Maybe Your Downtown
Needs a Report Card
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ver the past quarter of a century, most local gov-
ernments, large and small, have undertaken
planning for their downtowns. Many localities
have been successful, while others have written
plans that have languished on the shelf.
Using a report card to assist in the planning

process is an approach particularly well suited to the needs

of small and medium-sized com-
munities. This kind of objective,
outside review can confirm suc-
cess, verify and refine development
objectives, foster mid-course cor-
rections in plans and programs,
and reenergize public and private

leadership.

What Is a Report Card
Assessment?

Report cards traditionally have
been used to measure the progress

of students in educational systems.
In the school-and-student relation-

The Report Card
Process Is
Short-term and
Strategic. It

Focuses on
Current Issues,
Problems, and

Accomplishments.

ship, the criteria used to gauge performance are fairly for-

mal and rigid. A major objective is to share with the student

his or her progress at a particular point and to identify areas

in which performance can be enhanced.

Slightly modified, the traditional report card approach to
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measuring progress and making mid-
course adjustments has a valid applica-
tion to downtown revitalization pro-
jects and organizations. The report
card assessment often is a critical com-
ponent of the traditional process of
strategic planning. It is sometimes
called a strategic assessment, strategic
audit, status report, or peer review.
Whatever it is called, a report card can
be an important management tool for
public officials, elected leaders, and
private organizations concerned with a
community’s downtown.

The report card process is short-term
and strategic. It focuses on current issues
and problems, as well as accomplish-
ments. As shown in the accompanying
diagram, the process includes four, rela-
tively brief steps: (1) listening/ record-
ing/learning, (2) processing, (3) sharing,
and (4) taking action. The purpose of
this article is to demonstrate that report
cards can encourage change by identify-
ing opportunities, solving problems, and
producing sharply focused recommen-
dations for planning and action.

Report Card Case Studies

Localities that have approached down-
town planning using the report card
process include Corning, New York,
with two report cards in the past six
years; Pueblo, Colorado; Macon, Geor-
gia; and Greenville, South Carolina.

The objective set by each locality
varies from that of a report card making
mid-course corrections and reenergiz-
ing community leadership (Corning);
to confirmation by peer review of a
major plan before implementing it
(Pueblo); to a status report designed to
confirm community, public, and private
leadership support for a planning initia-
tive (Macon); to a more complex and
comprehensive strategic assessment
(Greenville).

The costs for these products have
ranged from just under $10,000 for a
simple report card assessment, to
$25,000 for a more sophisticated strate-
gic planning process.

PusLic MANAGEMENT

o

he report card brought Corning’s public and

private leadership together to deal with impor-
tant issues affecting the future vnablllty of the in-town
area. It dealt dlrectly and fairly with one of the com-
munlty S fallures——lts mablllty to |mplement plans fora
: 7'new conference center at the Radlsson Hotel. The
: missing mgredlents were proactlve Ieadershlp and
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Corning, New Yorl: First
Report Card

Corning’s first report card was prepared
in May 1990 and completed in July of
the same year.

Corning is a small town with a pop-
ulation of approximately 12,000 lo-
cated in the sparsely populated South-
ern Tier region of the state of New
York. While the area has seen relatively
little growth, it is headquarters to
Corning, Inc., and the home of the
Corning Glass Center, New York’s third
largest tourist attraction.

In 1990, Corning Intown Futures,
Inc., the public/private organization re-
sponsible for downtown planning in
Corning, decided to undertake a report
card assessment. The community had
successfully implemented the Intown I
plan in 1982 and created the more ambi-
tious Intown II plan in 1988.

The community was enthusiastic
about the 1988 plan and implemented a
great deal of it between 1988 and 1990.
In 1990, however, malaise set in. The
public and private leaders were tired,
and there was frustration over where
priorities lay and what should be next
on the implementation agenda. The
concept of a report card appealed to

- ffundmg sup rt from the clty government '}We nﬁeeded

those who wanted to conduct a candid
evaluation of Corning’s new and revised
priorities.

The first report card was prepared
over a six-week period at a cost of just
under $10,000. The final product, a brief
report, contained four sections: plan im-
plementation progress, current develop-
ment issues, high-priority issues, and
input for the Intown Corning Action
Agenda.

The report card gave the community
high marks for implementing 12 major
projects in the 1988 plan, plus an addi-
tional $18.7 million in other in-town
projects not included in the plan, for a
total of $63.1 million. In spite of the re-
markable implementation success of the
Intown II plan, there was concern about
the future and what should be done next.

