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Citizens have decided to take matters into their own hands on Buckroe. What will that mean?

At Wednesday's Hampton City Council meeting, organizers presented their petition to put a rezoning decision to a referendum — unless the council reverses its decision within 60 days. That decision last month cleared the way for building homes near the beach in Buckroe, on land owned by the city. The development would debut as a Parade of Homes next year.

What now?

The council could back down, but that's not likely. 

It could stand pat, which will send the petition to Circuit Court. If everything is in order, the court will put the matter on the ballot, and city voters will decide.

Or the council could rescind the challenged rezoning and find another way to skin the same cat. It could, for example, rezone these lots one by one. But it should not entertain this option for one second. The Constitution guarantees citizens the right to petition the government, and the city code provides the mechanism for a referendum. Dodging that process would only magnify the sense that the city has acted in bad faith.

Waiting for a referendum will make it difficult to be ready for a Parade of Homes next summer. But that cannot be a consideration. The needs of the developer and builders cannot be put ahead of resolving what has become a vote of confidence for the council.

But the council can use this breather constructively.

First, to take another look at how it might achieve its objective — higher-end housing to jump-start the revitalization of Buckroe — without what so many citizens object to: the loss of public green space and the parking essential to beach access. Can the city accomplish its goals on other lots, of which it owns many in Buckroe? 

Second, to examine the ways its own actions helped bring matters to this point.

The council seemed to learn no lessons from the intense opposition during the lengthy but public process that yielded the Buckroe master plan a few years back. If it had, it would have taken its first step to implement that hard-won plan in a straightforward, transparent manner and done a better job of making the public case for its redevelopment strategy. And it's a good case, adding some more expensive residential prospects to the mix in this great bayfront asset. 

Instead, with no discussion or alert, the city produced, presto, a plan for a Parade of Homes and an agreement with local developer Tommy Thompson. 

It stumbled again when it was forced to solicit other proposals, with a hasty, badly timed process. And finally compounded the conclusion that the fix was in by "buying off" Thompson's competitor with other, valuable lots in Buckroe (again, in a closed process). 

Feeding this suspicion of favoritism are other council actions, including one many citizens have thrown back in its face in the Buckroe dispute: making the public beach off North First Street the private playground of affluent homeowners and denying access to the public by refusing to allow parking. Or deciding to spend millions of public dollars dredging privately owned channels off the Hampton River — and excusing boat owners from taxes, so the ordinary public has to pay the bill for upgrades that benefit the lucky. 

Blocking access to public beaches that are part of what it means to live in Hampton. Giving priority to the privileged. Cutting deals in back rooms. These are the habits some citizens decode from the City Council's actions. As the petitions provide a pause, the council should take the next few months to consider how it got into this mess and how it can get the city out.
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