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Katrina’s aftermath: One year later

When philanthropy
steps in the trenches

Living Cities’ Gulf Coast Initia-
tive — a first in some ways — is

showing Gulfport how to builda

city government that works and
may help divert Biloxi from a
post-Katrina pattern of rebuild-
ing without a vision...

By DAVID TORTORANO

t was a telling moment at the October
2005 design chatrette. '
Mote than 150 new urbanists had

converged on Biloxi’s Isle of Capri Ca-
sino for an intense, six-day brainstorming to
come up with new designs for 11 cites that
had been pounded by Hutricane Katrina six
weeks eatlier.

As they were wrapping up their designs, the
Federal Emergency Management Agency is-
sued its new flood elevation advisory maps.
The worst fears of the designers were realized
when they found that virtually everything
they had done would have to be elevated,
some buildings as much as 20 feet or more.
Some designers put together alternate draw-
ings, others simply moved forward hoping
the maps would not stand.

The designers, in effect, decided to punt.

That disparity between the “look” created
by the designers and the realities of living in a

low-lying coastal atea prone to monster
surges due to its shallow water is at the heart
of the rebuilding dilemma that persists to this
day.

The designers who came to South Missis-
sippi to lend a hand were given the task of
coming up with the best, utilizing the latest in
new urban thinking and taking into consid-
eration the wishes of residents for how they
wanted their towns to “look.” They focused
on the future and what could be,

But outside the Isle of Capti Casino, one of
the few waterfront buildings left standing in
the wake of the hurricane, residents were still
in 2 daze, more concerned with salvaging
what they could from the places they once
called home, getting a FEMA trailer, dealing
with insurance companies, finding food and
water and returning to their jobs. They were
focused on today and the immediate tomor-
tow.

Key dynamic

What has from the start been the key dy-
namic in the rebuilding involves two often
opposing drives, On the one hand there’s the
desire to plan a community that’s better than
what was washed away. It’s a time-consuming
process where a premium is placed on delib-
erate steps that take into consideration how
everything “fits.” On the other hand thete’s
the need of people rich and poor and busi-
nesses big and small to return to normal by
rebuilding homes and re-establishing income
sources, The premium is placed on immedi-
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acy.

It’s in the middle of these forces that Living
Cities inserted itself with its Gulf Coast Initia-
tive, a plan to help two key cities on the Mis-
sissippi Coast rebuild in the wake of the na-
tion’s most devastating natural disaster.

Indeed, if some of the best ideas from the
October charrette reach fruition in Gulfport
and Biloxi — and some of the least realistic are
abandoned - it may be in no small measure
due to the work of Living Cities and its con-
sultants. They attempted to put a priotity on a
realistic approach to what's possible and im-
possible, based on theit experience funding
projects that helped revitalize some of the na-
tion’s urban centers.

That’s not to say the work has been without
controversy. In Biloxi, some, like the Viet-
namese community, felt they were left out of
the planning process. Others that represent
minorities have also been ctitical of the plan
for, as they see it, the displacement of the
poor and seniors from their homes. Some
Biloxi city council members still see portions
of the plan as unrealistic, and even supporters
admit portions of the plan likely will never
occut. Even so, a spokeswoman for the Viet-
namese group considers a worst case scenatio
to be development without a plan.

The timing

Living Cities came in to provide direct help
to Biloxi and Gulfport at a time when it ap-
peared the considerable work done during the
charrette would be for naught. For Biloxi,
Living Cities consuitants helped come up
with a plan of action that took into consi deta-
tion the new height requirements, and for
Gulfport Living Cities consultants provided
some help getting city leaders to work as a
team.

In both cases, it was a targeted approach -
designed for the specific needs of each city.

The effort by Living Cides in Biloxi marks
the first time the otganization has acted di-
. tectly in its own name in a community, while

“... that’s exactly the
kind of assistance local
governments are going
to need.”

- Gavin Smith
Office of Recovery and Renewal

the work in Gulfport was the first time Living
Cities delved into civic capability building —
something more akin to nation-building.

‘This in-the-trenches approach may become
signature works for Living Cities if both com-
munities end up with plans that help them
move forward, But that’s hardly a given. And
questions temain about money and man-
power.

But even with those looming questions, the
work has been pivotal.