The assessment identified 39 issues
under five broad headings: leader-
ship, public fiscal policy and manage-
ment, public services and facilities,
property and development, and
tourism. The 39 issues were reduced
to nine specific recommendations as
input for the Intown Corning Action
Agenda.

Since 1990, four recommendations,
as described here, have been acted upon
with dramatic results.
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llThe report'ca

downtown Greenvulle and partlcularly for the
city’s administrative staff. The process itself. reafflrmed
decnsmns of the p‘a‘st and set challenges for the future. =
The prlvate sector was actwely mvolved mt_ he process‘

Public Fiscal Policy and Man-
agement Strategy. A recommenda-
tion to develop a fiscal policy and man-
agement strategy led to the appointment
of a private sector task force to evaluate
policy and management needs. The task
force report persuaded Corning’s city
council that it needed to adopt the
council-manager form of government,
and Corning’s first city manager,
Suzanne Kennedy, was appointed in
June 1995.

A Visionary New Look at
Tourism Development. [t was rec-
ommended that the Corning Glass
Center be enhanced as an attraction
of national and international signif-
icance. A regional tourism strategy
was prepared, and in 1995, Corning,
Inc., invested $50 million in the
project.

Graphic Identification Package.
Such a package, when it has been imple-
mented, will give image and design
guidance for informational and direc-
tional signage leading to and around
Corning.

Short-Term Parking Strategy.

The report card suggested that meters
on Market Street be removed and that
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g througha‘meetmgs and lnterwews, and we antlapate a
: pport for the recommendatlons.
' ire tlon, and Green ville's staff

two hours of free parking be enforced.
So far, the council has mandated the two
hours of free parking, with appropriate
enforcement.

Corning's Second Report
Card

While a great deal of progress had been
made since the 1990 assessment, the
board of Intown Futures again felt the
need to refocus, and a second assess-
ment was begun in March 1996 and fin-
ished in May 1996.

A number of negative changes had
occurred, including a modest downturn
in the economy; corporate changes and
downsizing at Corning, Inc.; and the in-
troduction of almost 600,000 square feet
of new, big-box retail space near a mall
12 miles away.

At the same time, Corning, Inc., was
making plans for revitalizing and ex-
panding its Glass Center to include a re-
configuration of its retail offerings. In-
town Market Street merchants viewed
this idea as potentially harming their
businesses, so growing dissention arose
between the merchants and the Glass
Center.

The board of Intown Futures decided
that the second report card assessment
would differ from the first in that it

would be more diagnostic. It would try
to look carefully at the underlying
causes of the decline on Market Street
and would make recommendations for
addressing these issues.

Scope of Work

Modeled after the first report card, the
second one involved a careful review of
reports, plans, and newspaper articles
published before a site visit, which,
along with a three-day work session, in-
cluded a walking tour of the Intown
neighborhood and informal discussions
with retailers and others. The final prod-
uct was an 18-page report with sections
on progress made since 1990; a situation
analysis; the current Intown Futures
agenda; “The Challenge of April 2000: A
New Agenda”; and “Action Agenda:
Next Steps.”

Findings and
Recommendations

The period of 1991 to 1996 saw 29
major projects implemented in the city
and 20 in the Intown area, with the 20
Intown projects alone representing an
investment of just over $69 million in
five years. Another measure of success
was an assessment of the high-priority
issues identified in the 1990 report card.
Five high-priority issues had been dealt
with aggressively; four had been par-
tially addressed; and five had not been
dealt with at all.

Overall, the community rated high
in its ability to deal with implementa-
tion. The report card, however, sug-
gested that one major challenge facing
the community was not project-ori-
ented: the perceived loss of the commu-
nity spirit, cooperation, communica-
tion, and civic will that had always been
a part of Corning.

Counterbalancing the negative find-
ings was the announced revitalization
plan for investing approximately $60
million over five years in the Corning
Glass Center, to result in a grand open-
ing in April 2000. The report card
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regged one question. In April 2000, the
yes of the world would be on Corning,
Jew York. Would it be ready to welcome
isitors to Corning and to reap the pro-
notional and economic benefits of in-
ernational publicity and guests from
wround the world?

