2009 ICMA PROGRAM EXCELLENCE AWARDS 
VISION OF A CULTURAL/ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT


PROBLEM ASSESSMENT
The City of Sugar Land has experienced unprecedented growth and development in its short fifty year history, none more so than over the course of the last twenty years as the City has blossomed from a sleepy bedroom community on the steps of the nation’s fourth largest city to the burgeoning destination location it is today.  One of the chief draws spurring this transition has been the growing upscale retail presence within the community.   The City’s innovative efforts in cultivating an environment that both attracts and retains modern and trendy retail establishments has benefitted the citizens of Sugar Land in countless ways.  From the convenience of a local Best Buy or Macy’s to the allure of a Whole Foods Market, Sugar Land residents have continuously benefited from a thriving retail market within the community.   Add to the fact that the successful retail establishments have allowed the City to use its growing sales tax base to lower the property tax rate from 50 cents down to around 30 cents and one can see the importance of being a regional draw.  
	As time has progressed however, many of the establishments that were once unique to Sugar Land have begun to sprout up in the neighboring communities.   Where Sugar Land used to be the Mecca for retail in the region, we are now seeing the first signs of our community losing its prominent position.  As the City mulled this growing threat it became clear that it would need to innovate once again and find a fresh path to relevancy by giving the region a new reason to sit up, take notice and come to town.   From this reflective period was born the idea for the Cultural/Entertainment District.  This will be a place where the motto of the City would realize its full potential – a Place to Live, Work, Shop and Play.  A place where you could see a local art exhibition in the morning, catch an afternoon minor league baseball game and end the evening at a sold out concert by a leading musical artist of our time.  The District would be the first of its kind in the region and feature entertainment elements not found in the surrounding communities and with its realization Sugar Land would reinforce its place as a true destination location and ensure its sustainability for years to come.

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION & COSTS
The Cultural/Entertainment District is a project that combines more than a decade of citizen surveys, parks master plans, City Comprehensive Plans and Economic Development plans with the efforts of two citizen task forces.  The City Council began by identifying the last tract of undeveloped land within the City, approximately 1,000 acres, and realized it represented the final chance the City would have to accomplish many of the goals in the above documents that still had yet to be fulfilled.  Instead of deciding the City’s future alone in a vacuum the City Council was prescient enough to put the issue back to the residents of Sugar Land and appointed a 25-member citizen task force in May of 2007 to look at the issue facing the City.  The Council charged the Visioning Task Force with identifying what the community still lacked and developing a guiding vision for how the remaining land could be utilized to solve for this deficiency.   
The Task Force was taken to visit other successful developments and given the opportunity to speak directly with the decision makers of those communities about the challenges they had faced and the steps they had taken to secure their future.  The site visits combined with several internal planning sessions eventually culminated in a visionary guiding statement of the community’s desires and objectives that was delivered to the City Council only a few short weeks later in July of 2007.  That visioning statement provided the base upon which the specific Cultural/Entertainment District components were born.  The visioning statement identified five venues to be developed by or on behalf of the City on the remaining undeveloped land.  The specific elements identified were a minor league baseball stadium, an indoor concert venue of 6,500 seats, a large-scale festival site, a full-service hotel and convention center, and a cultural arts facility.  In April of 2008 the City Council codified this vision by approving a conceptual site plan for the Cultural/Entertainment District featuring all the venues above.
Upon the Task Force establishing the direction the City Council proceeded by focusing on the development of three of the five venues listed above: the indoor concert venue, the festival site and the minor league ballpark.  In moving forward the Council also took the prudent steps of hiring a leading industry consultant to conduct market assessments for both the indoor concert venue and minor league ballpark projects.  During the ensuing months of June and July, the City Council received the preliminary results of these assessments which indicated not only a significant market opportunity for the two venues but also a positive indicator of the support these facilities would receive from the community and the greater Houston region.  In both cases, the studies revealed there to be a gap in the marketplace for these respective attractions.  Sugar Land, should it decide to move forward thus would be poised to be first in line to fill these gaps.
Armed with positive information on the Sugar Land market and opportunity, the City Council also took the step in June of 2008 of reinstating the Visioning Task Force who helped kick-off the project a year prior now.  The new charge to the Task Force this time was to take the information from the market assessments and after a thorough discussion and review, provide a recommendation to the City Council on how it should move forward.  Specifically, one of the critical questions the Task Force had to answer was whether an election in November 2008 would be warranted to provide the necessary tools to accomplish these projects.  In August of 2008 the Task Force returned to the City Council and recommended unanimously to move forward with the project by calling an election for November 2008 to put the issue before the voters.
The City Council proceeded to call the election and on November 4, 2008, the Cultural/Entertainment District was passed overwhelmingly by Sugar Land voters.  The City has spent the ensuing months working on making this dream a reality by finding the appropriate partners to undertake these projects and ensuring the City can fund its portions without burdening its citizens.  All-in the City has budgeted around $750,000 toward this project over the last three years of which roughly 75% has been allocated and spent to date.

TANGIBLE RESULTS / MEASURABLE OUTCOMES
	Through this process the City has established a clearly defined and articulated vision statement of the community’s goals and objectives which was made evident by an overwhelmingly positive response to the November 2008 ballot propositions.  Further, the City now has several new financing tools including expanded 4B Corporation authority and special venue taxes in place to accomplish these objectives thanks to the voters.  Due to both of these factors in addition to the City’s aggressive and innovative approach to encouraging sustainable growth, Sugar Land has received an enormous amount of interest from potential private sector partners who are eager to aid the City in realizing its objectives.  As the City continues to negotiate with these partners we are confident that in the next five years, Sugar Land will once again reinvent itself and emerge as the premier destination location in the region.

LESSONS LEARNED DURING PLANNING, IMPLEMENTATION & ANALYSIS
	Perhaps the greatest lesson learned throughout this process is that a community cannot sit idly by while the world around it changes.  It must learn to adapt and challenge its previous notions of what constitutes a “successful” community.  With mobility among populations ever-increasing and the fickle nature of a convenience society, there is no guarantee that what draws individuals to your community today will be the same as what may draw them tomorrow.  In fact, the moment a community decides to rest on the successes of its past is the moment it loses its relevancy for the future.  Decision makers must be constantly aware of the challenges facing their community and the ever-increasing threats to its sustainability.  Moreover, leaders must be willing to constantly rethink their community’s position in the region and where they want it to be down the road.  These decisions, however, cannot take place in a vacuum devoid of public participation.  The only successful way to approach the sustainability issue is to address it head on with your residents and involve them in creating the direction and vision for the future, for in the end they will be your greatest advocate.  
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