Team Haverhill: Practicing the Art of the Possible

Last week the Haverhill Gazette dedicated its editorial space to comments about Team Haverhill and the upcoming Possible Dreams event on January 25. The community can reserve a seat to that event by going to www.teamhaverhill.org. We appreciate the attention and accolades, and also wish to clarify some important points. 

Origins of Team Haverhill: The Greater Haverhill Foundation is a body that has invested millions of dollars over the years to spur economic progress for our city.  In 2005, the Foundation sought to stimulate fresh civic energy by gathering citizens to think long-term within a creative, non-bureaucratic framework, which they dubbed Team Haverhill. Incumbent elected officials and other community leaders were encouraged to join from the very beginning. Inclusiveness was and is a priority. Although Sally Cerasuolo-O’Rorke had a key role in creating Team Haverhill in 2005, she held no leadership position in the group at the time of her 2007 mayoral campaign.

Track Record: Team Haverhill has succeeded to a remarkable degree at:

· Developing of a volunteer base of new and re-energized citizens

· Attracting over $500,000 in grants directly related to a Team Haverhill initiative, such as: downtown economic study, Urban River Visions plan, Discovery Club mural project, shoe sculptures, and recycling initiatives)

· Reshaping Haverhill’s image with transformative projects: murals, shoes, recycling expansion, farmer’s market revitalization

· Collaborating with city officials: downtown task force, recycling, mayoral forums.

Team Haverhill representatives have served on a variety of committees and task forces under Mayor Fiorentini, and the Team has partnered with his administration on important projects such as the Gruen report, curbside recycling, and public art initiatives. 

Perceptions: Because Team Haverhill is a different kind of organization, many have celebrated the new possibilities while some have eyed the group with suspicion. Even as we respect official city structures and governing roles, we are intentional about remaining an independent voice and a vehicle for creative co-operation that transcends the usual divisions. Team initiatives sometimes shake up the status quo and challenge negative stereotypes about the city’s potential. When criticism comes, those who want Haverhill to thrive should check out the facts about Team Haverhill before drawing conclusions.  

Like any group made up of ordinary people, Team Haverhill is subject to growing pains, missteps and the need for continuous learning as we pursue the mission of making our city a better place to live, learn, work and play. Those who attend the monthly meetings know that participants wrestle continuously with the challenge of being politically engaged without being partisan. Team Haverhill encourages individuals to develop their own opinions about issues and candidates. We stand prepared to work with the officials elected by the voters of Haverhill, and have a track record of doing so.

Elections: Team Haverhill’s only role in the 2009 elections was co-sponsorship of forums for Mayoral and School Committee candidates, and we are proud of the standard of fairness and professionalism that characterized those events. There were no “Team Haverhill candidates” in the election. While most of our members don’t discuss their electoral choices, informal exchanges suggest that they had a variety of preferences for each office. To the extent that challengers or incumbents gain credibility for working hard on projects that better our city—from mentoring to recycling to public arts and beyond—voters will rightly take this information into account.  

Transparency: Team Haverhill is one of the most transparent and assertively open civic entities in Haverhill. Beyond our open-to-the-public monthly meetings, we hold a special community-wide event every January to “throw open the doors” even wider, find out what is on the mind of community members, and encourage new partnerships to get important things done for Haverhill. Each year, a key improvement initiative has emerged from this event—recycling in 2008 and the farmers’ market in 2009. 

We’ve done amazing things in just four short years. Imagine what, together, we can do next.