Gavin Smith, who heads the Governor’s
Office of Recovery and Renewal, said the
type of work being done by Living Cities rep-
resents precisely what’s needed at this point
in the recovery process.

“From what I can tell and knowing some of
those involved, that’s exactly the kind of as-
sistance local governments are going to
need,” said Smith. He said that in a disaster
of this magnitude, locals are overwhelmed
and don’t have the people to do any mean-
ingful planning or long-tetm implementation.

“If Living Cities is doing those kinds of
things, no doubt they’re playing a vital role,
one typically not provided by the state or
FEMA,” Smith said.

The context

It was clear after Katrina that rebuilding
South Mississippi would be a monumental
task involving billions of dollars to replace
much of the infrastructure and rebuild
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homes, businesses and confidence. Much of
the infrastructure, from homes to businesses
to roads and public buildings, were washed
away by the hutticane. Thousands, rich and
poor alike, were displaced.

In early September Mississippi Gov. Haley
Barbour created the Governor's Commission
on Recovery, Rebuilding and Renewal to de-
vise a plan. Philanthropist Jim Barksdale, fo1-
mer CEO of Netscape and a Mississippi na-
tive, agreed to chair the effort funded by
Barksdale and the Knight Foundation. It held
its first meeting Sept. 20. The result was ctea-
tion of 11 committees to laok at specific is-
sues, from transportation to infrastructure,

What gained the most attention came under
the infrastructure committee, which brought
in internationally known new urbanist Andres
'Duany of Miami to head a team that would
redesign 11 communities. Acting on behalf of
the Congress for New Urbanism, Duany
gathered more than 100 architects, planners,
transpottation and building code specialists
from across the nation to take on the task.

The team, which included local architects
and planners, met Oct. 12-17 at the Missis-
sippi Renewal Forum for a brainstorming ses-
sion at the Isle of Capri in Biloxi, within
shouting distance of the rubble of historic
East Biloxi, The team knew it was a chance to
help battered Mississippi while at the same
time showcase their work on a national stage.

The chatrette had barely begun when pat-
ticipants launched out in 11 different teams
to see first-hand the diverse towns — artsy Bay
St. Louis, the port city of Gulfport, the sea-
side towns of Long Beach and Pass Christian
and industrialized Moss Point and Pasca-
goula. They talked to residents they could
find to learn about what they loved about
their hometowns, looked at the architectural
styles and searched out old photos to capture
the essence and sense of place.

At the end of the forum, the plans were
presented to the public in a one-day unveil-
ing, That was followed by multiple town

meetings and follow-up charrettes in all the
communities. What they came up was quite
temarkable: Under this vision, there would be
a unified South Mississippi, where 11 differ-
ent “new urban” communities, some with ca-
sinos, some with condos, would be linked by
biking and hiking trails, scenic boulevards and
trolleys. All this would be connected to
neighboring states with a high-speed rail.
Residents who were able to attend the pub-
lic sessions by and large seemed supportive if
still skeptical that it could ever come to frui-
tion. Small wonder since many were still iv-
ing in FEMA trailers and their first ptiority
was some semblance of normal. And normal
seemed a long way off: there were questions
about what type of buildings would be al-
lowed, questions about insurance money and
more. For them, plans for the future had to
take a back seat to the present. What’s more,
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for those at the bottom of the socio-
economic ladder, the designs wete just the
pretty visions of the well-to-do. For them,
there was 2 big difference between what new
urbanists considered affordable and what
they considered affordable.!

In any case, all those forum-generated
plans, along with the findings of the 10 other
committees, were incorpotated into a 200-
page report called “After Katrina: Building
Back Better than Ever.” The report had close
to 240 rebuilding recommendations and sug-
gested actions. Remarkably, this was just four
months after the hutricane,

But attractive plans and reality were already
clashing,

Biloxi goes its own way
If there is one city that could be considered

pivotal to the plans developed at the char-
rette, it’s Biloxi, in part because of name-
tecognition, in part because of its location, in
part because it’s a key engine of the region’s
economy. And it took little time to become
clear that Biloxi was going to tebuild, plan or
no plan; hardly a surprise given Biloxi’s his-
tory before the storm.

