State of the City- 2011

Well, there is much to talk about, but I’ll try to keep it as brief as possible.  Let me begin by thanking this City Council for your hard work, your spirit of cooperation, and your desire to always do what is best for this city.  This is an uncertain time in our nation’s economy and we have the difficult task of navigating through tight budgets, while at the same time investing in areas that position us for economic growth as the economy improves. I believe we all realize we cannot be caught back on our heels when major development opportunities return.  This Council has been a full partner with this administration in determining where and how to best use available resources in order to realize the greatest return on investment and to prepare for future growth. For that I thank you.   
Likewise, I want to thank the members of our Planning Commission for their hard work in considering the many issues that come before them. They must make their decisions based on the ordinances that this body has put in place over the years.  While the working relationship between our City Council and our Planning Commission needs improvement and better understanding, it’s also important to remember that the roles are different. There is a process in place that is sometimes ugly, but it works. At the same time, I would urge both bodies to demonstrate respect and appreciation to each other, even on issues where there is disagreement. That is the attitude our citizens expect and deserve. 
Let me also thank our Civil Service Commission, the Airport Commission, the A&P Commission, and our Public Facilities Board, along with many other boards and commissions whose members voluntarily serve our residents. 
I must thank my staff.  Each is dedicated, hard working, and flexible.  They serve our citizens well. Through these difficult economic times, each Department Head has been a team player as we prioritize allocation of resources. We hear stories about how government budgeting is done- budgeting that encourages a department to spend every dollar or they won’t get as much next year.  It’s important for the taxpayers of Springdale to know that’s not the way our departments do business.  Thanks to their leadership, we’ve continually come in under budget. 
Most of all, I must thank our employees. Whether in a uniform keeping our citizens safe, or behind a desk crunching numbers, they are working hard to serve our residents.  Thank you.
     As a city we’ve had a tough time over the last few months.  I’m not talking about the record breaking weather we’ve had to deal with.  Our Public Works Department, along with our Police and Fire personnel performed admirably during some of the worst weather conditions on record.  The people of Springdale should be proud.  No, when I mention a tough last few months for Springdale, I’m thinking of the passing of some men that our entire city will miss.  They were not only outstanding businessmen, but they were friends to so many of us.  They loved Springdale and gave so much of themselves to make this such a great place to live and raise our families.  I’m speaking of Gene George, Don Tyson, and Don Harp.  I want to express to the families how much they will be missed, and what their legacies mean to Springdale.
We’ve had a busy year.  Hopefully we’ve added some things that better serve and inform our citizens.  For example, our graffiti removal program is working well.  No longer are victims of graffiti responsible for the costly expense of graffiti removal. Along with more teeth in our ordinances and cooperation with the courts, we’ve attacked this problem head-on and will continue to see improvement. 
We also partnered with SWU to restore Lake Springdale.  The levee and Spring Creek should be in good shape now for our residents to enjoy for years to come.  The contractors and SWU did a great job.  I hope you’ll get out to see it if you haven’t yet.
This Council, along with our City Attorney’s Office, our PD, and Brett Harris, our Animal Services Director, worked hard on a new animal ordinance that will serve our city well.  It will hold pet owners responsible for the actions of their pets, and over time will reduce the number of strays running loose in our city.  
Springdale now has curbside recycling.  While it’s not perfect, we’re off to an outstanding start.  We’ve seen the number of residents participating in recycling increase to well over 70%.  This adds years to our landfill and helps keep future price increases to a minimum.  As recycling becomes more a part of our lives we will look for ways to work with our contractor to improve the experience for our residents. 
