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Many people regard Seattle's diverse neighborhoods with their active citizens as being the city's greatest asset. Seattle has about 100 neighborhoods that provide the city with a human scale and create the potential for community. Neighborhoods are commonly identified by distinct geographical features, a business district, and a school, a park, or other public amenity. They are also defined by the style of the buildings and the characteristics of the people who inhabit them.  Virtually every neighborhood has a community council and most have a business association as well. These grassroots organizations advocate on issues, organize events, and sponsor projects. Most neighborhoods also have dozens of other voluntary associations with special interests such as education, environment, recreation, religion, history, art, community service, or crime prevention. These groups are independent of city government, but they contribute immeasurably to Seattle's quality of life.  Because neighborhoods play such a prominent role in Seattle, city officials took the unusual step of establishing a Department of Neighborhoods in 1988. This enabled city government to decentralize and coordinate its services, to build a stronger sense of community, and to partner with community organizations in preserving and enhancing the unique character of Seattle's neighborhoods. Unlike the citizen participation programs of most cities, the department is committed to community empowerment. Citizen participation programs involve individual citizens in the government's priorities and processes whereas community empowerment makes resources available to community organizations so that they can identify and act on their own priorities.

The Department of Neighborhoods manages a wide variety of programs including 13 little city halls, 65 organic community gardens, and seven historic districts, but this panel will focus on two programs: 

· Nearly 30,000 people participated in a bottom-up Neighborhood Planning Program that resulted in 37 plans between 1996 and 2000. 

· The Neighborhood Matching Fund has involved tens of thousands of citizens in creating more than 3000 community self-help projects including new parks, playgrounds, public art, renovated facilities, oral histories, and much more. 

These programs of community empowerment are being replicated in cities throughout North America and beyond.

