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The Seamless City

“Rick Baker made possible the politically impossible. He’s a socially and fiscally conservative Republican who won reelection by over 70% of the vote, in a city with 29% registered Republicans, and carried every single precinct against the Chairman of the county’s Democratic Party. The lesson? Inspired leadership that works is universally popular.”

–Adam Goodman, President of The Victory Group

 



“This is a city that reduced property tax rates by almost 20%, more than tripled emergency reserves, reduced staffing by 10% while increasing the number of uniform police officers on the street, lowered violent crime rates, dropped the murder rate to the lowest level in decades, saw high school graduation rates and student achievement scores rise dramatically, revitalized its downtown core, dramatically improved its most economically depressed area, became Florida’s first Green City, improved service levels, and added quality of life amenities like playgrounds, libraries, bike paths, kayak trails, dog parks, and countless others. Wow!”

–Mike Sittig, Executive Director, Florida League of Cities

 



“Under a different mayor, such attention to downtown might have worsened a political fault line between neighborhood advocates and downtown interests. But if anything, Baker has paid even more attention to St. Petersburg’s neighborhoods. His brand of inclusiveness is one reason why a reliably Democratic city re-elected this Republican mayor in 2005 ...”

—Governing Magazine


 



“Rick Baker: Lessons from a successful Florida mayor: Stick to your principles and make government work are mantras for St. Petersburg’s GOP chief executive.”

—Christian Science Monitor 


 



“St. Petersburg … has blossomed from a city struggling with its historical identity as a haven for middle-class retirees into a diverse, livable community with a vibrant downtown and arts scene.... Under former Mayor Rick Baker, the city welcomed downtown development and also moved aggressively and notably to redevelop the largely minority Midtown district ...”

—Florida Trend


 



“The arts are everywhere in St. Petersburg, from world-renowned, such as the under-construction Salvador Dali Museum ... and the newly expanded Museum of Fine Arts, to the private art galleries that line its downtown streets.”

—American Style

 



“... Mayor Rick Baker is showing how city CEOs, without taking over the governance of a school district, can improve local schools…Baker has become almost a rock star in his city’s public schools, which make up a third of the 108,000 students in the Pinellas County School District.”

—Detroit Free Press






To Joyce, Julann, and Jacob, 
who shared the adventure






What is a Seamless City?


In a seamless city, when you go from one part of town to another, you never cross a seam—whether a street, interstate overpass, or railroad track—and enter a place where you do not want to be ... where you feel the need to reach over and lock your car door; an area with boarded-up buildings, broken windows, and large tracts of urban blight, with drug dealers on the street corner.

All parts of the city are not the same, and that will always be true. Some areas have large houses and big lots, while others may have duplexes and apartments; but all parts of a seamless city should have certain things in common. They should be safe and clean and should have the services, retail, and public infrastructure that adequately accommodate the people who live there.

A seamless city is an attitude that we are all in it together. It means that we do not pit one area against the other, but work toward advancing the entire city by addressing the needs of the parts. ... It’s connecting everyone with bike paths, and encouraging the community to gather together at dog parks and playgrounds.

A seamless city looks for ways to help the homeless turn their lives around while not allowing them to adversely impact others, and has a downtown that becomes the gathering place for all who live there. Such a city works with neighborhood leaders so that the residents define and help execute their own ideas for progress. A seamless city also understands that our public schools are not islands to be left drifting on their own. They are vital to the city’s success and should be supported by everyone.

No area in a seamless city should be crime ridden and blighted. All of our children should grow up in neighborhoods that are safe and clean; that have libraries, parks, athletic fields, banks, shopping centers, and grocery stores; and where every boy and girl can share in the pride and success of the entire city!

—Rick Baker 
February 7, 2011





Foreword

by Governor Jeb Bush

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




A mong the many wonderful sayings of Ben Franklin, there is one that I associate with my friend Rick Baker: “Little strokes fell great oaks.”

When Rick Baker was elected mayor in 2001, he had a clear vision for the future of his hometown: “Make St. Petersburg Best,” and he went about consistently and constantly executing on that vision. The net result after almost nine years of “little strokes” was that his beloved St. Petersburg was a better place to live, work, and prosper.

From his first day in office, Mayor Baker worked tirelessly to turn his vision into reality. Like all great leaders, he started with a plan. With blueprint in hand, he advanced policies and programs to accomplish the ultimate goal.

First on the list, improve public safety. Keeping streets free from crime—so children can play outside and elders can live without fear—is the foundation of a vibrant community. By his last year in office, St. Petersburg was safer city, with significantly lower violent crime rates and a murder rate that fell to the lowest level in decades. There were more uniformed police on the street, the number of arrests were up—including a substantial increase in drug arrests—and police response times were reduced.

Second, promote economic development. A healthy and growing economy produces prosperity and raises the standard of living for citizens. Under Rick Baker’s leadership, the economy of St. Petersburg flourished. Downtown experienced an unprecedented renaissance, while several businesses moved or expanded their operations in St. Petersburg, creating thousands of jobs for Floridians. Among the top job generators were Raymond James, Bright House, Progress Energy, Home Shopping Network, and ValPak.