The 1996 report card called for an ac-
ion plan whose specific steps included
-onvening in-town stakeholder leaders
‘action completed); creating and em-
sowering a Corning Action 2000 Task
Jorce (action completed); starting an
mmediate action program involving
sine high-priority initiatives (several
(nitiatives are just beginning); and
working on an Intown III planning pro-
zess (action in progress).

The report card roused new interest
in Intown Corning. [t helped city offi-
cials and citizens to get organized and
become focused on the action agenda.
In four months, the community became
reenergized and is working to achieve
both short- and long-term initiatives
designed to make Corning a model for
other localities.

i ll T he downtown wtahzatuo‘ ' e
successful becausei it was a,‘cmzén r

M EOH AV

project. The peer review process prowded thev cmzens,
: ‘the city government and thel’staff wnth ’the mechanlsm
- for all parties to come to the table on'at

ﬂbased project.” oo
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Peer Review for
Downtown Pueblo,
Colorado

Standing 40 miles south of Colorado
Springs, Pueblo is a community of
100,000 with a traditional manufactur-
ing economy. Tourism is being looked
upon as a means of diversifying the
economy and building on the strengths
of the historic downtown.

A peer review process undertaken in
November 1994 and presented in Jan-

Oifi‘gley' city ;""?"'ég‘i& puebio, Colorado

uary 1995 had as its goal to provide a
critical, objective, and outside review of
the work undertaken in planning for
tourism development. While the review
considered all of the downtown, the
focus was on the proposed Historic
Arkansas Riverwalk Project (HARP), a
bold effort designed to create an un-
usual and authentic place in the heart of
downtown Pueblo by reopening the
river channel running through it.

The process involved a review of re-
source materials provided by the city; 18

Report Card/Strategic Assessment/Peer Review Process Model
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SELECTION

For over 20 years, Stanard &
Associates has helped fire
departments to select and pro-
mote only the most qualified
individuals. Our content valid,
job-related tests allow you to
identify candidates with the basic
skills, knowledge, and ability to
meet the rigorous demands of the
fireservice industry.

Let us help you identify
quality candidates through the
use of our:

« National Firefighter Selection
Test (NFST)

o National Firefighter Selection
Test/Emergency Medical
Services (NFST-EMS)

« Physical Ability Tests

* Job Analysis

¢ Customized Examinations

« Personality Evaluations

Our Programs meet all Federal
and A.D.A. Guidelines.

HELPING YOU SELECT THE BEST

=

& Associates, Inc.
309 W. Washington St
Suite 1000

Chicago, IL 60606
1-800-367-6919
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leadership interviews conducted during
a three-day site visit; downtown plan-
ning and tourism briefings; and the
preparation of a brief report summariz-
ing the key findings, conclusions, and
recommendations of the peer review
process. A SWOT analysis listed the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats facing downtown Pueblo.

The key finding of the peer review
was that Pueblo had undertaken a valid
planning process for HARP. The review
recommended that the project should
be carried to the next phase, with de-
tailed development plans designed to
build a great public environment and a
chance for substantial private, urban
development.

Other recommendations suggested
that the project deal for the downtown
hotel and civic conference center be
consummated and the project built in a
timely fashion, with all supporting in-
frastructure required to make it a suc-
cess. Completion of the Union Avenue
Historic District also was endorsed, as
well as a number of secondary recom-
mendations intended to bring about a
concentration and critical mass, to en-
courage residents to use the downtown,
and to enhance the overall image of the
downtown.

In 1995, a referendum was held on a
$12.85 million bond issue for implement-
ing the river project. The referendum
passed by a favorable margin, and the
project now is under way, with comple-
tion scheduled for April 1998. The con-
vention center should open in May 1997,
and a hotel project has been approved and
will begin construction in April 1997.

Downtown Macon,
Georgia

Macon, located in central Georgia ap-
proximately 80 miles south of Atlanta,
has a population of 106,000. The execu-
tive director of The Peyton Anderson
Foundation, a local philanthropic trust,
was concerned about the future of
Macon’s downtown. The foundation
was called upon to support and fund

projects in the downtown, but the direc-
tor could not see how individual pro-
jects would work together. She believed
that there was a need for an overall
downtown plan.

The status report process conducted
in July 1996 involved a three-day site
visit to evaluate the situation, to inter-
view local public and private leaders,
and to prepare a brief status report. The
consultant team returned in 30 days to
present the findings to a group of
downtown stakeholders. Following are
some of the more important findings:

- The Ocmulgee River represents a
tremendous, untapped resource in
Macon’s downtown that needs to be
explored.

