City of Delray Beach Study Circles- Community Sustainability in Improving Race Relations

In the year 2000, the Delray Beach City Commission adopted "community unity" as one of its top 5 goals. It was a theme of a commissioner who dreamt of a city in which everyone would feel welcome, safe and valued; a City that would make a concerted effort to bring people together and explore a topic that many, if not most communities, ignore – Race Relations. While relations between the diverse cultures that call Delray home is pretty good, the City chose to move forward with a race relations initiative not because there was a crisis or a particular problem, but because it was the right thing to do. 
There is still mistrust between government and residents. There is still unease and there is certainly segregation in our city. The invisible "dividing line" at Swinton Avenue is very real for many people.  It may seem "normal" for people who have lived here for awhile, but it is often the first thing that newcomers or visitors to Delray notice. When the City embarked on the Downtown Master Plan in 2001-02, we wanted very much to break down that artificial barrier. And indeed, for the first time ever, the City defined downtown Delray Beach as stretching from I-95 to A1A, uniting two sections of town that historically have been divided by race. It was a symbolic but very important statement to make. 
The Master Plan process included a race relations workshop, which took place over an entire weekend at Old School Square, the local cultural arts facility. For some, the workshop was insightful. For others it was polarizing. It was helpful because it began tough conversations. But the process also wounded some people and scared others away. This left no strategy to move forward.  It would be nearly three years before the City addressed race relations again.

In 2004, the City hired a consultant to produce a report on race for the city. The R.A.C.E. (Relationships Between Authorities, Citizens and Experts) initiative report includes two assessments. The Demographic Assessment points to trends that offer opportunities for Delray Beach to leverage its growing diverse population. The Stakeholder Assessment revealed a community proud of its accomplishments and growth. Regardless of race, people love Delray Beach and wanted to see it continue to succeed. A collaborative approach to governance has been a cornerstone for Delray Beach. The report concluded with recommendations and next steps to establish accountability for actions. 
But in February 2005, Jerrod Miller, an African American high school student was shot and killed outside a school dance by a Caucasian rookie police officer. At that point, the effort shifted from race relations and the City began to work with the community to address issues associated with the tragic shooting. A Mayor's Committee on Race Relations was created to advise the Mayor and the commission on issues related to the shooting. Within 11 months after the shooting, the City of Delray Beach created a Police Advisory Board, reinforced Community Policing as a philosophy and practice, required diversity training for all Delray Beach Police officers, sought to increase its recruitment of minority officers to improve efforts to attain appropriate representation and completed a scientific survey of community attitudes regarding the Police Department and its performance and interaction with the community.  The most critical initiative that resulted from these discussions was the creation of citywide Study Circles. 
In 2006, the City hired “Toward a More Perfect Union,” a local non-profit that hosts what is known as “Community Study Circles.” These "circles" are small groups of 8-12 people from different cultures who meet once a week for six weeks. The discussions are very deep, intimate even. Study circles allow people who might never meet to explore issues and themselves in a safe atmosphere. The City has completed 7 Study Circles to date with spectacular results. Participants felt the experience was valuable and some said life changing. Relationships were formed and community projects were tackled together. Having dialogues and sitting down and beginning to know each other as people grows a closer community and provides for the greatest progress.  After the first round of Study Circles, the participants showed a genuine expression of caring and concern for the City. There was a tremendous desire to be a better city and a closer city. As one resident said "talking together is living together." Currently, the City of Delray Beach is in its third phase for implementation of Study Circles including a teen study circle which is currently discussing cross-cultural understanding.   It will be interesting to hear what the teenage action plan will entail. Further, “Toward A More Perfect Union” trained 7 volunteers from the Zion Study Circle to co-facilitate future Study Circles. The responsibility for leadership of civic engagement through the Study Circles process will clearly shift from “Towards A More Perfect Union”, the consultant, to the members of the community. The City is continuing its race relations efforts by hiring a diversity consultant to create a comprehensive strategy designed to prioritize current issues, establish measurable goals and objectives and create a diversity of outreach initiatives that further encourage citizen involvement. The consultant will also measure the City’s progress under the eight key focus areas listed on the report on R.A.C.E Relations adopted by the City Commission in 2005.
The consultant, “Towards A More Perfect Union”, was hired to guide the City in the process of creating Study Circles forums. The contract included the implementation of Study Circle Forums in three phases totaling $37,000.
Phase I: Nineteen members of the R.A.C.E. core group participated in two “pilot” Study Circle series over six weeks in January and February 2006. The culmination of these first two Study Circles or action plans included a multi-ethnic buffet dinner event which was held in the local cultural arts facility. People of different cultural traditions came together to share a meal and their experiences in their Study Circles. A common thread repeated was how they got to know one another at a deeper level and began to understand how people different from themselves think and feel. Plans were made for the next round of Study Circles to begin in summer 2006.  Study Circles Phase I with core team members cost $6,000.