During my time as Governor, every announced trip would secure an invitation from Mayor Rick Baker to see the extra efforts undertaken to revitalize the poorest sections of the city’s urban core—Midtown St. Petersburg. He worked to bring in amenities that many of us take for granted—a full-service post office, a brand-name grocery store, and banking services—to spark rebirth in that area.

Rick’s third priority was to support public schools. A quality education can change an individual life and provide the catalyst for a robust economy. Many students gained the knowledge and skills to succeed in school and beyond during Rick’s terms in office. The number of high performing schools in St. Petersburg—those graded A or B under the state’s accountability system—increased a whopping 260 percent … no small feat, given the state raising the bar for earning these good grades multiple times during this same timeframe. Mayor Baker’s “little strokes” included an ambitious mentoring program, a rewards program for schools that improved, and involving the business community deeply in schools.

Fourth, build strong neighborhoods. Creating the opportunity for neighbors to meet and interact brings individuals together to form a community.  As mayor, Rick undertook major initiatives to bring people together to enjoy their city. He empowered residents to improve their own neighborhoods, nurturing local leaders and supporting over 100 active neighborhood associations. The city expanded outdoor recreation to appeal to every sector of the diverse population—waterslides at the city pools for the kids, a kayak and canoe trail system branded “BlueWay” Trails for the adventurists, athletic fields for teams, skateboarding parks for teens, greens for golfers, courts for tennis players, and bike paths for everyone. The city built playgrounds within a safe walking distance of 78 percent of the children in the city and built dog parks where pet owners could let their dogs run loose. St. Petersburg became Florida’s first designated Green City and went from being one of the most dangerous cities in America for pedestrians to one of the safest.

Fifth, improve government operations. Few challenges are as difficult, or as rewarding, as changing the bureaucracy to better serve the people. At the end of Rick Baker’s service, city government was smaller and smarter. Property tax rates were cut by almost 20 percent and government positions were reduced by 10 percent.

Mayor Baker was an outstanding leader. He led by example. Before he recruited people to serve as mentors in public schools, Rick became a mentor himself. And he led with a servant’s heart. His constituents came first. Their problems were his problems.


The Seamless City tells Mayor Baker’s story, but it also provides a road map. It is an example of how preparation, planning, persistence, and a passion for service can move America’s cities closer to the goal of becoming seamless—places where citizens in all neighborhoods enjoy safe streets, reliable infrastructure, a high quality of life, and the opportunity to pursue their dreams.





Introduction

A Great Nation Needs Great Cities

America is a shining city upon a hill whose beacon light guides freedom-loving people everywhere.

—RONALD WILSON REAGAN (FROM JESUS CHRIST’S SERMON ON THE MOUNT: MATTHEW 5: 14–16)


 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Cities are important. The history of America is really the accumulation of the histories of its cities, towns, and villages. If you want to learn about our country’s past, study America’s cities. Towns developed around transportation centers—rivers, coasts, railroads, and roads. The story of the railroad coming in 1888 to the village that is today’s St. Petersburg, Florida, and a town springing to life, is the same story that was repeated across the nation in different eras from the beginning of America’s history.

While the history books have to put a universal perspective on things, the great events in our nation’s history were all lived out by individual people in their various hometowns and cities. In the 1940s, in Baltimore, St. Louis, Portland, and Jacksonville, young men packed up their clothes, kissed their parents good-bye, and left from train stops across America  to save the world from Nazi tyranny and Japanese imperialism. Back home their families and sweethearts collected old tires, bought savings bonds, worked in defense plants, and joined civil defense forces to protect the homeland. The Civil Rights campaigns of the 1960s were carried out in cities by the people who lived there. Lunch counter sit-ins, movie standins, and sanitation worker protest marches took place on main streets from Memphis to Tallahassee.

The mass movement from farms to cities in the 1800s, the suburbanization of our country after World War II, and the anxiety after September 11, were all personally felt in America’s cities. The national government and state governments have many roles to play, from defending our country to building highways. Their influence and authority have expanded over the course of American history, and it is likely that this trend will continue. Yet when you want to know how the country is doing, you don’t go to Washington, D.C. You visit the coffee shops and little league fields in cities and towns. You ask the clerks, teachers, and soccer moms.

As the cities of our country succeed, the United States becomes a stronger nation. Our collective future is dependent on the cumulative strength and passion of our cities and towns. America is Broadway, South Beach, the French Quarter, and the Golden Gate Bridge. It is the St. Louis Gateway Arch and Chicago’s State Street; the Mall in Washington, D.C.; Beale Street in Memphis and the Pike Place Market in Seattle. Our country’s pulse is felt in the factories, office buildings, museums, ball fields, and busy sidewalks of its urban centers. If America is to continue to embody Ronald Reagan’s vision of the shining city on a hill, then our great nation must have great cities!





