136 urban west

case studies 137

n Reno, a o nce-booming economy, city hall struggles to meet its payroll. In Pueblo, o nce suffering from the crash of the steel market, the
city lures new employers. In Boise, at the base of go lden footh ills, a
tax levy preserves ope n space for wildlife and recreation. In Spokane,
public and pr ivate interests spar over tax-free bonds. These case studies and others show cities wi th different sol utions to similar problems
in challenging times. Each city competes using its unique characteristics. Most struggle with budget shortfalls and vacant storefronts, w ith stripmall blight and sprawling suburbanization, w ith overlapping ju risd ictions and
restraints on municipal power.
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• rostBrc~ilu of honumic I~aru TimBS
Over the past 20 yea rs, Reno and growth have been synonymous. The
city an d the state of Nevada have been among the fastest growing in the nat ion, largely driven by gaming, tourism , rea l estate, and construction. City officials were concerned about how to manage growth and ma ke growth pay its
proportionate sha re of infrastructure costs in the 1990s. They commissioned
a national ly-known expert to help them develop a growth impact fee system.
Major improvements have been made in this northw estern Nevada city
in Was hoe County, not far from Sacramento . Embracing the concept that "if
you build it they will come," the city attracted Triple A basebal l in 2010. Devel oper financing , a county rental car tax, and ta x increment revenues built a
$50 million sta dium designed to give life to a declining dovvntown adjacent t o
the ballpark 1
The Reno Transp ortat ion Rail Access Corridor (ReTRAC) is hailed as the
city's biggest publ ic works project. The railroa d tracks ru nning through the
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city were lowered below street level as a way to mitigate the negative impact
of having loud freight trains chugging through the middle of the downtown,
creating aesthetic and public safety issues . The $265 mi llion ReTRAC project
along with a two-b lock plaza
were funded by "a hotel room
tax, specia l downtown assessment districts, sales tax increase,
city bond, $17 million and a
land exchange from Union Pacific Railroad, and fe deral
grants."2 The city also boasted
that no general fund revenues
w ould be needed to support the
project. The development of a
w aterfront park enhanced the
Truckee Ri ver runn ing through
the city. City officials say that
this is "the first and most sophist icated whitewate r venue to be
built right in the heart of a
downtown."3
Yet as far back as the
1980s, there had been telltale
signs of pending economic challenges. Indian gaming was legalized in the late 1980s by the
federal government. Reno's preeminence as a gaming center
was steadi ly challenged by the
prolife ration of casinos in the
nearby states of California, Oregon, and Washington. Up to 80
Indian casinos have opened, resu lting in significant com petit ion
fo r the gaming dolla r. Increasingly, questions w ere being
raised about Reno's "brand."
The once dynamic city was becoming a tired gambling tow n
with a declining dow ntow n

Reno Tahoe
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business en vironm ent and without a clear strategy to broaden its economic
base A nationa l television comedy ("Reno 91 1") seemed to promote a negative view of t he city Further, U.S. News and World Report ranked Reno as
one of America's six " forgotten " vacati on spots.
With the com ing of
the Great Recession, combating economic decline
has been the ongoing preoccupation of city officials. A n overheated
economy was quickly replaced w ith huge unemployment num bers.
Nevada has led the nation
w it h 14 percent unemployment. When the housing bubble burst and
foreclosures skyrocketed,
the city, highly re liant on
consumer spending as its
economic base , had little
cushion with its heavy dependence on gaming and
construction. The Reno
economy dropped like a
rock. Property va lues and
property taxes, along with
sales tax revenues, sharply
declined Rosy assumptions about repa ying bond s have forced city officials to
do what they promised they would not do . Bonds fo r major im provements
based on sales tax and property ta xes are now being subs idized by the city's
general fund-tough to do when the city promised that certain capital projects like ReTRAC and t he Reno Events Center would never require general
fund do llars . Though controversial, the pledge seemed to be realistic at middecade bu t not during th e Great Recess ion The declining local economy and
a na rrow tax st ructure ba rely support basic services such as public safety. The
current d rop in casino revenues ha s "essentia lly put t he Redevelopment
Agency out of business," droppin g f rom 16 staffers in 2009 to none in
2011."4
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There are limits to what city officials can do to mitigate such service declines. Reno's budget is heavily dependent on state revenues, which are by far
the largest source of revenue to the city. Local financing initiatives generally
have to be approved by the state. ReTRAC funding was secured by th e 1999
Nevada Legislature's enactment of a l j 8th of one-cent sales tax for Washoe
county.
There is also significant state oversight of financial decisions. Currently, a state body is reviewing city intra-fund transReno's economy suffers from
fers; city staff largely without council approva l made $22 million
a drop in consumer spending
in illegal transfers. The Nevada State Ta x Commission will super-

in construction and gaming.
vise repayment after a recom mendati on from the Nevada Local
Government Finance Committee. It appears that since the RedeOpposite: Reno casinos are
ve lopment Agency is not able to cover its interim borrowing
down on their luck. Previous:
from the sewer fund, the sewer fund now owns the old Reno
Reno's Street Vibrations rally;
bus stationS
Reno postcard, 1940s.
State elected officials are of little help In 2009, state legislators exace rba ted the local revenue challenges whe n they took
$283 million from local governments, mostly from Clark and
Washoe counties. It is now feared that state elected officials, having run on
"no ta x increase" pledges despite facing huge state government shortfalls,
may start draining city coffers, proving that local control is more of a myth in
Nevada than in most other states. City officials were so desperate to protect
themselves from state legislati ve raids on their treasury that they proposed an
advisory ballot to their voters that says the state should have to ask perm ission before it drains any more funds out of local government coffers. Emblematic of the dire situation, Reno voters approved the advisory ballot by a
substantial margin. But given the attitude of state officials, such advisory ballots are dull weapons in the fight to save local dol lars. Eve n before he took office, Governor-elect Brian Sandova l assigned his staff to research local
government revenue sources . His top aide said, "[W]e're trying to end the
process of here's a bunch of money and we'll just take it. We' re trying to look
at the system as a whole, w here $20 billion in revenue is spent. We have a
tendency to look only at the state general fund and see a shortfall. The governor-elect is look ing at really the w hole picture (of state and local governments). We have that much money to spend and, as a people, where should
we spend it. "6
This attitude is consistent with many state lawmakers w ho feel the distinctions between state and local governments are meaningless to the public.
Taking money from local government revenues is not "theft" or a "raid," but
merely "revenue diversion." [In May of 2011, the Nevada Supreme Court
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barred the legislature f rom taking add itional local government revenu es. A
major local government fear of losing their own revenu es has been al leviated] Local officials stili see k greater discretion through an infusion of home
rule authority. In 2009, a legislator pushed his home rule bill but got no better than legislative action to authorize an interim study on loca l government