Our emergency alert system is up and running.  If you haven’t signed up yet, please go to the city’s website and sign up.  You can tailor it to your devices and preferences.  In order to alert you to events specific to your neighborhood or business you should sign up to make sure your address will be in the system. While we’ve had a few hiccups along the way, it is now working well. We’ve been doing some fine tuning since the tornado that hit Cincinnati just before the New Years.  That was the first tornado warning we’ve had since the system was put in place.  Therefore it was the first time the landlines were called.  Many of us got more calls than we needed, but I’m glad we got that first one. No more often than we have tornado warnings, I’ll gladly put up with a few extra calls if it means others are being alerted to a dangerous situation. That said, we’ve been working on ways to keep the landline calls down to the number necessary. 
We are also continuing to improve our use of technology as a city. We’ve improved services in Building Inspection and Parks and Rec. just for starters. There is ongoing work in all departments to better use technology in serving and informing our people.  In the area of keeping our citizens better informed, we continue to improve our city website, springdalear.gov, and we’ve just recently begun a Facebook page.  We added wi-fi to Murphy Park to go along with the wi-fi at Luther George Park.  Our goal is to eventually have wi-fi city wide.  That is if new technology doesn’t make that obsolete first.
We saw the first season of the Miracle League in Springdale last fall. While not really a city project, the city was heavily involved in helping make it happen.  I’m excited about the opportunity for those with special needs to participate in the game of baseball each spring and fall on the special fields that have been constructed.  I’m thankful for the generosity of many individuals and civic organizations that have made the league a reality in NWA.  Go out this spring and volunteer to be a buddy, or just go to see the smiles and be proud that it’s taking place in your city.
Let me take a moment to talk about the new census numbers that have just been released, and how they will impact out city.  I must first thank our Complete Count Committee that worked hard to get information out about the importance of participating in the census.  Former Mayor Jerre Van Hoose chaired that committee and because of their work our residents came through and participated in great numbers. In the last ten years, Springdale has experienced by far the greatest numeric growth in our state.  We’ve grown 24,000 people, bringing our population to just less than 70,000.  We are now Arkansas’ fourth largest city. We are the second largest city in NWA, just behind Fayetteville. We are over 14,000 people larger than Rogers, and almost twice the size of Bentonville. I don’t say that to brag.  I say it because the people of Springdale need to know it. No one would know it by simply traveling up and down 540.  I’ll talk more about that in a moment.  The new numbers will mean more funding for city streets, and some more revenue for our general fund.  We’re not yet clear on the exact amount, but we are thankful for the increase.  I plan to use the increase to better serve our residents. Hopefully, we will also be in a position to better compensate our employees. We’re behind in that area. I understand that in this kind of economy, any type of raise is difficult to justify.  But I also know that we’ve got some catching up to do.  It’s important for morale, and it’s important as we compete with other cities for the most qualified employees. We don’t know enough about the numbers to say what, if anything we’ll be able to propose this year.  And I won’t propose something to this Council unless I believe we can make it work.  Once we have better information about real dollars, I know we’ll work together to do whatever we can for our employees.
This year we’ll see some major road projects get underway.  First I want to give an update on what I believe is without a doubt our top priority as far as infrastructure- the Don Tyson Interchange at I540.  We could have word any day that the Feds and AHTD have selected an alternate for the interchange.  Once the alternate is selected, design can begin.  We should be acquiring right-of-way by this fall at the latest.  Construction is scheduled to begin in May of next year.  We are encouraged that there is a real possibility for federal dollars to help with the cost, but if not, we’ll find a way to get it done without delay.  It is scheduled to be open by 2015.  I’m hopeful that with an aggressive construction schedule, we can push for sometime in 2014.  We have several other projects that will begin construction this year.  The major ones are: Hwy. 265, south of 412; right-of-way is now being acquired.  Johnson Rd. from 412 south to I540; appraiser has been hired and acquisition will start soon. Elm Springs Road, I540 west to Oak grove Rd.; we are acquiring right-of-way. 