For Biloxi, the past decade has been the
most prosperous in the city’s 300-year his-
tory, with some $6 billion in investments, It
was a glitzy, bling-bling city not bashful about
its somewhat-seedy past. The 1990s had
brought casinos, big-name acts and major
revenues that allowed the city to pour tens of
millions into schools and housing. After Ka-
trina the urge to put it back together and not
lose momentum was natural.

The city eatly on backed an effort to
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change state law so casinos could build on
shore, and once that was done the projects
began rolling in. At the same time, the condo
boom that had begun before the hurricane
picked up where it left off. And now there
was 2 chance additional lands would be avail-
able.

While the big-ticket projects came out of the
chute, home rebuilding was creeping along,
But it was, in fact, beginning. Biloxi City
Councilman Bill Stallworth organized the
East Biloxi Coordination and Relief Center
Community Planning Process to help resi-
dents rebuild before mote strict rules could
be passed. Volunteers by early September had
completed a couple hundred homes with 100
mote undet construction.

And the plans developed at the charrette?

“Quite honestly, I wasn’t too impressed
with the chatrette and new urbanism,” said
Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway. He said that
what they came up with in October and the
weeks after was unrealistic and pricey. Be-
sides, he had more immediate matters to face.

“My first priority was to get this place
cleaned up as quickly as possible. Get this de-
bris out of hete, The next thing for me was to
get gaming legalized on shore,” he said. And
getting people back home was also crucial.
He said housing had been an issue before the
hutticane, and now it was mote pressing.

“A lot of people with the commission kept
saying we’re starting with a clean slate. We’re
not starting with a clean slate. People still live

here and own the property. I believe in prop-
erty rights — a person can do what they want
with their land. A lot of these folks involved
were people from the outside, and the gover-
nor said time and again this is just ideas and
the communities can make their own deci-
sions,” Holloway said.2

Clark Griffith, a retired lieutenant general,
had participated in the Mississippi Renewal
Forum and liked what they did, in part be-
cause it gave the community something to
think about other than the devastation. But
he had concerns.

“Thete were certain things that just weren’t
right for Biloxi,” including the plan to lower
the elevation of Interstate 110, And then
there was the planners’ resistance to elevating
structures, He said it was clear to him adopt-
ing the new height requirements was
“inevitable” and “to do anything less would
be a disservice.”

Griffith said that over time, neatly everyone
found parts of the plan they didn’t like.

The gap between the new utbanist vision
and reality appeated to be widening,

The intetvention

Ricky Mathews, publisher of the Sun Het-
ald, was concerned with Biloxi’s rapid moves.

Mathews had a unique perspective through
the many hats he was wearing. In addition to
publishing the largest paper in South Missis-
sippi, he was a vice chairman of the Gover-
not’s Commission on Recovery, Rebuilding
and Renewal and chairman of the local arm
of the Knight Foundation — a major contribu-
tor to the recovery of South Mississippi.

He spent houts at the October forum and
was impressed with their work. One thing he
came to believe was that building without
some type of plan — including a consistent set
of codes — would be 2 mistake.

Mathews was alarmed when it appeared
Biloxi was poised to adopt new density rules.
To him that meant hard-hit East Biloxi
“could end up with significant commercial
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development around the petiphery of the
peninsula and the center of the peninsula
would rebuild in some sort of unplanned
way — if at all. That would have been a disas-
ter in terms of rebuilding a city that has any
chance of recapturing its sense of place.”

Mathews a few months eatlier had met with
representatives from Living Cities, a group
that advocates and invests in the revitalization
of the nation’s inner cities. They had stopped
by duting a visit and asked if there was some-
thing they could do to help South Mississippi.

“It seemed everyone wanted to help us at
that point,” said Mathews.

He did some research, found out about the
projects Living Cities had done elsewhere and
came to the conclusion that the organization
could be important to the rebuilding. But
back then, the question was precisely what
tole would Living Cities play? Mathews said
he made it his mission to find 2 way.

“Ttalked to Reese (Fayde, CEO of Living
Cities) and othets over the coutse of the next
few days and weeks. Ultimately, as [ was
watching the Biloxi situation unfold, I asked
Mayor A.]. Holloway if I could put together a
meeting of several of the folks involved in the
Biloxi planning part of the Mississippi Re-
newal Forum and Living Cities,” he said.