authority. As one wag noted, "fo r 120 days every two yea rs, Carson City is
the center of the Nevada political universe."7 Li ke the result of so many other
interim studies, no new discretionary author it y has been granted.
Pub lic sector collecti ve bargaining has been a huge issue during t he
Great Recession. Even public sa fet y unions like police and fire have been
under scrut iny. Nevada's mandatory collective bargain ing legislation also reduces the city's flexibility Essentiall y, arbitrators can significantly influence the
city's budget, particu larly in Reno where 80 percent of the city's budget is
comprised of perso nnel costs . One controversial aspect of the Reno collective
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bargaining contract is the so-called "call-back" provision for firefighters tha t all
but ensures overtime pay is required to cover open shifts. As a result, in 2009 ,
10 firefighters made more than the $150,000 the city pays the fi re chief; four
battalion chiefs made more than $200,000 ; and one made more than
$50,000 just in overtime. During the budget cutting of the last three years,
the firefighters' union has been criticized for defending the call-back policy
while firefighter positions have been cut. Even while the city has gone
through severe budget cutting "none of the unions ... accepted a pay cut. "8 It
is no surprise then that labor issues dominate the city manager's
goals for 2011: (1) Try to get more labor union concessions to
avoid layoffs; (2) Get leg islative support to end mandatory co lRailroad tracks running
lective bargaining.
through Reno were lowered
With all of the layoffs, one councilman worried that "we
below street level as part of
are losing those elements that make Reno a city." Another counthe ReTRAC public works projcil member said that "public safety is not being met here" as the
ect. Opposite: Train using the
city struggled to determine the absolute minimum needed to

new rail line.
keep essential services going. City staff has been cut by 24 percent . Before the recession, Reno had 1,644 employees and now
in 2011 it is down to 1,250; police have been cut from 383 to
326; firefighters from 252 to 217 . Fi re stations have been closed or have
been under a brown out. 9
Finding solutions to Reno's personnel issues is extremely difficult, especially when the average total personnel cost, including salaries and benefits, is
$100,000 . The issues are compounded by collect ive bargaining agreements
that mandate minimum staffing levels for fire engines. Is it necessary, as the
collecti ve bargaining contract requires, that each f ire engine must have four,
not th ree, fire fighters, a requirement questioned by several city officials!
Reno city residents and officials are struggling w ith these and other
questions How do we achieve a sound f inancial footing with such limited discretiona ry authority! W ill state officials help us or at least get out of the way
and quit looking at us as a savings account fo r state government! How do
we reinvent ourselves! How do we compete!
Today, Reno is working on a strategy to persevere despite all of these
limitations imposed by the economy and the intergovernmental system. Some
of their problems are self-inflicted, but others are exacerbated by an unresponsive legislature that is content to keep local governments' hands tied.
Community leaders seem committed to a unified economic development vision and to ending the area's fragmented economic development picture. To
be more competitive, leaders are talking about the need for access to ventu re
capital, which is very scarce in Nevada. Reno's heavy rel iance on state aid and
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property tax is not sustainable. The need for tax base diversification is obvious
in a state w ith heavy rel iance on sales tax (typically more than 50 pe rcent of
revenues), gam ing tax, and mod ified business tax. Hard times have essent ially
turned Reno on its head; community leaders are working ha rd to stand upri ght again

