Narrative for James S. Williams, P.E., City Manager for the City of Winter Park, FL
Service to the City of Winter Park has been a lifelong career for James S. Williams, P.E., that began in 1973, shortly after his graduation from Florida Technological University (now the University of Central Florida).  Jim served as City Engineer/Assistant Director of Public Works until 1985 when he became Director of Public Works.  In 1994, he was selected by the City Commission to be promoted to the position of City Manager and now, 12 years later, Jim continues to serve the city and its residents in this capacity. Because of Jim’s leadership and management style, the following projects, programs, and accomplishments were attained and could not have happened without his counsel, guidance, support, and steadfast commitment.
Leadership Skills
Leadership is measured and tested in a variety of ways but is most tried during a crisis.  During the course of 12 years, Jim’s leadership has been put to the test as he led the city through the tragedy of September 11 and the impact of three major hurricanes in 2004.  With each of these tests, Jim rose to the challenge and the City of Winter Park is much stronger due to his decisiveness, foresight and ability to maintain control.
Surviving September 11:  With Florida’s tourism industry threatened, Winter Park felt the effect of September 11 in many ways.  Jim directed staff to “tighten its belt” in efforts to keep a balanced budget without raising taxes and compromising its services.  Staff was asked to obtain grant funding, find new revenue sources, perform services in-house or use private contractors when appropriate, partner with neighboring cities, and reallocate resources. In addition, Jim’s leadership resulted in keeping healthy reserves in the city’s General Fund and allowed the city to pursue new projects without issuing debt. These efficiencies and cost savings measures pulled the city through the 9-11 tragedy.  His leadership over the course of 12 years has also enabled the city to save over $66 million, maintain one of the lowest property tax rates in Central Florida and continue to provide high quality services to its residents. Not only have these services been appreciated by the residents, but they have also made the city a model community recognized and awarded by over 30 national and international professional organizations.
Surviving the hurricane season of 2004: During the summer of 2004, the City of Winter Park experienced a weather phenomenon not seen in recent history. Over a period of six weeks, three hurricanes, Charley, Frances, and Jeanne, directly impacted Winter Park causing unprecedented stress on every system within the city. From high winds of more than 110 miles per hour seen during Hurricane Charley to continuous rain and tornadic activity of hurricanes Frances and Jeanne, Winter Park experienced the complete package of dangerous weather that uprooted trees, destroyed homes, ruptured water-main lines, and left thousands without power.
During times of crisis, leaders are looked to for stability, security and comfort.  Jim and his dedicated staff answered the call of the community and facilitated a rapid hurricane recovery plan. For each hurricane the city activated its Emergency Operations Center where all departments were within arm’s reach to coordinate recovery efforts including power restoration, tree-debris removal, emergency management calls and intergovernmental relations. 
Fire Chief, Jim White shared, “To be an effective emergency manager, you need to know that the leadership at the top of your organization has confidence in your decisions. During the hurricane season of 2004, Jim Williams’ confidence in my decisions helped the fire department and the city to respond quickly to numerous difficult situations.” 

For over 20 years, the city has received the National Arbor Day Foundation’s Tree City USA Award which honors the importance and value the city places on its lush tree canopy.  When the hurricanes hit Winter Park, they devastated one of the city’s main attributes by damaging or destroying nearly one-third of the city’s tree canopy.  In total, approximately $15 million of city damage was sustained, of which over 75 percent of the funds spent by the city on hurricane recovery efforts have been reimbursed to the city by FEMA.  Jim’s commitment allowed the City of Winter Park to have one of the fastest hurricane recoveries in the area and these efforts did not go unnoticed.  Residents showed their support and gratitude through e-mails, letters, and phone calls.  The city received the Chamber of Commerce’s inaugural Community Award as well as the prestigious City-County Communications and Marketing Association’s (3CMA) national top Savvy Award for the communication efforts made during this time. 