Retail Government 

Before I ran for mayor of St. Petersburg, Florida, my wife Joyce and I had dinner with Bob Martinez and his wife Mary Jane. Bob Martinez is a highly respected Floridian who had served two terms as mayor of Tampa before being elected as our state’s second Republican governor  since reconstruction. After completing his term, Governor Martinez joined President George H. W. Bush’s Cabinet as America’s drug czar.

I was pleased to have a chance to talk with Governor Martinez and receive some advice about my upcoming campaign. During our talk, I asked the former mayor and governor which job he enjoyed the most. He smiled broadly and responded without hesitating, “Being mayor, of course!” Then he gave me a brief description of the job that I would embrace for the next nine years.

Mayors are retail government.

Cities, led by mayors, are responsible for keeping people safe, with police officers to fight crime, fire fighters to keep homes and businesses from burning down, and emergency medical rescue teams to save lives when someone has a heart attack or an auto accident. Cities build the local roads and handle traffic control. They pick up trash, fix the sidewalks, provide drinking water, and treat sewer water.

Cities build and maintain playgrounds, athletic fields, swimming pools, skateboard parks, and gymnasiums for children. They provide dog parks, people parks, and bike paths. Cities trim trees in alleys and roads and manage rainwater runoff. They build performing arts theaters, professional sports facilities, and downtown activity centers. Cities are home to our factories, colleges, hospitals, and museums. City governments provide most of the government services that the average citizen sees and uses on a regular basis.

Cities are important.

People relate to their city in a special way. When the city receives positive publicity by hosting a presidential debate, the World Series, a Grand Prix, a college bowl game, or an NCAA basketball tournament, the people who live there feel better about their town and about themselves. Similarly, when a city experiences a crisis, the people who live there feel the effects, and they focus on the need for solutions.

If a community experiences a series of convenience store hold-ups, an approaching hurricane, a water line break, or the potential loss of a major employer, the media look for someone to respond and assure the  public that the leaders are on top of it—that they have a plan. They won’t call the local congressman or state senator; they will contact the mayor.

People view their mayor differently than they view most elected officials. Unlike their relationships with presidents or governors, citizens feel that they know their mayor on a personal level. Residents see the mayor on television or in the newspaper almost daily, and they may also run into him or her at the local grocery store or a youth soccer game. Even if they have never met the mayor, they feel like they have. They also feel that they have the right to hold the mayor accountable for solving the city’s problems.

A mayor does not need a sophisticated survey to know how the city is doing. He does not even need to read the emails to city hall or letters to the editor, although he should. He need only conduct what I call the “Home Depot Poll.” Just by going to Home Depot, or the local diner, drug store, youth soccer game, McDonalds, or even church, he learns a lot.

When things aren’t going well, the mayor can feel a chill in the air as he walks through the mall or stands in the grocery store check-out line. Occasionally someone may say something unpleasant, but the negative comments made in person are not common, at least in my experience. When I was in real trouble, I knew it because friends and even perfect strangers would come up to me, grab my hands, and look at me with concern saying: “We’re praying for you!”

The good news is that when things are going well, people enjoy introducing themselves, talking about how much they love the city, and expressing their thanks for your willingness to take on the job of mayor. Sometimes they want to address a specific issue that’s easy to handle, like paving an alley or lighting a dog park. Other times the problems are more difficult, but they warrant action, such as a parent’s concern that someone is selling drugs in a parking lot down the street, or a neighbor’s problem of flooding in front of her house at high tide.

My wife joked that, when I was mayor, it took me an hour and a half to buy a screwdriver at Home Depot.




A Servant’s Approach 

Former United States Transportation Secretary Norm Mineta tells the story of an experience he had when he was mayor of San Jose, California. It was nearing the end of the day, and he heard some commotion at his receptionist’s desk. A lady had arrived without an appointment and was demanding to see the mayor. Mineta describes how he approached the door and quietly leaned his ear against it so he could hear the conversation going on in his lobby. The receptionist kept offering alternate members of the staff for the lady to see, but the visitor only became more irate, finally demanding in a loud voice: “I want to see the mayor and I will see no one lower than the mayor!”

At that moment Mayor Mineta slowly opened the door, poked his head into the lobby, and said to his constituent, “Madam, there is no one lower than the mayor.”

Mayor Mineta was right. When someone works for a city, whether their job is to be mayor or a worker in parks maintenance, it requires a servant’s approach, a desire to be a helper. There are some who seek an elected job predominantly because they want to “be” in the office. They desire the status and attention of the position. There are others who run for office principally because they want to “do” something with the position. They understand the great responsibility and capacity to change people’s lives for the better that comes with an elective trust. Every mayor falls on the continuum line somewhere between wanting to “be” and a desire to “do.” In each case there is some element of ego and some element of wanting to help.

This book is written for those mayors, along with all others involved in changing the world, who take on their job primarily because they want to do something. They want to get something accomplished that will tangibly improve the quality of life for other people. They recognize that they are servants, and that they are there first and foremost to serve those who elect them.