Holloway had never heard of Living Cities,
but agreed to a meeting organized by
Mathews. Holloway said there was no com-
mitment at the fitst meeting, but by February
he agreed they should work together on a
plan for Biloxi.

Mathews at the same time maneuvered to
get Living Cities involved with Gulfport, the
largest city on the Mississippi coast and one
that, arguably, was also a linchpin. That city’s
mayor, Brent Warr, was already acquainted
with Living Cities. He met Fayde in Chasles-
ton, 8.C., not long after the hurricane at a de-
sign program. ‘

Several discussions followed, and by mid -
March it was a done deal.

In the trenches

Founded in 1991 as the National Commu-
nity Development Initiative, Living Cities is a
hybrid group of philanthropic, corporate and
government investors that promote the revi-
talization of the nation’s urban centers, It’s
known for its support of work in America’s
old central city neighborhoods, and has been
a funding source for 300 community develop-
ment cotporations in 23 cities, from New
York to Seattle and Chicago to Miami.

South Mississippi represented a different set
of challenges.

Fayde early on was interested in doing
something to help the hurricane-battered
Gulf Coast. She knew the Knight Founda-
tion, a Living Cities member, was involved in
the work in Mississippi, and told foundation
president Alberto Ibarguen that if there was a
way the resources of Living Cities could help,
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to let her know.

The Knight Foundation has a history of
jumping in with both feet. Within 2 few days
of the hurricane the foundation had people
on the ground in Mississippi. They told Fayde
any resourees she could provide would be ap-
preciated. In late October she visited New
Otleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast. She
could see the need was huge and locals were
overwhelmed.

“You can not, not be moved,” said Fayde
about the devastation she saw.

She felt a need, perhaps a duty, to put Liv-
ing Cities expetience to use. She recalled
something that crossed her mind during one
of the meetings on the Mississippi Coast.

“We (Living Cities) kind of are old hands at
this, saying we know how to do planning in
complicated situations, community develop-
ment work ... If that’s what you’ve spent
your life thinking that you are doing, here you
are standing in the middle of a place that is
screaming ‘need’ ... In that situation, if I
can’t make what I've done be useful, I almost
have to question its usefulness ever.”

What Living Cities would do developed
ovet time.

In Gulfport, Living Cities made a grant to
provide a consultant - Matvin Siflinger — who
would work directly with Warr for a li mited
time. What makes the work in Gulfport stand

out is the type of help the consultant has

given: For the first time, Living Cities
through the consultant took steps to help
build the civic capacity of a city. The idea was
to help Gulfport wotk more efficiently, more
professionally. _

In Biloxi, consultant Gordon Brigham was
assigned to work ditectly with the mayor to
provide whatever assistance was needed. It
soon became clear there would be some ad-
vantages doing the work under the name of
Living Cities — a first for the organization.
Living Cities would tackle East Biloxi and
come up with a plan for the two-square-mile,
old, ethnic neighborhood. Living Cities
would become part of the planning process.

Biloxi: Getting a plan
Living Cities could not have picked a
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tougher nut to crack.

East Biloxi is a low-lying area where some
of the poorest tesidents, many of them ren t-
ets, have gathered for years, and it was heav-
ily damaged by Katrina. It was the epitome of
all the problems associated with rebuilding,
where the competing forces converged.

It has long-time residents, a large propot-
tion minotities, many of whom wanted to re-
turn; the deep-pocket casino developers who
were excited over the possibilities that
opened up with land-based operations; well-
financed condo developets; and it is ground
zero for new utbanists. It also was an area
prone to damage from hurricanes.

It was in this environment that Living Cities
came on board.

~And indication of just how controversial
the rebuilding of East Biloxi will be came
when new urbanists Elizabeth Moule and Ste-
fanos Polyzoides of Pasadena, Calif,, key
playets in the Duany team who had remained
to work closely with Biloxi, opted to bail out.
They said they could not support Biloxi’s de-

cision to accept the FEMA guidelines, and
also claimed reconstruction would be influ-
enced by casino and condo developers.?

Griffith, who disputes-any undue influence
of developers, said Moule and Polyzoides
pulled out of the process after city officials
decided to consult with Living Cities. He said
the city offered to include Moule and Poly-
zoides, but the fitm chose to withdraw.