• ATala of Two Ma~ms
Surprising to many on-lookers, Sa lt La ke City is one of the more progressive cities in America, a "b lue" island in a ve ry " red" sea . In Salt La ke City, unlike the rest of ve ry conse rvative Utah, Mormons and Republicans are in the
minority. The last Republ ican t o be elected mayor was in 1971. The last two
Salt Lake City mayo rs prov ide a fascinating case study of the various ro les
mayo rs play, from ad vocate to policy wonk in a mayor-council form of government. Their contra sting leadership styles are especially notable consid ering
they are both progressive politicians. These two city leaders illustrate an inter-
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esting comparison in providing a vision, working with the city council, building partnerships, and mak ing connections wi th the public.
Providing a vision. Mayor Rocky Anderson's vision ( 1999-2007) extended far beyond Salt Lake City. His passion was for a largely national
agenda-ending the war in Iraq , impeaching President George W Bush, opposing genocide in Darfur, fighting global warming, and supporting gay
rights-issues more appropriate for "a mayor to the world than a fix-the-potholes, sweep-the-sidewalks business-booster fo r this city of 180,000 people ." IO
Called a "headline-grabber" and one of "Utah's great political characters,"
Anderson was accused by one veteran council member of being more interested "in making a point than making a difference ."1 1
Anderson's decision not to run again and Ralph Becker's 2007 victory
was welcomed on the front page of the Oeseret Morning News: '''07 a Rocky
year in politics, but '08 will be Becker." The paper called Becker "a competent
manager with a track record for crafting plans that actually wo rk ... a good
wonk ... who prefers competence to being combustible."12
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Early in his administration, Becker earned good reviews for successfully
fighting for hi s policy prop osa ls-the passage of a multi-million dollar public
safety building bond issue, doubling city bike lanes, modernizing city liquor
laws, and securing passage of one of his major campaign promises, two
sweeping anti-discrimination ordinances protecting gays and transgender re sidents in housing and employment. The anti-discrimination measures were
also a top priority of Mayor Anderson throughout his eight-year administration. Anderson's advocacy may have laid the foundation for this
achievement, but it was Becker's ability to gain LDS church supFormer Salt Lake City Mayor
port that was criti ca l for success.
Rocky Anderson earned naWorking with the city council. "City councils usually
have
limited
staff resources to undertake independent policy retional prominence as an outsearch."13
The
Sa lt Lake City Coun ci l is unique; its staff ca pacity
spoken advocate of liberal
is equal to the mayor's staff. City council members speak
causes. Opposite: Mayor Anproudly of this distinction and their work on their own legisladerson. right. shares an opintive agenda. This separation of the executive and legislative
ion . Previous: Salt Lake City
branches is visually apparent on the third floor of City Hall the
north wing is the city council's and the so uth wing is the
panorama.
mayor's . When Rocky Anderson was mayor, council members
talked about how far apart they were on city priorities. Under
Becker, the distance ha s diminished. Becker has spen t a considerable amount
of time collaborating with the council. That does not always mean that they
agree, especially on some budgeting and land-use issues.
Some of their differences may stem from variations in their electoral
bases. Council members are elected from districts and typi cal ly have been
more conservative. (By Salt Lake City standards that means they are likely to
be classified as a conservative Democrat to moderate Republican.) The citywide elected mayors have been more progressive Other differences are builtin, part of the institutional arrangement in a mayor-council form where
conflict is, to a degree, inevitable.
Building partnerships. During his tenure, Anderson was far more an
advocate than an administrator. Advocacy often divides people. Anderson
took it much further than most. He often took shots at the conservative Republican legislature, and by doing so, virtually ensured that the city became a
legislative target .
Being one of the most high-profile Democrats in one of the most conservative and Republican states in the country is a special challenge. One of
Mayor Becker' s first acts was to offer the "olive bran ch" to Anderson's foes
As a former Democratic leader of the Utah Hou se , Becker had established a
reputation for being collegial, working with the Republican leadership in one
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of the most conservat ive legislat ures in the coun t ry. The relationships he developed and his co ll aborative w ork in consulting " across the ai sle" helped
pave t he way for the 2009 anti-discrimination measures that Mayor Becker
championed. Interestingly, the 2010 legislature did not cha llenge or try to
pre-empt these sw eep ing anti-discrim ination measures. In fact, Repub lican
legislative leadership made it clear that if they had a prob lem with the new
ordinances t hey
wou ld consult
w ith Becker first
before taking action.
Bu ilding
partnerships with
other Utah com munities was not
a high priori ty for
Mayor Anderson.
He attacked a
major road improvement project
in neighboring
Davis Coun ty, asserting t hat gene rating more
commuters into
Salt Lake City
would make the
city's deterio rating ai r quality even worse . One entry in the Tooele City Council minutes tells the story: "Received a letter f rom the Sa lt Lake City Council
trying to clean up the mess made by Mayor Rocky Anderson ."
When Becker became mayor, he worked hard to repair relationships
with Davis County and other local governmen t s. Rega rdless of his co llaborative spiri t, Becker is not afraid to take on other local officials He has t aken
strong st ands against double taxation, w hich has rankled Sa lt Lake County officials, many of whom are Democra ts.
Connecting with the public. Anderson's passion generated enough
interest in his anti-Iraq war campaign to attract 4,000 to his rally in dow ntown Sa lt Lake City. He cou ld w ork up his non-Mormon base by using the
"LDS ca rd" to pummel cand idates who Anderson said would cave in to the
w ishes of the LDS church if elected. He could rally Salt Lake City residents to
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become one of the most environmental ly conscious cities in the country. He
railed against suburban development that created more sprawl. This agenda,
even with all of the critic ism and his apparent shortcomings, helped Anderson
remain popular to the end and he could very well have been elected to a third
term . Late in his final year, according to
locally prominent pollster Dan Jones, he
had 59 percent support from city residents.
Becker won election w ith basically
a grassroots campaign, literally walking
the neighborhoods and activating about
100 volunteers who went door-to-door.
As mayor, he reached out to neighborhood representatives from the 21 community councils, particularly on land use
issues. He helped persuade the Greater
Avenues Community Council to not cast
a no-confidence vote against the city's
planning services department. He has
worked with the Salt Lake Chamber's
"Downtown Rising" project. even though
it has engendered opposition from the
arts community. He has also worked with
the LDS church on the aforementioned
anti-discrimination measures and supported their developer's plan for a sky
bridge as part of the City Creek project, a major downtown mixed-use development. Becker's decision to support the sky bridge was (true to form)
blasted by Anderson as a sellout to the LDS church.
From advocate to policy wo nk, every mayor is challenged w ith the same
va riety of roles required in city leadership. Style in acting out each role is what
distinguishes one administration from another. Anderson achieved national
prominence as the outspoken liberal mayor of red, conservative Utah's largest
city He added much to the image of the city as a vibrant. dive rse western
city. He succeeded in communicating to Salt Lake City residents the impact of
national issues on their day-to-day lives. His work on environmental protection
is still widely praised. His advocacy of gay rights may very well have paved the
way for the successful Becker proposals.
Mayor Becker appears to have benefited from not being Rocky. Becker's
style has helped open doors to which he has taken full advantage. Even in the
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current climate of fiscal austerity and after launching his administration under
very tough budgetary circumstances, Becker appears to be off to a solid start.

