
new relationships with people who might be unaware of available resources.

The building will be used for a multitude of community action programs. A minor fee
structure may be implemented to rent the building, which would go back into building
maintenance. Possible rental uses could include community picnics, birthday and
graduation parties and general enjoyment of the park grounds.

Funding sources

Costs paid so far include 5250,000 for land acquisition and 5200,000 for park
redevelopment, totaling $450,000. The police department and other city departments
have committed to staffing the multipurpose building within the confines of their annual
budgets, as well as paving for the building’s utilities and maintenance, so there won't be
any taxation or fees to the community.

Several community stakeholders have pledged their allegiance and support for the
building, including the Columbia Heights School District and the Anoka County
Community Action Program.

A blueprint for the building has been created, and costs have been researched. The
amount needed for the multipurpose building totals $250,000. It's expected there will be
no further costs associated with the building that will require any outside funding. A
committee has been formed to establish grants and funding for the project.

Nadeau said approximately 540,000 of mostly drug forfeiture money will be used to kick
off the remaining project costs. Nadeau said money from negative and destructible
activities will be used to create good in the community.

In the next few weeks, it's anticipated that possible federal funding sources will be
identified, so project organizers will have a better idea of how much fundraising will be
needed.

Nadeau said the goal is to have the site ready and the building built next summer.
City of Peace

Peterson aspired to bring back the feeling of peace to Columbia Heights after the Sept. 11,
2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in
Washington, D.C. With assistance from Sal Di Leo, a marketing consultant, they created a
movement for peace in Columbia Heights that would span several vears.
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Three monuments of peace have been funded and installed in the city, which are
permanent reminders of the importance of striving for peace in Columbia Heights. The
monuments include the Clock Tower at 40th and Central avenues in 2006; the bronze
statue “Always on Guard” in front of the public safety building on 41st Avenue in 2009; and
the Heritage Tower in May 2013, along with the adjacent Hentges Legacy Garden. The
success of those monuments is in large part due to the monetary donations from citizens
and community members of Columbia Heights.

The City of Peace Awards were created in 2013, and the second annual City of Peace
Awards were held this past spring. Winners included V.J. Smith, who leads the Minneapolis
Chapter of MAD DADS (Men Against Destruction, Defending Against Drugs and Social-
disorder; the Columbia Heights Police Department; and Holy Land, a restaurant located on
Central Avenue in Northeast Minneapolis.

“T'm sure we will succeed in this venture,” Peterson said of the newest project. "I think it's
going to be great not only for the Circle Terrace community, but our community as a
whole. ... The police department invited us to come along on this venture. It's going to be
a great asset to our community”

Di Leo said, “What makes these projects so successful, I think, more than anything is not
just the end result, it's the process itself — it's getting the community involved because we
have people from all different walks participating, so it's their project.”

Like the previous peace monuments, the new project will engage the community’s youth.
Essays could be written, and a time capsule might be buried, Di Leo added.

He also said the project could feature a permanent art component.

For more information, call Mayor Gary Peterson at 612-978-9858 or the Columbia Heights
Police Department at 763-706-8100.

Contact Kassie Petermann at kassie.petermann@ecm-inc.com
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