Even with the withdrawal of Moule and -
Polyzoides, there are plenty of interests with
dogs in the hunt. And at times it seems like a
no-win situation. Allow people to rebuild
without considering future storms and you’ve
potentially put lives at risk; force people to
rebuild to higher elevations and you’ve made
the community ugly; let deep-pocket develop-
€rs put up structures that are more storm re-
sistant and you've displaced the poor. The
devil, in this case, is truly in the details,

For a while it appeared that Biloxi was go-
ing to develop without any type of overall
plan. But that changed when Holloway
agreed to the help offered by Living Cities.
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Around the same time, Holloway announced
fotmation of the Reviving the Renaissance
Committee and chose Griffith to head the
effort. It included about 200 volunteers.

Insiders had some concern that this might
mean a duplication of effott, but they man-
aged to divide the work in a way that “fit.”
Living Cities would focus on East Biloxi and
the renaissance group the entire city. Hollo-
way credits Brigham with helping mesh the
work.

For his part, Griffith said the two groups
worked well together.

“I think they complement each other. They
duplicate one another in certain areas, which
is understandable, especially in the affordable
housing,” Griffith said. “We don’t disagtee
on anything between the two reports ... just
some differences in opinion in how you get
things done.”

Griffith was particularly happy with the ex-
pertise Living Cities brought to the table.

“I think they added a lot to the process
with their expertise of the architectural side
and the expetience that they’ve had in other
cities,” said Griffith, “They brought that ex-
pettise here and applied it to our situation.”

Being a military man, he couldn’t help but
make a military analogy.

“It’s just like a military campaign. If you
have a specific area you need to address, you
get the special forces,” he said. That was the
case for East Biloxi.

Griffith said that while Living Cities is patt
of the new urbanist group, “they don’t drink
the holy water five times a day. I think they
only drink it two times a day,” Griffith said.
“They wete just more realistic.”

The report

The renaissance committee and Living Cit-
ies came up with two separate reports that
were eventually combined into one to chart
~ the course for future growth in both East
Biloxi and the broader city. Among other
things, it calls for a casino and entertainment

“It’s just like a military
campaign. If you have a
specific area you need

‘to address, you get the

special forces.”
- Clark Griffith
Reviving the Renaissance Committee

district along the watetfront, a central park in
a low-lying area and multi- and single-family
housing on higher ground.

The report says Biloxi has two of the three
ingredients needed to cultivate major eco-
nomic development: strong investment and a
predictable customer base. But the missing
piece is an expanded and diverse wotkforce
that need homes they can afford.

To accommodate the workforce, the land
use planning framework anticipates a total of
5,500 housing units, up from 3,500 units be-
fore the storm, including single-family
houses, towahouses and multifamily units.
New, lower-density housing would be incot-
potated into the existing neighborhoods on
less flood-prone higher ground.

Underlying all of this is a land use approach
that lessens the potential for future flooding,
in part by compensating homeowners who
are faced with leaving flood-prone areas.

Biloxi City Councilman Mike Fitzpatrick
didn’t like what he saw in the plan.

“P've read their reports, and they do good
wotk ... my only problem is, to me, it’s a lot
of pipe dreams,” he said. That’s the same
problem he had with the planning done dur-
ing the Octobert forum. '

One of his problems, according to Fitz-
patrick, is with the central patk,
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“The only way is to buy the land, and that
will cost you a fortune,” he said.

Councilman George Lawrence feels much
of it is not feasible. He said people like their
yards and cutting grass. They don’t want to
live in condos or apartments or in homes el e-
vated too high, Like Fitzpatrick, he thinks th

central park is too costly.

“They all got scared when the plans came
out,” he said about residents. When you try
to explain they are just concepts, that doesn’t
mean a thing if you’re living there or your
parents are living there and they’re concerned
about what it will mean for them.

“I'm not one of those visionary guys ...
whether a plan needs to be in place, I don’t
know,” Lawrence said. “What bothers e,
how can we do this for people who paid their
dues already?”

Uyen Le of the National Alliance of Viet-
namese American Service Agencies said the
plan did not take into consideration the con-
cerns of the Vietnamese community, 2 heavy
propottion of which live in the area whete
the plan proposes a park.