• Annexation anu tile Illcor~oration of New Lities
Cities are a living form of a voluntary organization . Citizens come together to incorporate into new cities; existing cities grow and expand through
annexation and in some rare cases, disincorporate or decrease t heir boundaries. State constitutions and statutes establ ish the rules governing incorporation and annexation. In some states, among them Ida ho, cities can annex
new territory into their boundaries without a vote of the citizens in the area
to be annexed. In most cities and states, however, cities cannot
annex territory without a vote of those directly affected by the
Current Salt Lake City Mayor
proposed annexation. Annexation powers may also vary by the
classification of cities. This is true in Washington, which also adRalph Becker, elected in 2007,
dresses whether or not the provisions of the state Growth Manis known for his collegial leadagement Act cover a city. With few exceptions, Washington law
ership style. Opposite: Mayor
requires an approval of 60 percent of the residents in the area
Becker. once a legislator. adto be annexed. This can make annexations difficult for many
dresses
his former colleagues.
cities, as suburban residents w ill frequent ly oppose being
brought into the city through annexation.
Per haps the best defense against being annexed into an
existing larger city, how ever, is to create one of your ow n. Creating you r ow n
city gives you control over zoning, police, and taxation, and sepa rates the
suburban community from the "problems" of the older city. In several Urban
West cities, the shape and size of the city over the past 20 years has been limited by the incorporation of new cities just outside thei r boundaries
In 1990, for example, the cities of Spokane and Tacoma each dominated thei r respective county (Spokane and Pierce counties). In 2003, the
landscape of Spokane County changed when the City of Spokane Valley was
incorporated in an urbanized area of the county, immediately creating a city
of 80,000 alongside the city of Spokane. The creation of Spokane Valley effectively limited the eastern growth and expansion opportunities for the City
of Spokane. Prior to the incorporation of Spokane Valley, Spokane County
and its existing cities discussed a variety of governmental service structu res,
including consol idation of city and county governments and/ or serv ices and
expansion of Spokane's boundaries. Spokane Valley voters turned down
opportunities to incorpora te in four separate referenda elect ions prior to t he
successful incorporation in 2003 .
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Similarly, the cities of University Place and Lakewood were incorporated
in the urbanized areas of Pierce Cou nty east of Tacoma in the 1990s. Lakewo od was incorpo rated in 1996 and ha d a pop ulati on of 58,211 in the 2000
Census. La kewoo d has two majo r military bases, McChord Air Base and Fort
Le wis, on its eastern boundary.
Universi ty Place was incorporated in 199 5. Its po pulation
was 29, 933 in th e 2000 ce nsus.
The cit y derives its name from
the Uni ve rsity of Puget Sou nd,
which had pu rcha sed a large
parce l of land in that area but
later sold the lan d back to the
City of Tacoma. The creation of
these two cities has effective ly
landlocked Tacom a from expa nsion to the east and so uth (the
city is bordered by Puget Sound
to the west)
While these new cities in
Washington have limited the
growth horizon of Ta coma and
Spokane , several of our other
focus cities are bordered by se parate cities created decades ago .
A mong them is Garden City,
Idaho, named for the gardens of the Chinese immigrants w ho
were concentrated there; it is nea rly surrounded by Boise Sparks,
Nevada; Springfield, Oregon; Mesa, Arizona; and West Val ley City,
Utah, are also examples of previously incorporated cities that limit
or direct the growth in our focu s cities.
Few issues can mobil ize citizens li ke annexation and sewer
lines. Many subdivisions w ere built in unincorporated county area s
wi thout sewer systems, relying instead upon septic tanks. As cities
grow and their boundaries rea ch these subdivisio ns, many cities attempt to annex these properties and/ or require that they hook up
to the city sewer systems . The cost of hooking up to the sewe r system and
the prospect of be com in9 part of t he city can lead ma ny citizens to protest.
This has certainly been the case in Boise, w here disgruntled new ly annexed
citizens ca lled for legislative changes to the state's annexation law. Although
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the legislature considered legislation that would have limited Idaho cities' ability to annex without a vote of the residents impacted, the legislation ultimately did not pass.
Eugene has faced the challenge of bringing unincorpo rated subdivisions
onto the city sewer lines and into the city boundaries in its Santa Clara subdivision area The large number of homes on septic systems became an environmental danger to the area's aquifer and water systems. Rather than force an
overall annexation, however, the city negotiated an agreement with the
county that any properties that made substantial improvements in the future
and any new developments would be automatically annexed into the city. The
result has been a checkerboard pattern of annexation in which one house
may be in the city limits and the house across the street or next door may be
outside the city limits.14