Even with the tremendous devastation in its own community, Winter Park did not forget its neighbors or other municipalities in need.  Jim allowed crews from the fire department to be deployed to assist surrounding communities after hurricanes Frances and Ivan. Most recently, in 2005, the Winter Park Police Department developed a new task force concept known as Rapid Deployment Force (RDF) to assist disaster areas in their recovery efforts within 24 hours. Jim approved the deployment of Winter Park police officers to assist in the recovery efforts of in-state and out-of-state cities during hurricanes Dennis, Katrina and Wilma. Due to the success of this concept, the RDF has become a statewide model for other municipalities to follow.
Relevant Achievements

Affordable Housing:  With the increasing price of real estate in today’s market, it has become even more difficult for middle- to low-income families to become homeowners. Under Jim’s leadership, the city has completed two major affordable housing projects, Railroad Avenue Residences and the Hannibal Square Community Land Trust, both of which made homeownership for these families a reality. In January 2004, the city celebrated the grand opening of Railroad Avenue Residences, a mixed-income apartment complex specifically for low-income families. The city purchased the property to develop improved affordable housing and also for a new water treatment system site.  From architecture to design elements, the city involved the community and included many of their requests in order to create a warm neighborhood feel.  This project was an excellent example of how the city had raised the bar in working with residents impacted by new public works facilities and was recognized nationally by receiving the Florida League of Cities’ City Spirit Award, American Planning Association’s Award of Merit and American City and County magazine’s Crown Community Award.

The city’s second affordable housing initiative is a model known as a community land trust.  In September 2005, the city celebrated the completion of the Hannibal Square Community Land Trust which is a community initiative that established affordable housing for Winter Park’s historic African-American community. The land trust model was initially started in Key West with the primary purpose of holding land in a 99-year ground lease, enabling residents to purchase quality homes at much more affordable rates than if they were also purchasing the land, and also helping to preserve the culture and heritage of the neighborhood.  The Hannibal Square Community Land Trust in Winter Park is one of only four land trust projects established in the state of Florida. The city celebrates home ownership for 10 new Winter Park residents and is currently pursuing more land trust opportunities for the future.
Acquisition of the electric distribution system:  As City Manager, Jim is responsible for ensuring resident satisfaction in all areas of the city including the electric utility service. The city had signed a 30-year agreement with Progress Energy and was up for renewal in January 2001.  Because residents were experiencing an increase in the number and duration of their power outages, the city began exploring the option of purchasing the system from Progress Energy with the intent to improve reliability and customer service. In 2003, the city held a referendum to approve the issuance of $49.8 million in bonds for the acquisition of the electric distribution system from Progress Energy and it successfully passed by an overwhelming 69 percent. On June 1, 2005 the City of Winter Park officially “Flipped the Switch” and became the first city in the southeast to successfully acquire its electric distribution system from the incumbent investor-owned utility, Progress Energy. Now under city ownership, revenues have been reinvested back into the system, drastic improvements are being made daily, and the long-term goal of undergrounding power lines has begun with its first 3,700 feet.
Management style

Jim manages his staff of over 560 employees with the following philosophy “if you are honest and friendly with your employees, treat them fairly, yet are firm in your decisions even if the decision is a difficult one, it will foster a respectful and trusting relationship.” Jim believes in empowering his employees to make decisions, he trusts their skills and expertise to perform their jobs well and is confident in their abilities to learn from their mistakes. This type of management style allows his employees to grow professionally, reach goals that would never had been achieved under a different management style and create more innovative and out-of-the-box projects.  Although Jim’s position involves countless hours of decision-making, analysis, and guidance, his friendly nature, calm temperament and open door policy warmly welcomes employees at any time of the day to discuss their issues of concern.
Assistant City Manager, Randy Knight shared, “I have worked for many managers in my career but what I appreciate most about Jim’s greatest leadership qualities are his ability to assemble the right team for the job, provide direction and then let them get the job done.  He is always the first to give a person or team credit for what they accomplished.  It is truly a pleasure and very rewarding to work for him.”
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