The job of city-building and development is never done. The job of mayor, like all leadership jobs within the community, is not a marathon  or a sprint. It is a relay race. We take the baton from our predecessors, with all their cumulative strengths and difficulties. We then run with all our might, hopefully building up a strong lead for the community, knowing that someday we will pass the baton on to the next leader.

Why do some cities work while others—we could all name them—do not? City success does not occur through evolution, luck, or timing; the difference is leadership. The successful cities typically have neighborhood, business, community, faith, and political leadership that unite and rally around the effort to make their town better. You can tell when it’s working because the taxi drivers, waiters, and store clerks are eager to tell people about the greatness of their city. When it’s not working, you can tell by the boarded-up buildings, graffiti, and the general sense of hopelessness—the universal feeling that those in charge have given up.

In this book, I have outlined some initiatives that moved our city forward. While St. Petersburg has made significant progress in the recent past, I recognize that we have more work to do. In fact, the job of city-building is never done. Our city still has challenges common to major cities across our country.

Although many of the ideas in this book came from the experiences in the city that I led, I know there are many other cities with their own success stories. I have studied them and, at times, followed their lead. My hope is that the examples of our approach to “Making St. Petersburg Best” will help other cities as they work to improve the quality of life for the people who live in their communities.





Chapter 1

Day One

April 1, 2001


 



When the burdens of the presidency seem unusually
 heavy, I always remind myself it could be worse.
 I could be a mayor.


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON

 



 



 




On Sundays, my wife Joyce and I sometimes liked to grab some chicken and bring our children, Julann and Jacob, to play in the water and watch the sunset on Pass-a-Grille. It is a beach that reminds you of Key West with sea oats, white sand, and Caribbean cafes. There is a snack shack on the water with picnic tables and a bell used by the Clapper Club.

One of our outings was on an unusual day, when Julann was five and Jacob four. It was Sunday, April 1, 2001. Earlier in the afternoon, at one o’clock, I was sworn in to office as mayor of Florida’s fourth largest city. I had been elected the previous Tuesday. I’d lost twenty pounds during the campaign, mostly from stress, and was exhausted by election night. But I still had the energy to sing James Brown’s “I Feel Good” (our unofficial theme song) with everyone else at the victory party celebration. The next day was filled with television and radio interviews, and Thursday and Friday were my transition period to turn over my law practice to my  now former partners and get ready to put together a new city government.

Now, as my college sweetheart and I sat on picnic tables at the beach, eating corn on the cob and watching the kids splash in the water, I was uneasy about the coming days. Although I had succeeded in a campaign with nine candidates and thirty-four debates, I felt unprepared. I had led a medium-size law firm, the chamber of commerce, and some charities, but today I had 3,000 employees in 34 departments including police and fire, water and sewer, sanitation, parks, and roads. The city had many challenges that we debated during the campaign, and those challenges were now mine to tackle. I was excited about the opportunity, but my nervousness would drive me to spend many days during the next few months coming into the mayor’s office before 6:00 a.m., trying to get up to speed.

As the sun lowered on the horizon over the Gulf of Mexico, several members of the Clapper Club were enjoying the moment at a table near ours. The club is an informal group that gathers from time to time at Pass-a-Grille to watch the sunset. The name “Clapper Club” comes from the clapper of the bell that hangs from a rustic pole on the deck overlooking the water. They ring the bell as the sun dips into the Gulf of Mexico.

One member of the Clapper Club got up and walked over to ask if I was the new mayor of St. Petersburg. They had seen me on television. When I nodded, he said that they had been having a discussion at their table, and agreed to give me the honor of ringing the Clapper Club bell as the sun set that night. He added that, as the honoree, I would also get to sign and date the Clapper Club book after ringing the bell.

I called Julann and Jacob up from the water, explained the tradition, and suggested that we all ring the bell together. Our family sat with our new friends from the Clapper Club and talked about the excitement of the day, how lucky we were to live in this corner of Florida, and how one never gets tired of sunsets.

Then the leader of the group, whose business card designated him the “Head Ding Dong,” became very serious, and his voice dropped to a whisper. He told us he felt the conditions might be right for a “green flash  sunset.” Although I had lived in Florida since I was ten, I had never heard of a green flash sunset. The salty Clapper Club member explained that the phenomenon occurs only on very, very rare nights, if the conditions are just right. As the top of the sun drops into the Gulf and disappears from view, the entire horizon flashes green for an instant, the color seeming to move in both directions from the disappearing sun. It is considered to be a very positive omen, and a sign that good fortune will follow.

Our new friends admitted that none of them had actually seen a green flash sunset at Pass-a-Grille, and I mentally placed the notion in the large file of Caribbean legends.

By now the kids were back in the water and playing in the white sand of Florida’s West Coast. We started to pack up. My thoughts began drifting again to the days ahead, and I wondered if I was up to the job. In many of my life’s adventures, I have been motivated by a lack of confidence in my ability to tackle a new challenge. It makes me work as hard as I can to over-prepare. Sitting in the salty sea breeze on Pass-a-Grille that afternoon, I questioned whether I had bitten off more than I could chew this time. I was taking on a whole city!