Griffith is not that surprised over com-
plaints. He said there ate some people who
will be dissatisfied no matter what is pro--
posed. He said you could be handing out free
hundred-dollar bills and there will always be
those who complain and say theirs is dirty or
weinkled. And he can understand the feeling,

“They want badly to go back to living
where they did,” Griffith said.

Complaints aside, the tepost released in July
did give residents something to go on, A
story in the Aug. 22 edition of the Sun Her-
ald, which said East Biloxians are “tired of
waiting,” said they might not like everything
about the plans, but it gave them something
concrete to get a sense of what might happen
to their neighbothoods. 4

Indeed, Le said a worst-case scenario is
proceeding without a plan.

Gulfport: Back to the basics

It’s indicative of just how basic the work by
Living Cities in Gulfport has been. Duting
each council meeting, a consultant attends
and takes copious notes about how they in-
tetact, how they get along, then talks to them
later about it. It has been an issue in the past,
and continues to this day.

Gulfport over the years has become the
commercial and transportation hub for the
Mississippi Gulf Coast. Much younger but
larger than Biloxi to its east, Gulfport is home
to the state’s seaport and international ait-
port, and hosts a sizeable shipbuilding infra-
structure.

Gulfport is more button-down and conser-
vative than Biloxi, and has opted for only a
limited casino presence. Indeed, the mayor
initially opposed any move to allow casinos
north of U.S. 90. :

As in Biloxi, the real world was intruding
on the planning process.

But in the case of Gulfport, the problem
was that the city government simply didn’t
wotk. As one observer put it, “they fought
like cats and dogs,” while another called the
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environment a “war zone.” The highly publi-
cized conflicts gave the general impression
that the city was paralyzed and not pulling to-
gether.

It has a neophyte mayor, elected just nine
weeks before the hutricane hit, and 2 city
council that has six newcomers and just one
incumbent. Getting along seems impossible,
let alone getting anything done. The Sun Het-
ald noted that in post-Kattina days, many city
leaders described a serious communication
breakdown between the mayor and city coun-
cil.s

Using a sports analogy, Guifport had a
group of talented athletes, all determined to
witl. The problem was, they were not reading
from the same play book, didn’t know the
signals or the patterns. Worst still, some of
the athletes were bringing obstacles onto the
field that the other team members had to hur-
dle.

Guifport’s mayor had, in fact, embraced the
plans drawn up at the October charretre. He
had encouraged developers at a meeting im-
mediately after the charrette to embrace it as
well, and noted Gulfport could have one of
the finest cities in the nation as a result. Warr
had in his mind some sense of where the city
should head, based on the charrette. But get-
ting there, given the circumstances, was quite
another matter.

Tt was in this situation that Living Cities in-
vited itself.

Like nation building

The work in Gulfport that’s being done by
Living Cities and its consultants is far more
basic than the work that’s being done in
Biloxi. It may be no stretch to say that the e f-
fort in Gulfport has more in common with
elements of nation building than inner city
revitalization,

Warr said he met with Living Cities consult-
ant Magvin Siflinger, who provided his
thoughts on ways the group might be able to
help. Patt of what appealed to Warr had

nothing to do with the message, but with the
delivery. :

“He was very respectful and it was appreci-
ated,” said Warr, ‘

The most crucial initial need was for some-
one to take a fresh look at the decision -

- making process. What followed were inten-

sive discussions with a host of city officials
and department heads. What became clear
was 2 lack of coordination and lack of a stra-
tegic plan.

“We needed a Management by Objectives
infusion,” said Watr, refetring to a business
practice that involves management and em-
ployees agreeing on goals and methods to
achieve them.

What struck Warr was the similarity be-
tween MBO and what he had envisioned he
would be able to do as mayor of Gulfport.
He said he did something akin to MBO as a
businessman, and did the same with the
chamber of commerce. It’s something he had
campaigned on, but never knew it was called
Management by Objectives or how, in fact, to
achieve the goals.

But then again, he never had the training to
pull it off,

As a small businessman, Warr was involved
in every aspect of the business. But that’s
quite different from being the CEQ of a 700-
person otganization. He needed to be trained
in the decision-making process and leamn how
to delegate. Warr had no opportunity to get
public administration management training,
like that provided by the Conference of May-
ors. So the consultant took on the task.