Phase II:  Three study Circle series took place between August and October 2006. An Action Forum was conducted to prioritize their action ideas which included the continuation of Study Circles; working with agencies to see that materials promoting the City include images of diverse citizenry and places that represent all citizens; correcting the written history to include African Americans and Seminoles as first settlers; and creating links on City’s Web site identifying multi-cultural, multi-racial, and ethnically diverse events.  Cost associated with Phase II including the Study Circle series, Action Forum, and interim report from “Toward A More Perfect Union” was $18,500.

Phase III: The City is currently under way with Study Circle Phase III and is continuing its pursuit to invite the public to participate in Study Circles, build trust, and develop concrete solutions concerning unity amongst diverse cultures. A teenager Study Circle at the 505 Teen Center is currently underway as well as the training of co-facilitators to eventually become fiscally independent. Cost of Phase III is $12,500.
From 2006 to the present, study Circles have continued to form meetings for six weeks cycles at various locations throughout the City.  One particular group who began meeting in August of 2006 now called the “Zion Study Circle” is comprised of 17 extraordinary Delray Beach residents ranging from ages 28 to 68 and representing a diversity of racial, cultural and religious backgrounds.  
For the past two and half years the group has continued to meet on a monthly or bi-monthly basis. The Zion Study Circle’s approach is a collaborative style of putting their minds together to apply solutions to breaking down racial and cultural barriers or to put it more simply, just getting together to talk through the issues. At the heart of this cross cultural exchange is something that every person seems to have in common, a love of great food. Since its inception, the group has shared invaluable discussions while enjoying Soul Food, Vietnamese, Thai and Japanese cuisine, home cooked Jewish, Italian, Caribbean, American and Southern meals, one person even cooked an all “green” raw foods meal. Eating together seemed to evoke brilliant conversation about their differences but more importantly, about their similarities. 
The first project the Zion Study Circle embarked on was to re-write the written history of Delray Beach. The group was made aware of various inaccuracies and the lack of inclusiveness in the stated and regularly shared history of Delray Beach that had been accepted for decades, starting with the contributions of white Europeans with little or no documentation of Blacks that lived in the area. However, the fact was that by the time the white Europeans had stumbled upon the area, scores of African and Bahamian Americans were already living and farming in the area – so many that the State of Florida in 1895 erected School No. 4 Colored which was the second Black school established in the State of Florida at that time. Acknowledging the past and incorporating this earlier history was an important step towards racial harmony and making everyone feel represented. The revised history is the accepted version throughout the community, posted on the City’s web page and provided in the Historical Society archives.
The Zion Study Circle embarked on its second project World of Diversity – a City of Harmony map, depicting the diversity of origins for persons in Delray Beach, which was recently installed and unveiled at the Delray Beach Public Library. The 7’ x 10’ map depicts the birthplace of Delray Beach residents from around the world. The map comes with a guest book for residents to sign and include their country of origin.  The main goal of the diversity map project is to show that the City celebrates and embraces all people and to help dispel mistrust, fear and misinformation to make Delray Beach relationships stronger throughout all races. One resident said “We can’t wear our feelings on our sleeves. We’re seeing the action today of a City that wants to use unique foresight in the importance of race relations.”
In retrospect, the City Commission showed exceptional foresight in taking a proactive approach to addressing race relations, what might be considered a difficult or taboo topic to discuss in an open forum.  City leadership, residents, community activists and employees proved to benefit greatly from this unique way of beginning a dialogue about difficult issues. The greatest lesson learned from this initiative is in the approach that was taken – and that sometimes, conversation itself, while not necessarily solving the problem directly, can have an amazing indirect residual affect on the participants involved. 

Another important lesson learned is to persevere through difficult challenges that could have thrown this initiative off track. The shooting incident could have created a more divided community, timid and afraid to discuss racial tension that had proven to be real. Instead of shying away, the City approached this very real problem head on by implementing the Study Circle format to begin discussions that would start the healing process and soften existing tension.  Participants showed a genuine expression of trust in the City and a feeling of inclusion. 
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