As my thoughts wandered and I gazed out over the Gulf, I noticed that the sun was beginning to touch the water, so I called Joyce, Julann, and Jacob up to the bell. My small children stood on a chair, and the four of us reached together for the clapper, ready to ring the bell. We were all focused on the horizon.

Then it happened!

As the sun vanished into the Gulf of Mexico, the horizon flashed a bright green hue that I had never seen before. The light seemed to be spreading across the sky in slow motion, but it actually came in an instant. Then the color was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

We rang the bell, and there was a moment of stunned silence followed by excited looks and chatter, each of us trying to confirm that we weren’t the only one who had seen what we thought we saw. As the Clapper Club members excitedly shook my hand, they assured me the good fortune predicted by the green flash meant that my term as mayor would be blessed with great success.

My mind raced back to the hectic days of the campaign. It was an exhausting—at times terrifying—period filled with debates, media, direct mail, consultants, speeches, and fundraising. At moments I wondered whether I had made a mistake, taking this sharp turn in my life. But it seemed that when I needed it most, God sent a sign that He was with me. I didn’t know it then, but I would experience many similar moments as I faced the challenges of the next nine years.

But few messages would be as clear as the one received on the eve of my first day in office. I signed the Clapper Club book: “Mayor Rick Baker, April 1, 2001, a green flash sunset.”





Chapter 2

Four Years Later

Election Day 2005—A City United


 



This City is what it is because our citizens are what they are.


—PLATO

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Election Day is a mayor’s report card. A mayor receives input on how he is doing throughout his term, from the media, interest groups, and the general public; however, the ultimate test of his performance comes when the voters decide whether or not to keep him around for another four years. The report card on my first term as mayor of St. Petersburg, which had begun in 2001, was scheduled to be delivered on November 8, 2005. It was Election Day, and I was seeking a second term. During the previous four years, we had experienced hurricanes, budget challenges, and crises of various types and sizes. We had also welcomed a renaissance unmatched in our city’s history. Now, we were about to find out if the voters agreed with the direction we were going.

After the polls closed, my supporters enjoyed a party downstairs at the St. Pete Clay Company in Midtown. I gathered with my family and  campaign leaders—Jim Koelsch, Adam Goodman, Mike Gilson, Deveron Gibbons, Terry Brett, and others—in an upstairs room to watch the online returns come in. Although our team had felt for some time that I would be reelected for a second term, we did not take the effort lightly. I have always believed in the campaign adage that there are only two ways to run for political office: unopposed or scared! We had an opponent who put a lot of energy into the race, and we worked hard on our campaign as well.

Four years earlier, when I ran and was elected to my first term as mayor, the wounds of division within our city were still fresh. In 1996 St. Petersburg had been ripped apart by two separate nights of riots following a police shooting and killing of an African American suspect at a traffic stop. There had been many years of conflict: racial discord, clashes within the police department, downtown versus neighborhood debates, feelings in the west part of the city that they were underserved, and unhappiness over large scale city building projects and the resulting tax rate increases. Mayoral elections during those previous twenty years tended to be very close and contentious. Each race seemed to be for the soul of the city.

During our first term of office, we worked to bring people together by including every corner of the city in the progress. We placed a strong emphasis on redeveloping our most economically depressed area (now called Midtown), along with a focus on bringing downtown to a new level of vibrancy. We paid attention to our schools and neighborhoods and targeted resources and efforts throughout the community, all at once. We also worked to bring property tax rates down while we improved public service. In 2005, we wanted to win reelection, but we also wanted to demonstrate that our city had come together and overcome many of the issues that had previously divided us.

Many saw me as an unlikely urban champion. As a Republican who is conservative both fiscally and socially, I governed during my first term as mayor with these philosophies, although without stressing a partisan approach. After serving for four years, I ran for reelection against the county chair of the Democratic Party in a city where less than 30 percent  of the population are registered Republicans. Needless to say, my opponent stressed his partisan roots during the campaign. As we awaited the returns on Election Day 2005, I hoped for the best, but I understood the political realities we were facing.

When the final online returns appeared on the computer screen, they revealed a stunning victory. We won every single precinct in the city with a 70 percent overall victory margin. Remarkably, we also won over 90 percent of the vote in the core Midtown precincts, where an overwhelming number of voters are African American Democrats. Over 90 percent of the Midtown voters chose a conservative Republican! By comparison, in my 2001 mayoral primary election, these same core Midtown precincts had been won by the chairman of the African People’s Socialist Party.

The next morning’s front page headline in Florida’s largest newspaper, the St. Petersburg Times, proclaimed, “A City United.” It was an election result so unusual that I was invited to breakfast in the U.S. Capitol’s Senate dining room with Bill Frist, the Republican Majority Leader of the United States Senate. Over coffee, Senator Frist asked me to share ideas on how our party could reach out to broaden our base of support. My summary reply was simple: listen, do what you say you will do, and genuinely care about the future of every child.

