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Sunday, July 4, 2004

Focus on building city must be on
people

By Nicholas Spencer
Guest columnist

| read with some trepidation the Enquirer's editorial
"Census isn't sum of Cincinnati" (June 27). While |
applaud your efforts to cast these troubling numbers in a
better light, the answers put forward in your piece fall
short of offering a serious solution to our population drain
crisis.

As a strong advocate for downtown development, | think
it is unnecessarily dangerous to imply that the work of
3CDC will do much to stem the mass exodus of people
from our city. While this new entity will likely do much
good in making certain districts in our urban core more
attractive places, they are taking a well-advised "micro”
approach in focusing on three small areas of one
neighborhood in our city. But population loss is a "macro
issue, and will require an equally measured approach.

3CDC cannot offer answers to the larger problems that
caused the evacuation of our downtown in the first place,
nor should they be asked to. Families have abandoned
the city because of sprawl and the constant construction
of new homes in the outlying suburbs, failing public
schools, high taxes and soaring violent crime.
Much-needed as it may be, tearing down skywalks
around Fountain Square won't do anything about these
issues.

Offering a vibrant downtown is just one small component
of what it will take to repopulate our city. We as a city
must first focus our energies on attracting and retaining
residents that may be classified as "low-hanging fruit." If
stemming population decline is our goal, we should first
look at what demographic groups are most likely to move
into cities, and build a city that meets their needs.

The work of Richard Florida can be an invaluable asset in
this regard. His research shows that certain "canary"
groups precede major population and economic growth:
gays, artists, immigrants and young professionals. Cities
that manage to attract these groups usually experience
tremendous growth. This leads to a higher tax base,
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causing better service from our local governments. It
means a more skilled workforce, crucial to attracting new
jobs and employers. And as a city rebuilds itself, families
become far more likely to move back and raise children
here.

At the same time, we cannot forget the current residents
of our city, many of whom are classified as "the working
poor." Cincinnati has a great untapped workforce right
now, but our inability to successfully support
minority-owned businesses and job-training programs
has hurt us immensely in this regard. Poor
police-community relations certainly don't help, either.

So how do we attract, retain and empower these
seemingly disparate groups? The solution hardly lies in
building or expanding stadiums, convention centers or
downtown shopping malls. It means putting a focus on
people.

It means becoming a city that prides itself on its diversity
- repealing Article 12, improving community relations, and
welcoming all those who are new to our city or country. It
also means real economic inclusion, ensuring that
minorities are given the opportunity and access
necessary to rebuild our neighborhoods through jobs.

It means becoming a city of ideas: fostering innovation
through bold venture capital, and funding research and
development through our world-class universities.
Government itself must take the lead by embracing new
ideas, particularly on issues such as taxes, safety, sprawl
and mass transit.

It means offering people great places, not through huge
tax subsidies and massive development projects, but
through supporting small businesses and community
groups. Places like Ludlow Avenue in Clifton have seen
tremendous success by offering authentic, grass-roots
environments that inspire creativity in people. If
development must be our primary focus, why not put our
resources into creating more districts like that one?

You mentioned in your editorial that Newport, despite
building a big-ticket amusement center on its riverfront,
lost population. We should certainly remember that as we
proceed with our own projects in the center city.
Chain-driven, homogenous districts do nothing but inspire
people to move out to suburbs where such districts
already abound.

Minimizing the damage already done, or assigning unfair
expectations to current initiatives, will do little good.
Repopulating our city will take more than a handful of
large-scale real estate developments, as important as
they might be. It will take real cultural change on all
levels.

Cincinnati does have a proud history, beautiful natural
assets and great people. But if we want our city to grow
again, we must admit the tremendous struggle we face,
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and commit to a targeted, well-planned effort to counter
our losses. We can, and in fact must, become a
world-class city once again.

Nicholas Spencer was a charter candidate for City
Council in 2003, and founder of Cincinnati Tomorrow, a
group working to make Cincinnati a more attractive city
for the creative class.
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