• lan~mar~ lev~ Preserves ~~en S~ace
Few features dominate a city's landscape in the same way as do the
Boise foothills. Similar to the striking backdrop to Salt Lake City, made familiar
to the wo rld through the 2002 Olympics, Boise's smaller foothills also frame
the city. The foothills bordering Boise have been the focus of both development and open-space preservation efforts for many decades. A beautiful area
known as Hulls Gulch was the target of a heated battle over how much and
what kind of development to allow
in the foothills . Several controlledgrowth candidates were elected to
the Boise City Council, running on a
platform focu sed arou nd protecting
Hulls Gulch and other foothills
open spaces. The North End Neighborhood Association played a key
role in these elections. In fact, several of the controlled-growth candidates were former officials in that
neighborhood group. The North
End neighborhood has long been a
powerful fo rce in Boise Ci ty polit ics .
It has a large historic district and is
among t he oldest residential areas
in Boise. For many yea rs, most of
the Boise City Council members
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resided in thi s neighborhood area. Perhaps coincidentally, the North End has
long been virtually the state's only "safe" Democratic district. In a state in
which Republicans have veto·proof majorities, Legislative District 19 (co mprised chiefly of the North End) is consistently represented by Democrats, one
who is the state's first openly gay elected official.
By the 1990s, development pressures were grow ing in the foothills . The
Boise City Foothills Plan was designed to allow up to 10,000 homes in the
foothills over a 20-year per iod . Then-Mayo r Brent Coles proposed a two·year $10 million property ta x levy to preserve open
space along the Boise Front, t hu s enhancing recreational opporA $10 million levy saved open
tunities , wildlife habitat, and scenery through the purchase of
space near Boise. Opposite:
private land and easements . But preserving the foothills would
Pristine foothills above Boise.
not be an easy task. According to a public opinion survey, only
one-third of the residents supported a foothills levy. Respondents questioned the value of the foothills and many outside
Boise's North End did not see improvements in the foothill s as a citywide
amenity.15
Also in the 1990s, a $20 million park bond had been defeated that
would have funded new neighborhood parks, bui lt a swimming pool and a
covered ice rink, and made improvements to several existing parks. As a general obligation bond, it required a two-thirds supermajority approval. According ly, Mayo r Coles proposed for the foothills a serial two-year levy that wou ld
on ly require a simple majority vote .
He appointed a steering committee headed by former Idaho Supreme
Court Chief Justice Charles McDevitt "to raise money and promote the
foothills preservation vote." ;6 The biggest question: how would the proponents frame the issues! Supporters wo rked hard to emph as ize the citywide
benefit of the levy and counter anti-tax activist Lai rd Maxwell's charge that
the foothills proposal w as to fund the "North-Ender's playground."17 He
fought the proposal along with the Boise Metro Chamber of Commerce and
other businesses.
Preservatio n bac kers included "city leaders, recreation ists, en vironmentalists, and some business owners and developers." According to Suki Molina
of the Idaho Co nser vation League , who played a major role in the campaign,
it wa s ... "a beautiful convergence of the right vision, people, and timing .
That and a lot of old-fashioned hard work. "18
The levy measure passed with 59 percent of the vote. Thirty-fi ve percent
of the registered voters turned out fo r the special election, which was a fairly
good turnout for a non-partisan election .
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Wi th the $10 mill ion generated by the property tax levy, 10,341 acres
of foothills la nd were purchased, traded or donated for open space preservation. One of t he first properties purchased in the foothi lls was the acreage in
Hulls Gulch.
A trail system called
the Ridge to Rivers now
connects 130 miles of hiking and biking trai ls
throughout the Boise
foothil ls. Much of this system is on federally-owned
BLM and USFS lands, but
the connecting trails
nearer the city rel y on land
purchased in the foothi lls
levy effort.
Preser vation of the
foothills open space required an extra ord inary
level of cooperation
among various units and
levels of government that
owned almost 47 percent
of the foothills Boise City,
Ada County, State of
Idaho Lands, Bureau of
Reclamat ion, Bureau of
Land Management, and
the U.S.Forest Service. It
also represented an extraordinar y commi tment
on the part of the citizens
of Boise to extend their
property tax ob ligations to
achieve this open space
preserva tion . It was an impressive grass roots effort
aided by 500 volunteers
w ho went door-to-door
can vassing neighbor-
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hoods. To a degree, the
successfu l effort found
its inspiration in the cit izen-led effort to build
the Boise River Greenbelt
that also added immensely to the city's
landscape.
City leaders and
community activists hope
to model other pub li c improvement efforts after
the successfu l foothills
levy campaign . City
Council member David
Eberle is interested in
preserving open space
through a countywide
levy; some have proposed a special levy for
school improvements.
Yet another idea is funding capital improvements
for city parks. On ly t ime
will tell whe ther the success of the foothills levy
w as an aberration or a
model for further public
improvemen ts . According to th e Idaho Statesman: "There's a lot of
goodwill surrounding the
foothills levy, the hardearned result of good
work. How then should
City Hall leverage ip"19
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• ru~lic-rrivate rartnersni~s all~ Re~evelo~ll1ent
This is a story about a successful downtow n redevelopment project that
saved a vital shopping and services district teetering from the loss of its major
tenants and fa cing a future with no retail anchors Or maybe this is a story
about a failed pub lic-private partnership that cost the city $26 million and
profited a single w ea lth y family at the expense of the publ ic and other community projects It all depends on whom you ask .
Spokane's downtow n core was facing a major turning point. One of its
major retail anchor stores had already left and Nordstrom, a key part of the
downtown shopping area, was also threatening to leave when their lease expired unless the cit y could entice them to stay. A key part of their demands
w as the construction of a new parki ng garage. The Cow les fami ly, owners of
a local television affiliate and the city's new spaper, the Spokesman Review,
owned a significant piece of property in downtown Spokane The property is
located directly across from Ri verfront Park, the major park and vi sitor attraction built upon the site of the 1974 World's Fair. The Cowles famil y
property was proposed as the location of a major new retai l shopping
center connected to the needed new parki ng garage.
Rock climbing below
To raise the money necessary to bu ild the garage, the city creHammer Flat in the East
ated a parking authority to sell tax-exempt bonds . The parki ng authorBoise Foothills. 2005_
ity then sold the garage to a nonprofit created by the developer, the
Spokane Dow ntow n Foundation . The foundation sold $26 million of
revenue bonds in 1998 and the garage was built in 1999 . The appropriate
cost of building the parking garage and its subsequent value became the subject of much controversy Original city plans f rom 1995 we re based on a $14
mill ion cost, although later an appraiser hired by the city estimated the value
of the garage at $30.8 mi llion . The developer 's appraiser estimated the value
of the garage at $44 million . Meanwhile, other builders noted that the cost
of the garage should have been as low as $7 million .20 The bonds were to be
paid off with re venues generated by the parking garage f rom fees paid by
shoppers and visitors w ho parked in the facility.
Cit y estimates of how much money w ould be generated by the facility
were inaccurate and it soon became clear that the parking garage w ould not
be able to pay operating costs and the debt service on the bonds . The city,
the parking authority, and the foundation all refused to pay the debt service
and the revenue bonds for the garage w ent into default . Bondholders sued
the city and eventual ly the city was held responsible for the payment of the
bonds. The city elected to pay off the bonds in one payment and dedicated
its parking meter revenues to pay back the amount. This redirection of park-
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ing meter funds left a significant shortfall in Spokane 's st reet maintenance
funds. One estimate of t he tota l cost to the ci ty for the parking garage was
$43.4 mi llion 2 1 In an effo rt to prevent anothe r pu blic-pri vate pa rtne rship fai lure that w ould leave ta xpayers holding the bag for costs, the city proposed
an ordinance that would requ ire that future public-private pa rtnerships be
backed by developer bonds or letters of credit. 22
The legal suits revealed several complicating factors (1) disagreements over the actual cost of the garage construction (opponents of the project alleged cost estimates were inflated so that
Controversy erupted over
the developer could shift revenue generated by the tax-exempt revtax-exempt bonds for parkenue bonds to the retail shopping part of the project); (2) disagreeing garages in Spokane's
ments over whether or not the city had appropriate ly utilized
River Park Square. OppoHousing and Urban Developmen t (HUD) funding that was part of
site: Spokane's riverfront
their portion of the site improvements; (3) disagreements over who
clock tower, a relic of the
was ultimately responsible for the revenue bonds used to build t he
garage; and (4) disagreements over how mu ch money wou ld be
railroad era.
generated by the parking fees once the garage w as bui lt. Th e numbers ult imately used proved to be in accu rate, and law suit s and t he
media alleged tha t t he developer 's parking garage consu ltant intent iona lly
overestimated the revenues to get the project off the ground
In spite of its rocky start , t he Ri ver Pa rk Square development is now a
feat ured part of Spokane. Since its creation, more than $3.5 billion of investment has been made in Spokane 's dow ntow n core A nat ional retai l chain
has located in the developmen t and lends vitality to Spokane 's dow ntow n
t hat many cities w ou ld envy.
So w as this a story abou t a project that saved and revi t alized a downtow n core or is it a story about a publ ic-p rivate partnership gone w rongl
How can one development project be both of these thingsl Easily, it turns
out, because t he Rive r Park Squa re development, and the River Park Square
parking garage in particu lar, have all the elements that make public-private
partnerships challenging:
. They are complicated because of the number of entit ie s invo lved.
Thi s arrange ment featured a city, a government parking authority, a
nonprofit foundation established by the developer just to own the
garage, a powerful wealthy family, the city council, the bondholders,
and, of course, the public.
Public-private partnerships are complicated because of the state, fed eral, and local rules about how money ca n be raised and spent. In
this case, federa l cour t rulings abou t public tax-exempt bonds for
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private developers, Washington state laws about bonds for redevelopment, federal HUD "strings" on money granted to t he city, and
local ordinances about the use of parking money all came into play
in how revenue is raised and spent
Partnersh ips are
complicated because
they require a balancing of public and
private interests In
this case, the various
actors were tr ying to
anticipate and accommodate the economically based
decisions of Nordstrom , the Cowles
famil y, and, of
course, the individual shoppers who
may or may not pay
to use the parking
garage .
• Partnerships are
complicated w hen
t hey involve personalities and politics. In
this case, managing
the relationships and
trust among all the
actors became critical to the partnership's success or
dow nfall (depending
on your point of
view).
Pub lic-pr ivate pa rtnerships are complicated because w hen
things go wrong it is
difficul t to determine
who is responsible
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for the project through its various governmental, quasi-governmenta l, and nonprofit entities .
Public-private partnerships in Spokane may be shaped by this project for
many years to come as the public, the city, and the developers try to avoid
the conflicts of River Park Square .