The unabridged answer to the Senator Frist’s question is a bit longer, and it is the subject of this book: people respond to results. Successful city-building is not the product of a magic formula or a faddish, quick-fix solution. It comes from deliberate, focused hard work applying the fundamentals of a good plan, solid practices, and passionate leadership. The effort must be aimed at improving every part of the city, leaving no one behind.

The chapters that follow present an approach to making cities better. It starts with the development of a strategic plan. The plan is not static or left to gather dust on a shelf in the city clerk’s office. It comes to life through the crises, opportunities, achievements, and heartaches experienced by any mayor who takes on the responsibility for improving a major city in America. It is one of the most challenging and rewarding enterprises to which someone can commit a portion of his or her life.





Chapter 3

Define the Mission, Set Goals, Become the Best

Where there is no vision, the people perish.

—KING SOLOMON, PROVERBS 29:18

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




One of my favorite figures in history is Winston Churchill, who united a nation and the world against the cruel Nazi regime. Churchill clearly grasped the historic nature of his challenge and understood the importance of the past in guiding his present decisions. The leader on whom so much depended counseled his generals that their best chance at success was to gain perspective and context by understanding history, or as he specifically said: “The further backward you look, the further forward you can see.” With Churchill’s advice in mind, during the 1990s, I studied St. Petersburg’s history and wrote a book on it. It is helpful to take a brief look at that history before describing our plan to move the city forward.

In 1528, Panfilo de Narvaez landed a Spanish expedition in today’s St. Petersburg, a city located on the Gulf Coast of the Florida peninsula.  Narvaez’s expedition would be the first European group to cross the American continent. After Narvaez, there would be little European activity for many years on the peninsula that comprises today’s St. Petersburg. The native population died out in the early 1700s. Scattered settlements arrived in the mid-1800s, and the railroad came in 1888, about the time that the town plat was filed. The town was named after St. Petersburg, Russia, the major city in the homeland of Peter Demens, who built the railroad.

St. Petersburg officially became a city in 1903, followed by the election of Robert H. Thomas as its mayor. Thomas was from Illinois, southwest of Chicago. John Williams, the town’s founder, was from Detroit, Michigan. His father had been the first mayor of Detroit. Thomas and Williams were the earliest among many Midwesterners who, in years to come, would travel by train to visit and settle in St. Petersburg. Eventually U.S. Highway 19 and U.S. Highway 41, followed by Interstate 75, would funnel in visitors and new residents from Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, Wisconsin, Indiana, and Michigan, giving the city a Midwestern feel.

U.S. Highway 1 and Interstate 95, conversely, each began in Maine and brought visitors and new residents from America’s Northeast to Florida’s lower east coast and Miami. North Florida cities like Tallahassee and Pensacola sit near the borders of Georgia and Alabama: they have a distinctly Southern feel—so much so that an expression that took root some time ago still has a ring of truth: in Florida, the farther north you go, the farther south you get. In recent decades, Miami has become an international city, and Orlando has brought the world to see Mickey Mouse, so the cultural dynamic has become more complicated.

St. Petersburg’s early industries included citrus, fishing, and tourism. The city was a military training town during World War II, a status that brought the defense industry to the city after the war. Later, the city entered the suburban period of America, building shopping centers, malls, and residential developments away from the city center. The tourism industry shifted from downtown to the beaches, and the downtown ceased to be a vibrant area.

By the day of the mayoral election in 2001, St. Petersburg had a fairly diverse business base, and there was a desire to bring more employers to downtown and the major business parks of the city. Many of the commercial corridors were in need of an upgrade. The city’s downtown, which was showing some new signs of life, still struggled despite an enormous effort to bring vitality. The public schools were not faring well under the state’s new grading system. The crime rate had come down during the 1990s, but there was continued pressure to reduce crime more, especially violent crime and murder rates.

Tax rates rose significantly during the 1980s, following expensive efforts to revitalize downtown. Many neighborhood leaders decried the expenditures and tax rates, while many chamber and civic boosters vigorously defended the downtown efforts. Mayoral and city council races in the late 1980s and 1990s were close, and the investments in downtown were vigorously debated. In the late 1980s, two efforts reflected the frustration felt by many in the city: there was an attempt to recall the mayor and the entire City Council; and a west side neighborhood tried to secede from the city due to rising tax rates.

The 1993 mayoral election was one of the closest in city history. The bitterly fought campaign ended with a vote so close that multiple recounts were required, predating the famous 2000 presidential race in Florida. The split vote reflected a highly divided city. The 1993 election also resulted in a change in the city’s charter to usher in the “strong mayor” form of government, under which the mayor no longer sat on City Council. Instead, the mayor became the generally elected chief administrator and political leader of the city.

In the late 1990s, city leaders achieved better neighborhood relations and some tax rate relief, but there was still room for improvement on both fronts. Tax rates, although lowered, still significantly exceeded the rates in most of Florida’s major cities. Some neighborhoods felt detached and underserved, including those on the city’s west side, which would be described as “prickly” by Governing magazine. Many western precincts had not backed the winning mayoral candidate in years. Residents of  those neighborhoods tended to feel they got little in return for the real estate taxes they paid.

