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Urban planner strives to engage
all project stakeholders

#

Charnelle Hicks basks in her
company's triple-digit revenue

growith,
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iy business with a growth rate of
mare than 200 percent over the past
twn viears must b doing something
right, and in the case of CH Planning
Ligl., it's primanihy because i has distimgashied
itsclf from the competition by taking a consults-
tive approsch with its clients in an industry

where the urban planning process isn't always a
two-wany srevl

The Philadelphiabased firm emphasizes an
inchasive approach so that the final plan truby
reflects the wishes of the client as well as the
cxperiise of the planner, The company’s plan-
ning services cover land use, urban planning.
nelghborheod revitalization, environmental
studies, transpor tation studics, parks and open
spmcis, aml airports, primarily in Pennsyhania,
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*Working with our clients (o succeed o
gether, we have been able o retadn our cBenis
as well as adding new ones, and that's imgor-
tant when you're starting out,” said President
and Founder Charnelle Hicks. “As a newer en-
tity, we lave to consiiber clionts as partners”

Hicks' consultative appreach helped the
u.1l1.l|l|1-y|l;11'-n|1l company posl revenue ol
FE23 000 last year, carning it a place at No. 40
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on the Philadelphia 100 st of fstest-growing
Cofnjuanies

Maore established firms are more able fo
trade on their reputation, but that's a luxury
that CHPlanndng doesn’t yet have, Hicks said.

“Others have established a reputation over a
leng enough period of time that some lewel of
cBent Involvement isn't expected,” she said.

The professional qualifications held by CH-
Planning's 12 stafl members don't absolve them
of thee meed o work closely with clients, Hicks
gaitl, “Cher stalf have master's deggrecs and pro-
fissional planning qualifications, but we still
want lo incorporale our clionis’ views"

Rewemse has grown from arouand S5000000
the first 12 months of operation, starting in
19, 1o 5522 801 Last vear, Since 2003, the com-
pany has grown 2056 percent.

RKecent clients inclade the Chty of Chester,
where CHPlanning submitied plans for three

seciions of the overall

2 city plan, including a
AS ANEWer | public park to com-
memaraie the life of Dr,
entity, We | yiarin Luther King Jr.
wha attended seminary
RavetD | o i A
tive of the segregated
fﬂﬂ.‘iiﬂf South, King discovered
our | in Chester that it was
posaibbe to lve a racially
clients as | integrated Ee, and that
. bl himm to decide (o
PArtners. | becomea civil rights ac.
tivist rather than a pas
Charnelle Hicks | | b he gradusted
CHPlanning Ltd. | g0 seminary school,
said Hicks, who is

bilack.

In recogmition of the importance of Chester
o King's developeent, CHFbamning consulted
with up to 100 members of the kecal community
and then proposed a park with a rose garden
meemorial to the civil rights keader and a “pas-
sive” code for visitors that encourages confem:
platicn rather than active pursuits such as
SpRrLs.

Somie members of a local lbor union felt so
meoved by the park proposal that they volun-
teered Uhedr labor to constroct it, Hicks sajd.

Chester, like some other former manuisciur-
ing cilbes in the Northeast, has suffered from a
lss of induistrial jobs, and its infrastructure has
decEned as its tax base hus shrunk.

“Uhester, Camden and the old industrial parts.
of Philsbelphia sulfered terribly from depopuls-
tion, disinvestment and a boss of industry,”
Hicks said, "My business is working with these
communities (o acilitate uwrban revitalization
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andl rural preservation, and itUs working.”

One resull is the Chester Waterfront Plan,
now completed, in which CHPlanning aimsed 1o
balance the opportunities offered by wacant
kel with the needs of older communities.

Among other recent projects is the Yeadon
Shapping Center Redewlapment Plan, in which
CHPlanning is the bead consulant to Yeadon
Borough for the redevelopment of o blghted
shopping center, The projoct begins with an as
sessgnent of the state of the center, and will then
examine options for its reuse and redevelop-
el

I Quakertown, CHPlanning worked with
local businesses to create a marketing and re-
development strategy for the town's central
business cormdor, The project inchies direct-
ing consultation with the public and helping to
develap publicprivate partnerships (o promale
the redevelopment.

In sdedition to secking community input to i
planping peocess, CHPlanming has an environ-
menizl agenda that avelds any planning that
woulkd contribute (o sprawl, aml ensures that it
will seek fo redevelop "brownficld” ocations
rather than building on previously undeveloped
siles,

“If there's a large developer tearing up Brms,
wir thon't wand to participate,” Hicks said

Green awareness has also influenced the
company's contribution to an environmental
impact satement for the proposed expansion of
the Philadelphia International Airport. Among
its recommendations was the installation of so-
called pervious pavements which allow rainwa-
fer o sewp into the underlying soil mther than
becoming runoff that collects more paolluiants
and =0 requires more parification before beng
returned G Lhe main water supply.

Developers are becoming more receptive to
envircnmental enhancements in the planning
process, said Hicks, *Some developers that
were exchsvely doing green ek sites are now
infiling™ on previously developed lcations, she
salel.

A similar principe is at work on the Balimore
Movenwe Corridor profioct — between Weest Phil
aclelphia and Lansdown: — where CHPlnning
is working with the Delaware Valley Begional

Flanning Commission (o revitalize a previously
lively commercial center.

The company recommended focusing new
developmend around existing rail stations to en
courage increased use of public transportation,
for examge.

In another transpor tationrelated project, the
company was hired by the Commaonwealth of
Pennsyhvania to develop a model land-use ordi-
nance that will help the state’s towns and cities
incorporate transporiation infrastructure inbo
planning, zoning and permilting decisions. The
Pennsylvania Department of Transpor tation
selected CHPlanming for the profect as part of
ils initiative to work more closely with munici-
palities under new land-use planning regula-
tions,

Om the basis of its local ssocess, CHPlamning
B now reaching out to ofher areas of the coun-
iry, notably 1o Mew Orleans, where it was e
cently selected from among some 70 bidding
companies 1o plan for the rebuilding of a neigh-
barhood damaged in Hurricane Katrina,

The New Ordeans project, whose first draff is
dhae by the: end of the year, represents a break-
through lor the: company and a sign of its sirong
potential for future growth, Hicks said

*It's a real endorsement of what we are
dloing,” she said.

The growing business has allowed Hicks,
who awns all of the company stock, to Emprove
working conditions and incentives for emplay-
ees. [ has also increased the mtrctiveness of
the company for potential future hires

I thie begrmmings. it was hard to Gnd the right
stafl becanse there were no health benefits and
appBcants were unsure that the startup com-
pany would even survive, Hicks said. Now, the
company provides benefits, has good office
spnce and is sttracting more podential employ-
e, Hicks said she has recoived aroand 50 pé
sumés in the past year, She plans to double the
payrll to arcamnd Z5 ernployees in the next oo
ple of years,

Hicks, 40, shared in the early hardship since
sl wias unable to pay hersell a salary in the
first couphe of years. Her experience since gel-
ting a masier's degree i urban and regional
planning from the University of North Carolina
inchstbes two and a hall years as a planner with
the transgort engineering frm Parsons Brinck-
erhoff, and a stint a5 3 mansgement consultan
with PricewaterhowseCoopers

Shee declined to disclose the company”s latest
profits but sakd they are largely plowed back
i e business to fund things Bke staff devel
opment. “We are still in a pretly heavy invest-
ment misthe,” she said, *I'o in this for the g
Teriel — there's ol a lot of profit taking.” 8
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