• fcu numic Develu~m8nt an~
~it~ Self-ima~e
"What kind of city do we
want to bel" is a question
faced by every community.
Some commun ities improve
the ir self-image and confidence
in dealing with the outside
wo rld through their economic
development strategies.
Cit ies market the ir unique
characteristics in their attempts
to attract new businesses and
residents. Chambers of commerce produce marketing material that trumpets w hat kind of
city they can offer new residents and visitors. City comprehensive plans and zoning
decisions are intended to guide
growth and development to
produce the kind of city that
the resident s and elected officia Is have envisioned. Yet, it is
often the case that cities do not
have one Singular vision of
what kind of city they wou ld
like to be. Competing interests
may f ight to have their vision of
the city's future implemented in
land-use and infra struct ure
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building decisions . Outside forces may change the identity of the city. Relocation decisions of corporate headquarters or the presence or absence of major
manufacturers may change the face of the city aga inst its will. Perhaps it is
because they are not the largest cities in the West or perhaps it is because
they are still growing and changing so rapidly, but we have found that severa l
of our Urban West focus cities struggle with the question: What kind of city
are we;
Boise, Tacoma, and Pueblo are good exam ples of this Not long ago
they were cities whose residents seemed to apo logize for their city's shortcomings. Boise was featured in an article in Harper's Magazine as a city t hat
had destroyed itself through misguided urban renewal polici es 2J The
characterization probably was not fair, but given public sentiment
Spokane capitalizes on the
around that time it may have been fa irly accura te. Today, Boiseans
riverfront location of the
point with pride to the number of major rankings they have received
in national magazines Pueblo is another example of a city t hat has
Expo '74 world's fair. Oppotransformed itself from the "Ugly Duckling" of the plains to a major
site: River Park Square.
economic development competitor and a city full of people who are
no longer embarrassed to call Pueblo home 24
Tw enty years ago we noted in the case study about Tacoma t hat it was
"in search of life beyond the 'Tacoma Aroma.'" Tacoma 's industrial waterfront
and the resulting smells had been the object of ridicule among Washington ians for years. As well, Tacoma had struggled to f ind success in its downtown
revitalization strategies. How has Tacoma done since our last case study; Has
it found life beyond the Tacoma Aroma;
The area has continued to experience rapid growth; though Tacoma itself has grown 12.6 percent, the MSA has grown 32 percent in the 19902007 timeframe. Tacoma's future growth is now limited because several
smaller cities have incorporated out of the urbanized Pierce County region
around Tacoma.
In 1990, Ta coma wa s the second largest container port in the US The
Port of Tacoma is a work ing port and the waterfront maintains its largely indu striallook and feel But other, contending visions of the waterfront have
also been vying for attention. The natural beauty of t he Puget Sound and surrounding forested hillsides is undeniable, and some people in Tacoma have
begun to look beyond the city's industrial past to a future where t he waterfront is a destination for residents and visitors who can enjoy the scenic
beauty, shop, dine, and live in proximity to the beautiful wa ter.
Working ports and condominium-filled waterfron t developments present two very different sets of practical challenges for urban planners and economic development advocates. Industry requires different transportation