In 1996, St. Petersburg suffered worldwide bad publicity with two nights of race riots in the south-central part of town. The disturbances followed a police shooting of an African American suspect at a traffic stop. By the end of the decade, efforts to improve the poorest parts of the community had been tried, but there had been little progress. During the 2001 campaign, resentment was expressed by many African Americans living in these economically depressed parts of the city.

The 2000 census showed St. Petersburg to be the 4th largest of Florida’s 400 cities, larger than Orlando and Ft. Lauderdale, and smaller than Jacksonville and Miami. In that census, St. Petersburg was the 68th largest of America’s 20,000 cities—a city big enough to experience the issues common to the nation’s other major cities, and small enough that its leaders can get their arms around problems and test out new programs quickly. The city was in the process of transforming from a retirement community to a more balanced economy. As of 2000, the city’s average age had dropped considerably, and the number of residents over 65 fell to about 17 percent of the city, which was less than the Florida average.

By 2001, St. Petersburg had made progress on many fronts, but there was still much work to do. The residents of St. Petersburg did not boast much about their town; they wanted it to do better. We won the 2001 election by 14 percentage points, following two decades of mayoral elections that were highly contentious battles resulting in many razor-thin victories. Our margin of victory was enough to declare a mandate for action—but it would be of no value unless we figured out a way to move our city to the next level of urban success. We needed a plan.




A Strategic Plan for the City 

It can be challenging to develop a strategic plan for a city because it has so many diverse functions, and many are not easily susceptible to measurement. What are the goals of a water or sanitation department?  How can you quantify whether the parks or traffic effort is successful? City responsibilities include sewer treatment, police and fire protection, permitting, codes enforcement, recreation, libraries, economic development, and dozens more. The diversity and intangible nature of many of the operations make it hard to set goals and measure success. Nevertheless, that is exactly what should be done.

While the priorities and programs within a strategic plan will change from city to city, the core elements of the plan should contain the following:1. Define the city’s mission

2. As a community, develop a plan of action to accomplish the mission

3. Communicate the plan clearly to the public

4. Unite around the effort—build a seamless city

5. Work toward accomplishing the plan

6. Measure and report on progress

7. Keep getting better by adjusting the plan and developing new strategies based on performance






(1) The City’s Mission 

A strategic plan must start with a mission. What are we trying to accomplish? In a business organization, the mission may relate to its service level, product quality, profitability, and increase in shareholder value. If a business is not profitable, ultimately it will not survive.

In the case of a city government, the mission may seem harder to define, but in my mind it is actually easier: the purpose of any city government should be to make its city the best. This effort is accomplished by constantly seeking and acting on ways to improve the quality of life for the people who live there. This is, admittedly, a very broad objective. But I believed that, in the case of my town, if we viewed every decision through the prism of whether or not a chosen path would “Make St. Petersburg Best” by advancing our city’s quality of life, ultimately we were on the right track.

I understand that “becoming the best” is an intangible idea, but I am also certain that it must be the goal. Who is going to be inspired by an effort or follow a leader whose goal is to become the third best city in Florida, or the eighth best city in the country? People are naturally drawn to an effort that strives for excellence. They want to be part of something that is important. When you empower people by believing in them and their ultimate success, you can lift an entire city. Every city in our country should measure progress toward increasing its quality of life; and each city’s goal should be simple: to become the best city in America!





(2) Develop a Plan of Action 

The next step is to develop a plan of action, the roadmap to improve the quality of life for the people who live in the city. Obviously, if you are trying to come up with an improvement plan, it is helpful to have a pretty good idea of how the organization operates and what it is presently doing. It is also a good idea to learn what other cities are doing, and whether they are having success in improving the quality of life for their citizens. To do this, it is critical to receive input from the people who live in the city. As time goes on, the residents will ultimately decide if the plan is right, and whether their city will continue to follow it.

While preparing to run for mayor in 2001, I set out to find out more about other cities around the country. I started with the book 21st Century City, written by Mayor Steve Goldsmith of Indianapolis. I lived in Indianapolis growing up, and I considered it one of the more successful cities in the country, so I wanted to find out more about how the place developed. I was impressed with Mayor Goldsmith’s businesslike approach to running a city, including his “marketization” of public services. I began to ponder ways I could make our city operate more efficiently and reduce tax rates, but I also did not know what I did not know. What else were other cities in America doing?

Mayor Goldsmith’s book was copyrighted by the Manhattan Institute, an entrepreneurial city think-tank in New York. I learned of other publications of the Manhattan Institute, especially their magazine City Guide and the pamphlet book Entrepreneurial City. The Entrepreneurial  City is an amazing compilation of best practices on city issues including finances, education, public safety, economic development, and others. It is written by accomplished mayors in some of America’s most successful cities. Although it is only about one hundred pages long, it took me days to go through it. Each topic area contains annotations at the end with lists of additional reference reading on the topic and lists of people to talk to in the contributing mayors’ cities. I found myself in telephone conversations with city clerks and budget officers in cities across the country learning more about topics highlighted by their mayors.


