10 Akron projects among finalists in Knight Cities Challenge

By Dan Shingler J v

With $5 million up for grabs, there is plenty
of competition for the grant money that will be
awarded by the Knight Foundation’s Knight Cities
Challenge - and Akron has a good shot at winning
some of that cash.

The city is one of 26 communities in which
the program is run, and Akronites submitted pro-
posals that represent 10 of the
158 finalists in this, the second
year of the program.

“Akron did an excellent §
job of responding. I love what I §&
see coming out of Akron. I think M
it’s going to be a good year for
Akron,” said Carol Coletta, vice
president of community and na-
tional initiatives at the John S.
and James L. Knight Founda-
tion.

The program is aimed at [
funding grassroots efforts to im- |
prove cities, neighborhoods or
even individual blocks by pro-
viding money to help local resi- §
dents institute their own project
ideas. The Knight Cities Chal-
lenge asks that projects “focus
on one or all of three key drivers
of city success: attracting and
retaining talent, expanding economic opportunity,
and creating a culture of robust civic engagement.”

“The challenge has a bias for action,” Coletta
wrote in a recent blog. “We want to fund projects
that can be completed (and tested) during the
18-month grant term. We want to capture that
learning and share it among those in our network so
that all of our grantees can work more effectively.”

Beyond that there are few limits, and the
types of projects proposed vary wildly. Among the
submissions from Akron this year are plans to build
a website to help local residents meet for conversa-
tion, new services and amenities aimed at helping
people access local park systems and even a plan to
turn an apiary into a community space in Akron’s
historic Middlebury neighborhood. (A complete list
of the proposed Akron projects is at the end of this
story.)

There were actually a fewer submissions this
year than in the program’s first year, Coletta told
Crain’s Akron Business, but she thinks that’s actu-
ally a good thing.

“We had everything thrown against the wall
last year -- people didn’t really know what to ex-
pect,” Coletta said. “This year the applications are

better because people saw what won ‘- and this
year, we actually have more finalists.”

Detroit and Philadelphia share honors for be-
ing the cities with the most finalists, with 20 each.
There is none from Cleveland, but that’s because
the Knight Foundation runs the program in the 26
cities in which the Knight brothers ran their news-
papers. Cleveland is not one of them.

Finalists now have until the end of January to
complete more detailed applications, and the foun-
dation will then make its decisions on which and
how many finalists will receive funding in the
spring.

The foundation has set aside $5 million for
this year’s grants, but it does not have to give all
that money away, or it could give away slightly
more.

“I would be surprised if we didn’t,” Coletta
said, when asked if she expected the entire $5 mil-

lion to be doled out this year, based on the strength
of the applications.

Akron finalists for the 2016 Knight Cities
Challenge

#Routel0: Akron’s Better Bus Stop Project
by 8 80 Cities (submitted by Alyssa Bird): Encour-
aging new conversations about transit and life in the
city of Akron with a day-
long event that invites
civic leaders to experience
newly animated bus stops
along Route 10, featuring
entertainment and new a-
menities.

Coffee/Drink/Dance
(submitted by  Annal
Vyas): Creating a new
website that pairs residents
% who don’t know one an-
other to attend events and
* meet for conversations that
help break down barriers
between people  from
across the city.

Middlebury House by
Akron Honey Co. (submit-
ted by: Brent Wesley): De-
veloping the Akron Honey
Co.’s apiary in the historic
Middlebury neighborhood into a community space
for recreation, education and other activities that
help residents connect with each other and other ar-
eas of the city.

Cuyahoga Explore-a-Foot (submitted by Brian
Davis): Encouraging visitors to explore remote re-
gions of Cuyahoga Valley National Park by provid-
ing services and amenities, such as help with travel
arrangements and baggage transport to make it
more accessible.

Akron Shorts by The Devil Strip (submitted
by Chris Horne): Strengthening civic engagement
by installing stations around the city that would dis-
pense art, stories, trivia, games and more, and en-
courage the public to share their own creations with
fellow residents.

Akron Innerbelt Bike Park (submitted by
Jonathan Morschl): Providing new life for an aban-

doned section of highway by creating a “bicycle
park” that promotes cycling, encourages new riders
and attracts cyclists from throughout the region and
nation.

Invite Akron by Conservancy for Cuyahoga
Valley National Park (submitted by Jen McAn-
lis-Harvey): Encouraging the use of Cuyahoga Val-
ley National Park by inviting residents from every
walk of life, and especially those who don’t regu-
larly visit the park, to celebrate the National Park
Service Centennial with free transportation and
events.

Developing Community Blue Zones: Keys to
Longer, Healthier Lives by Akron General Health
System/Akron General Foundation (submitted by
Laura Jo Hawk): Exploring how to create success-
ful “Blue Zones” in Akron — areas that promote
healthful living conditions and options, such as de-
veloping walking trails, promoting ways to shed
stress and eliminating food deserts.

One Lake One Community by #KenmoreUnit-
ed (submitted by Nolan James): Bringing together
residents from different sides of Summit Lake who
don’t traditionally interact through a meal and cele-
bration that encourages use of the lake as a shared
resource.

Akron Tread Lightly (submitted by Shane
Wynn): Encouraging biking throughout the city
with a campaign that emphasizes the variety of ex-
periences and amenities that are available by ex-
ploring the urban core on two wheels.

Source: Carol Coletta, vice president, Knight

Foundation.
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