160 urban west

--.1
_....
-,-,

---;

III
""'~ --,

access suitable for large trucking and freight rai l lines. In dustry can bring 24hour lightin g and noise, elements that often result in comp laints from nearby
residential areas, especia lly those where buyers have just paid top do llar for
new waterfront homes Waterfront residents and visitors will seek amenities
such as shopping, fine dining, and open space. All of w hi ch leads to the question How does
Tacoma envision
its waterfront!
Can industrial
and residential
interests compatibly co-exisP
Wou ld a shift
away from an industrial port result in a major
loss of jobs"l Is
expansion of th e
Port of Taco ma
leading to a loss
of oppo rtu nity
for a major redefi nit ion o f
Tacoma's
image "I
Boise was
once knovvn for
the corporate
headqu arters of Morrison-Knudsen, Alb ertsons, Ore -Ida, Boise Cascade, Simplot Company, and Micron Technolog y. Th e city was also home to a large
pri nter division for Hevvlett-Packard. Not only did the location of these corporate headquar ters bring prestige to the city, the city benefited from the resources attached to these corpora tions. Th e civic and ph il anthropic life of the
comm unity was greatl y enriched by th e contributions and parti cipa t ion of the
Morrisons, t he A lbertsons, the Simp lots, and oth er wea lt hy fa milies attached
to t hese corporate headquarters. The last 20 years have greatl y changed the
corporate landscape in Boise . Morrison-Knudsen is now gone as a separa te
company. A lbertsons, Ore-Ida, an d Bo ise Cascade have moved their corporate
headqu art ers to othe r states. Micron has downsized its number of emp loyees
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in several successive waves, leaving it a much smaller force in the region ' s
economy.
If Boise is not to be known as a corporate headquarters, then what will
be its identity) A coalition of academics and downtown business leaders has

Jon Hodgson

strived to position Boise as a "creative city" in line with the description crafted by Richard Florida and others. Advocates explain that the combination of arts-based groups such as the
Idaho Shakespeare Festival, ballet companies, and modern
dance troupes, along with high-tech software development
firms, position Boise to be a "creative city." Downtown development that features artist lofts is meant to capitalize on this
trend. Whether or not Boise possesses all of the factors that the
creative city advocates indicate are needed is one important question. Empirical evidence about the success of the creative city movement in explaining
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economic patterns is mixed at best. It is also not clear that the attachment to
the creative city concept extends much beyond the downtown business community.
Reno is another community in which competing visions of the city's
identity fight for primacy Is Reno a gambling mecca or a family-friendly community? Can land-use and economic development decisions accommodate an
economy based on visitors com ing to Reno to gamble and at the same time
grow a manufacturing and service economy that benefits the permanent residents' In the past, some Reno officials stated emphatically that they do not
wish to see the addition of any more casinos. Yet, the gambling and tourism
services generated by visitors to the gaming industry have been a vital part of
the Reno economy. The owners and employees of this industry are a powerful part of the political landscape in Reno. How has Reno done at describing
itself and seeking out its own identity' What kind of city does Reno want to
be' Are the land-use decisions made by the city reflective of that wish'

• ACommunity's l[ln~-stan[lin~ Commitment to fconomic Slirvival
Pueblo is of significance in an evaluation of western cities
not because it has faced the challenges of rapid growth, but because it has survived the real threat of decline . Even though
The Colorado Fuel and Iron
Pueblo's population of about 100,000 is similar to what it was in
Company. founded in the
1960, the real story is that it has not lost population . The down1880s and downsized in the
sizing in the early 1980s of Pueblo's CF&I Steel, at that time the
1980s, had been the region's
largest stee l mill in the West, could have devastated this oncelargest employer. Opposite:
thriving city. But the community survives. Managing decline or
better yet, averting it, has been the specia l challenge that Pueblo
The Pueblo steel mill. now a
has faced for almost four decades.
historical museum.
The Pueblo Economic Development Corporation (PEDCo)
emerged out of this 1980s economic crisis. Its mission was to find
new primary jobs-businesses that wou ld manufacture products for export.
PEDCo quickly became one of the more aggressive economic development organizations in the country. PEDCo was Pueblo to the economic world . This organization combined all of the major public and private-sector players in the
area. Behind them was a citizenry willing to tax itself to provide the public improvements necessary to attract new industries. Since 1985, one-half cent per
dollar of city sales tax revenues (approximately $5-6 million annually in recent
years) has been dedicated for economic development purposes. Total revenues are more than $100 million and have been deposited in the city's Sales
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and Use Tax Capital Improvement Project Fund. The purpose is to subsidize
the relocation of businesses and to build infrastructure in the city's industrial
parks.
Pueblo's experience illustrates the va lue of a united effort for economic
development Prior to PEDCo's emergence there were two competing eco-