Entrepreneurial City was so valuable that, after I became mayor, we acquired a copy for every manager in the city government. Each was required to read the book and participate in a half-day team meeting exploring ways to incorporate its lessons into our city’s operations.

In addition to studying the practices of cities around the country, I also studied my city’s past. If you want to help set a course for the future, then you should have a firm grasp on where you have been and how the community got to its current point. Most cities have a number of books available for study on the community’s history. Each city is unique. It would be a mistake simply to adopt programs from a list of best practices without first considering whether they fit in your city. What works in New York City or Chicago may not work in Charlotte or St. Petersburg. It is important to have a solid grasp of the history, challenges, and civic fabric of your city before trying to develop a plan for its future.

Finally, after a great deal of time spent talking with people throughout the community, studying best practices of other cities, learning the history of our city, and reviewing the present priorities and conditions, I completed a ten-page plan of action, which was entitled “Making St. Petersburg Best.” The plan synthesized my understanding of the history, businesses, neighborhoods, and community groups in our city, along with my study of best practices underway in cities across America. This understanding became the springboard of the plan for the future, which included areas of focus and ideas for improving the quality of life for the people of our city. The mission and plan of action were ready to launch ... or so I thought.




(3) Communicate the Plan Clearly 

In late 2000, I stayed up late one night working on the fine points of the plan to “Make St. Petersburg Best.” I wanted to make sure it was in good shape for my meeting the next day with Adam Goodman. Adam is one of a talented breed of political media consultants in the country. Prior to our meeting, he was featured in USA Today as Rudy Giuliani’s U.S. Senate campaign media consultant. With his national experience, I knew Adam would be a great asset to my campaign, and I was pleased that he had agreed to work on it. I was very eager to hear his thoughts about my plan.

Working with campaign consultants can be a little unnerving, especially at first. They often appear to have attention deficit disorder. As you talk, they are constantly looking around the room, repositioning themselves in their chair, answering their cell phone, or sending text messages. But the most frustrating part is their thought process. You might spend ten minutes trying to explain a very important problem to them and fail to isolate their focus for even a few moments—then suddenly, they stop the peripheral motion, look you directly in the eye, and give you a recommendation … which you immediately recognize is the exact right thing to do.

My meeting with Adam Goodman was my introduction to this approach. After fielding a few cell phone calls, and talking for awhile about everything other than my campaign, he finally let me present my plan for making St. Petersburg the best city in America. I slid my impressive ten-page plan across the table, feeling quite proud of my aggressive goal.

Adam seemed surprised, but not impressed, that I had prepared this text. I sat back to allow him time to go through the plan, and he glanced at the title on the cover. Then, to my annoyance, he slid the plan back across the table to me without even cracking the binder. Before I could speak, he ordered me to summarize my plan in one sentence without taking a second breath.

I almost jumped across the table at him. I have never cared for “big picture guys” who think they can run an organization or effort without ever getting into the details of driving the train.

In a great display of self control, I did not strangle my new media consultant. Instead, I took a deep breath and tried to summarize my plan in one sentence. For the next thirty minutes we went back and forth, with me summarizing the points and Adam telling me that I talk too much. My annoyance finally reached boiling point, and it showed in my expression. Adam waved his hand back and forth in my face like he was hailing a taxi and ordered me to stop talking.

With the patience of a drill sergeant teaching kindergarten, he slowly explained to me what he was trying to accomplish. Most people are not going to read my lengthy plan, he told me. It is not that they do not care about the city or are not thinking people. But they are busy with their lives, their jobs, and their kids. Their electric bill is due. They have a parent in the hospital. Their child has a cold and their boss gave them a project that will take the weekend to complete. Their primary focus is not going to be on my campaign—and that is okay. Studying my vision is not their responsibility. It is my job to clearly and consistently tell them my goals for the city in a way that they can quickly understand.

Once he explained his rationale, I understood and agreed—though I still wished that he would read my very impressive plan. We continued our back and forth until we had boiled my approach down to four points:1. Improving public safety

2. Promoting economic development—especially in Downtown and our economically depressed area (now called Midtown)

3. Supporting public schools

4. Building strong neighborhoods



“The Baker Plan,” Adam said.

I remember thinking: How does this guy make a living coming up with such stupid names? It would be egotistical for me to promote a plan for the city’s future named after me. People would not take me seriously. My drill sergeant patiently responded that, with nine candidates, I was going to have to build name identification for my candidacy and separate  myself from the crowd with a simple, measurable, easy-to-communicate plan. I am not sure whether Adam convinced me or just wore me down, but I decided to quit arguing with him.

The Baker Plan became our platform. I repeated the name and four points relentlessly in every speaking engagement, interview, and debate. Opponents and reporters began to mouth the words as I spoke, either out of boredom or as a way to mock my singular focus—but something else happened. The Baker Plan stuck with the public. Other candidates began receiving questions about elements of the Baker Plan, and a couple of them adopted some of the points. Entire gatherings would nod as I listed the four points that were to become the guideposts for our city’s future.
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