« The Medical Center of Central Geor-
gia is a major employment and eco-
nomic force in the downtown and can
play a big role in the future of the area.

« Downtown has other strengths to
build on: a compact structure with
many historic and architecturally sig-
nificant buildings, a growing employ-
ment base, and attractive boulevard
parks.

During the status report process, a
group of public and private leaders de-
cided to start a new organization to co-
ordinate the downtown initiative and
to call that organization the NewTown
Macon Board. The group reviewed the
status report, and three recommenda-
tions for action were implemented:

1. Create a new “umbrella” organiza-
tion to direct and coordinate down-
town planning and action.

2. Undertake an economic development
strategy and plan for the downtown.

3. Take on an immediate action project
early in the process.

Downtown Greenville,
South Carolina (

Greenville is located in the economically
dynamic Piedmont Crescent region of
the Carolinas. During the past decade,

June 1997



B / | he status report process took place over a
: Tcondensed time span, and the consultant was
able to meet individually and in small groups with
~ more than 30 people in a three- day period. The result
was a brlef hard-nosed factual report on the status
” of downtown Macon today It provides guldance for
‘us to get orgamzed and plan for the future of our

. -downtown.

Greenville has developed one of Amer-
ica’s most successful downtown Main
Streets.

The regeneration process began in
1982 with the development of the
Greenville Hyatt Regency Hotel and
Convention Center at the northern end
of Main Street. At about the same time,
two new corporate office buildings were
built nearby. In 1991, the Peace Per-
forming Arts Center was developed on a
historic site at the southern end of Main
Street, on the Reedy River.

In recent years, the northern
blocks of Main Street have seen a
resurgence of retail activity and a pro-
liferation of high-quality restaurants,
pubs, microbreweries, and entertain-
ment venues. Most recently, the city
has developed a new West End Market
Place that provides retail, food, bev-
erage, and entertainment outlets. And
finally, a 17,000-seat arena is under
construction.

As Clty Manager Aubrey Watts ob-
served, “There was a need to carefully
assess recent progress, assure that we
were doing the right things, and
maintain the momentum in the years
ahead.”

The Greenville report card process
8 was budgeted at approximately $25,000.
It included a detailed site assessment,
backed up with approximately 25 lead-
ership interviews and the preparation of

PusLiIc MANAGEMENTY
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a comprehensive report card giving spe-
cific recommendations as to the next
steps required to keep downtown revi-
talization on a successful track.

The report card process identified
2] Challenges and Strategies for the
21st Century,” with some of the more
important challenges being:

Developing downtown Greenville’s
new and enhanced “personality”

«  Preparing a downtown master plan.
Realizing that downtown housing is
an essential ingredient of success.
Proving that retail uses can work in
the downtown.

The report card concluded with rec-
ommendations and an action agenda.
Two key recommendations were (1) to
adopt the “Challenges and Strategies for
the 21st Century” as the high-priority
program to be implemented during the
next five years, and (2) to use the report
card as a vehicle for building an enhanced
working relationship between public and
private downtown stakeholders.

Experience Gained

Some insights into the report card as-
sessment process have been garnered
through the case studies presented in
this article and other studies prepared by
the author.
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ll Pueblo s plannmg department requested a p
review of the Historic Arkansas Riverwalk

Pro;ect and the Central Pueblo Framework Plan at the

crltlcal jun

Overall, the report card process is a
quick, relatively inexpensive way to as-
sess progress, or the lack of it, objec-
tively; to make mid-course program and
investment corrections; to create a new
focus; to energize leadership; and to set
new planning and implementation
agendas. It also is an objective means of
testing ideas, confirming plans before
implementation, and providing a com-
fortable level of peer review.

But the local government must need
this kind of assessment, and a legitimate
purpose must be identified. The process

cture between plannmg and lmplement'
We are“ smaII department W|thout the resources to -

can be called almost anything, as long as
its purpose is clear. Some local govern-
ments need a report card, while others
may need a strategic assessment, strate-
gic audit, status report, or peer review.
The process should be brief (four to
five weeks), intensive, inclusive, rea-
soned, unbiased, and honest. Finally,
any report card is most useful when
acted upon in a timely fashion. &0

Bert Winterbottom is a principal with
LDR International, Inc., Columbia,
Maryland.
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