nomic development agencies, each wanting to speak for the city The situation was so bad that then-Governor Richard Lamm visited the city specifically
to urge the competitors to unite. The city's dire economic situation helped
form the community into a united front in support of PEDCo. According to
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political scientist Stephen Schechter, "Pueb lo's economic development effort
could not have been accomplished wi thout serious political change. And one
of the unwritten laws of local politics is that it is difficult to rally public support for political change w ithout some crisis that threatens the current equilibrium . For Puebloans, the depression of 1982-83 was just such a crisis.
Pro-development forces in the community were able to seize upon this cris is
and turn it into a catalyzing event, which allowed them to mobilize the public
capital needed without significant opposition and to create a powerful economic development engine."25
In this public-private sector partnership, private-sector leadership appeared to dominate. According to one economic development expert, the
city, county, and water board were "on call for economic development needs."26 When packaging deals with prospective
industries, PEDCo promised the public improvements and then
later figured out in collaboration with the public entities how
to make the already-promised improve ments 27
As the area's economic development engine, PEDCo, attracted five Fortune 500 companies and stimulated enough additional
economic activity to replace most of the lost jobs 28 Pueblo became
known for economic development in Colorado . PEDCo was the most aggressive economic development organization in the state, and Pueblo
L""
was the only city of its size to open a
-::
branch office in Southern California. Officials could make presentations within hours of learning
about a company that was looking
to expand or relocate . This successful effort raised the self-esteem of citizens and promised hope
for a brighter future. Former City
Manager Fred Weisbrod said, "We
no longer need a passport to get
into Denver."29 According to former City Manager Lew QUigley,
"Economic development has
changed the attitude of this community. No matter what the crisis, everybody knows in Pueblo we don't have
to be second rate to anybody"30
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Today, Pueblo is struggling, as are all of our Urban West cities, with the
worst national economic downturn since the Great Depression of the 1930s.
But the city continues its economic development outreach, largely supported
by the one-half cent sales ta x that voters have consistently renewed in f ive
elections since 1984. That is not to say there has been an absence of controversy. There have been citizen-backed initiatives to reallocate the dedicated
one-half cent sales tax to build a law enforcement facility, reallocate monies
for social projects, assist small bus iness development, and create a city economic development department. All of these revenue diversion
proposals were defeated as voters ultimately upheld the authority of the city to impose the one-half cent sales tax exclusively
Pueblo lures new employers
for economic development purposes.
with marketing and incentives.
There has been criticism of PEDCo for selecting a board
Opposite: Professional Bull
that is not reflecti ve of the diversity of the city, which is 50 perRiders, Inc., relocated its corcent Hispanic-much of that criticism coming from the Hispanic
porate offices to Pueblo's
Chamber of Commerce. Some unions have been concerned that
Historic Riverwalk in 2007.
new businesses have not used local contractors; the issue boiled
over w hen an anti-trust suit was filed but later dropped. PEDCo
has been accused of marketing the city as a low-wage community, but responds that it is the market that sets the w age levels and that
there is no returning to the steel wo rker high-wage levels of the early 1980s.
Another concern has been that the City of Pueblo and Pueblo County
have been contributing many dollars to support PEDCo 's operating budget.
The contention is that private businesses should be paying more. At times, private membership level s have dropped to the point that the public support
was a major source of revenue. Today, private support is again high w ith 395
members 3 ;
Interesting questions arise w hen you consider that substantial publ ic
dollars are given to a private, not-for-profit organization that markets and
does its negotiations in secret, as the economic development wars require .
The relationship with the city council has ebbed and flowed In its early years,
PEDCo wa s cited as being pol itically sacred . That has changed as council
members have struggled to ba lance the city's budget and have put parameters on uses of the Capital Improvem ent Fund. Some have been frustrated at
times when PEDCo officials have come in with secretly negotiated deals that
req uire quick council approval. A city ordinance req uires that nevv businesses
receiving revenues must satisfy their comm itment of the number of new jobs
fo r Pueblo, the value of the project, and the project' 5 9 ross salary. If these requirements are not satisfied, the company is subject to significant penalties 32
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After a recent lull in economic development achievements, PEDCo is
again making headway. The organization has changed, and today two city
and two county elected officials serve on the 12-member board. Dan Centa, a
former long-time director of the City of Puebl o Public Wo rks Departm ent is
the organization's president. His expertise in understanding the community
and infrastructure issues
were key to his 2009 hirmg.
A major achievement in 2009 was attracting the Danish
Vestas Wind Systems to
Pueblo. The largest
maker of wind turbines
in the wor ld, they are
building a $240 million
plant. Vestas benefited
from a city appropriation
of $1 1.8 million for facilities construction and
employee training paid
for from the one-half
cent sales tax fund. Included with this deal
was the creation of another municipal indu strial park for Vestas and
other future prospects.
Pueblo County contributed $4 million to
the project and the
Pueblo urban renewal
agency created an urban
renewal district to extend the infrastructure
to the new business .33
According to t henGovernor Bill Ritter, the
move to Pueblo by Vestas wo uld not have hap-
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pened "without PEDCo's recruiting efforts and the willingness of taxpayers to
finance economic development." Ritter said: "The people who founded
PEDCo decades ago were visionary. Their efforts are paying off yet again
today. "34
Iconic radio personality Paul Harvey used to say that if you wanted to
know about economic development, go to Pueblo. It's a fascinat ing story of
survival and community support of a major tax for economic development.
Even when priorities were challenged, when PEDCo was not always successful, when there were setbacks, Pueblo citizens supported the ta x
and kept alive the vision former Governor Ritter complimented.
New amenities in downGone today are the Fortune 500 companies recruited in the
town
Pueblo changed the
1980s. But largely in place is the infrastructure paid for with the
city's dedicated one-half cent sales tax revenues. The population
face of the city. Opposite:
within city limits has not changed much, but Pueblo County has
Residents enjoy a plaza
seen major growth . Downtown Pueblo has significantly changed
along Pueblo's Historic
since the 1980s: the Historic Arkansas Riverwalk of Pueblo, the
Arkansas Riverwalk.
Pueblo Convention Center, and several retail, hotel and restaurant
facilities have helped put a fresh face on the downtown.
Where would Pueblo be without the money from the one-ha lf cent
sales tax 7 It is not often that a community's salvation is based primarily upon
a major tax poli cy, sustained by the voters for more than 25 years .
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