Beyond working directly with Warr, Siflin-
get and consultant Betsy Kourkounis began
working with personnel to build a city gov-
ernment that can work as a team. The process
included lessons in public management and
conflict resolution. The work included some
staff changes and, as one observer put it, a lot
of “hand-holding.”

The consultants worked closely with elected
officials and city employees to find a consen-
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sus, with an eye towards eventually putting
together a mission statement and a needs as-
sessment — what’s being done that’s consis-
tent and what’s not consistent,

Two teams were created, a leadership team
and a management team, The leadership team
included the mayot, staff and city council and
they set the long-range goals. The manage-
ment team included the mayor and depart-
ment heads and their task is to carry out the
goals.

Living Cities, beginning in Jate May,
launched 2 series of wotkshops and intensive
planning meetings that did not end until June,
In a strategic goal-setting workshop with the
leadership team, the question was, what do
you want to focus on?

The vision

 They decided they wanted a city that’s vi-
able economically, one that focuses on educa-
tion and children, one that’s business friendly

-with neighborhoods people want to live in

that reflects their friendly and diverse charac-
ter. That became part of the vision statement.

Unlike Biloxi, which has a heavy teliance on
gaming, Gulfpost chose not to place too
much emphasis on gambling. They will wel-
come them, but limit them. There’s intetest in
developing the waterfront area, including
some high rises, and significant interest in re-
developing the central business district,

The next step was how to get there. That
was handled during a July meeting with the
ditectors, in which they determined who was
responsible for pulling off the goals. They
also developed strategic goals on how to
achieve the vision — five-year and annual
goais. Those annual goals are the tesponsibil-
ity of department heads,

The results wete two things many city offi-
cials and residents have said has been lacking
in city government recently: agreement and
optimism. Barbara Nalley, council president,
credits Living Cities with pushing everyone in
the right direction.®

“...they got some tough
questions from a lot of
people.”

- Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway

“I think they’ve done real well,” said coun-
cilman Jackie P. Smith about the work of the
Living Cities consultants. He said the city sdll
has a long way to go. “We've got to get to-
gether on our plans ... but the work they've
done, it’s been great.”

The mayor is encouraged by what has ha p-
pened.

“Tknow that it will work,” Warr said. “I’s

- frustrating that it's taken this long to get here.

It will build trust within the department
heads, City Council and my office.”?

By the end of June 2006, the city of
Gulfport had a vision for the future that city
leaders wrote together and a loose framework
to begin working toward that vision, in the
form of a mission. They came up with 18
strategic goals, from public safety to rebuild-
ing of infrastructure to recteation and educa-
tion.

Conclusions

Living Cities got involved in two communi-
ties considered linchpins for the recovery of
South Mississippi. What happens in Gulfport
and Biloxi will go 2 long way toward estab-
lishing the “image” of the South Mississippi
recovery.

The ultimate value of the initiative will be
detetmined by issues beyond the control of
Living Cities. An ability to follow through
will be crucial, but both Biloxi and Gulfport
continue to be overburdened with work and
lack of funding. For revitalization projects the
size and duration of these, it would be appro-
ptiate to have a development authority with a
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project manager and staff and consul tants.

It’s unclear if that will ever occur,

Even so, it appears the Living Cities initia-
tive played a significant, timely role that’s ap-
preciated and recognized by local leaders who
wete directly involved. If Biloxi ultimately
adopts the joint RTR/Living Cities proposal,
then Living Cities can take credit for salva g
ing portions of the considerable design wotk

done during the October charrette.

By the time Living Cities arrived on the
scene, Holloway had pretty much dismissed
the new urbanist approach. But the work with
Living Cities cavsed a change of heart. He
said the difference between the October chat-
tette and Living Cities was “a realistic ap-
proach and a realistic price.”

Should the proposal for Biloxi be adopted,
Living Cities will be able to lay claim to help-
ing divert Biloxi from continuing an early
post-Kattina pattern of rebuilding without an
accompanying, guiding vision.

Holloway said Living Cities “did good work
... they got some tough questions from a lot
of people” and managed to address them
with “something they could use.”

Living Cities also provided as part of its
mission five crucial teports prepared by na-
tionally known experts: one on Biloxi’s gam-
ing market potential; a market analysis; an
analysis of affordable housing; human serv-
ices needs; and an east Biloxi transportation
assesstnent.

Mathews thinks the help was “just what the
doctor ordered and at just the right time.”

“Because of the complexity of the challenge
and the extremely difficult decisions that have
to be made in East Biloxi, I believe that work
will be some of the most important work
done in the aftermath of the stotm,” he said.

“The decisions and solutions thete will be
groundbreaking and historic and will have im-
plications for not only all areas of South Mis-
sissippi and the New Otleans region, but will

“have implications for the rest of the United
States,” Mathews said.

“I needed someone to
kind of jerk the bridle

3
- Gulfport Mayor Brent Warr

In Biloxi, Living Cities tackled one of the
stickiest situations. Those who want to return
face 2 particularly bleak scenatio: They are in
an area prone to flooding, costs have risen
and there are still questions about what will
and will not be allowed. Living Cities and its
consultants will likely be criticized for some
portions of the plan.

In Gulfport, Warr credits the Living Cities
consultant with snapping the city out of a cri-
sis mode and placing it in an action mode.

“I needed someone to kind of jerk the bri-
dle on me,” said Warr. And about the new-
found coopetation between the administra-
tion and city council, Warr notes it was
“purely because of them.” ,

It was duting an intensive session in July
that they started coming together.

“A lot less would be getting done,” said one
observer. “Basic civility is crucial.”

Holloway would like to see Living Cities
remain involved in Biloxi’s future.

“We'll continue to work with them,” he
said. :

Like Holloway, Warr hopes the help will
continue.

“We've talked and asked them to continue
working with us on an ongoing basis,” Warr
said. :

For the time being, Gulfport will have to
cope with what appeats at this point to be
slow progress, in part because rebuilding the
mechanism of city government takes time
and is to a large extent behind the scenes.

As recently as July 2006, the lack of action
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in Gulfport was notable enough to Sun Her-
ald executive editor Stan Tiner that he wrote
a column in which he contrasted the lack of
activity in Gulfport with the activity in Biloxi.

Tiner noted that Holloway expects to have
18 casinos in Biloxi — five more than before
Kattina ~ bringing thousands of jobs, new
hotel rooms and millions in tax revenue, But
in Guifport, “folks are still waiting to hear the
big announcement that Warr promises is just
ahead — always just ahead.”s

It’s likely Tiner's perception is a widely held
belief. But what is happening in Gulfpott to-
day is an effort to put the foundation in place
for better decision-making tomortow, and it
temains a work in progress. Still, movement
is occutring. On Sept. 18, 2006, the city’s only
casino — Island View — finally opened.

But there are still severe communications
problems. As recently as September, the
mayor and city council were at odds over the
budget.

Nearly invisible

One of the oddities is that, despite this
wortk, Living Cities remains somewhat invisi-
ble to the broader public. While those who

“have worked directly with Living Cities like
what’s been done, those not directly involved
are far less familiar with the role the organiza-
tion has played. Indeed, Holloway, who
wotked directly with Living Cities in Biloxi,
wast’t aware the group is also working with
Gulfport.

A check with some key officials outside the
process indicates there’s not a lot of under-
standing of the tole of Living Cities. Harrison
County Supetvisot Connie Rockeo, for in- .
stance, said she was not very familiar with
Living Cities ot its wotk in South Mississippi.
But that’s because she’s focusing on pressing
mattets elsewhere in the county.

“You’re going to have to bite off your
chunk” she said, going to where the need is.
And she didn’t feel het help was needed in
the two cities where Living Cities was in-

volved.

Well known or not, it appears that, at least
in these two cases, Living Cities’ approach of
getting down in the trenches might wind up
making the difference in the recovery for

- both cities. Gulfport knew where it wanted to

go but didn’t know how to drive, while Biloxi
knew how to drive but didn’t know where it
was going. :

Still, Biloxi and Gulfport are understaffed
and dollars are tight, which could impact the
ultimate effectiveness of the work done by
Living Cities. Staying the course may be diffi-
cult for both cities without additional, ongo-
ing help. '
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