Now let’s talk about Downtown, Shiloh Square, and the Regional Trail. While most realize that the future development of major revenue generators for our city will likely be located along the I540 corridor, it’s important for Springdale that downtown revitalization occurs as well.  A downtown is the heart of a city.  Look at Springdale’s history.  Remember the old wall mural that once hung in the old post office on Emma.  Now you can see it at the Shiloh Museum.  I love that painting.  It shows people working in the fields, getting their produce and poultry ready to bring to market here in Springdale.  Look at the old pictures of Emma Ave. from the 20’s and 30’s and even later.  Emma was bustling with farmers and shoppers, along with all sorts of other activity. Companies like Tyson, Georges, Jones Truck Lines, all started within a quarter mile of where we sit tonight.  With the renovation of Shiloh Square, and bringing a Farmer’s Market back to Downtown, we can begin to create an atmosphere that invites our residents back downtown with their families. Renovation already has begun on Shiloh Square and I know you’ve all seen the plans.  We won’t have it all finished by spring, but it will be open and functional for a Farmer’s Market. I realize it’s just a start, but until we start, nothing will ever happen. A key catalyst for the exposure of our downtown to all of NWA will be the new Razorback Greenway.  It’s a regional trail that will connect Lake Bella Vista with South Fayetteville.  It’s a pedestrian and bike trail almost 40 miles long and the regional trailhead will be at Shiloh Square.  I know right now that the Tiger II grant funding of $15 million is in question.  But we were planning this trail before we knew the grant was even a possibility.  If we lose the grant, it will change nothing but the timeframe.  It will take us longer, but we will get it done.  Frankly, without all the hoops that come with Federal dollars, we would probably get it done for less money. We will start at Shiloh Square and go both directions, making connections to other parts of the city as we can. The point I’m trying to make is this; regardless of how quickly the trail is built, downtown revitalization needs to be a priority for us. It’s one of those “quality of life” issues that people and businesses look for now when choosing where to locate. With that priority in mind, all groups must work together to make downtown all it can be.  It’s imperative that for us to succeed, we’ve got to have people at the table whose sole desire is the success of Downtown and the positive impact for all of Springdale. For that reason, I have formed the Downtown Development Task Force. The Task Force is made up of one Council Member, two Historic Downtown Springdale Board Members, two Chamber of Commerce Board Members, two at-large members from the community, and me.  We have our first meeting at the end of this week and will bring a report to the Council within two months.  As you are well aware, there are many issues that must be ironed out but if we focus on the future, I’m confident we will have a plan that will work best for our city and have the support of this Council.
There are many areas in our city that are ripe and ready for development.  I’ve talked about Downtown.  There are great opportunities along 412E and Butterfield Coach.  I mentioned earlier that you would never know that Springdale is the fourth largest city in Arkansas by simply traveling I540. The bottom line is that we have a city of 70,000 people that supports surrounding cities with their tax dollars. We have outstanding businesses all over our city that deserve a chance to earn your business. But to be fair, there are some potential purchases where the choice to buy locally is somewhat limited.  We desperately need to see a more diversified retail market that gives our residents every opportunity to spend dollars in Springdale businesses. 
Springdale also needs a greater presence and exposure to the rest of NWA and those that visit here.  That’s what the Don Tyson Interchange and the improvements at Elm Springs Rd. are all about. I believe we’ll have a greater number of retailers and restaurants in the future as the area’s population continues to grow.  Even now NWACC is looking at the possibility for a permanent campus in Washington County.  Springdale sends more graduates to NWACC than any other city.  We have the perfect area for them to locate a campus near I540 and 412.  We’ll work hard to do whatever a city can do to get that campus in Springdale.  Like it or not, Springdale’s image to those outside our city will in large part be shaped by the development that occurs along the I-540 corridor.  If you doubt that, just look a few miles north or south.
While I’m talking about our city’s image that is projected as people travel up and down the corridor, let me throw something else out there. We did a good thing when we named our southern corridor after Don Tyson.  When the interchange is finished, signage will remind all who come through here that Springdale is not only the home of Don Tyson, but also of Tyson Foods. Why not consider naming other east-west corridors with names that are uniquely Springdale.  Instead of seeing names like Sunset, Elm Springs, Huntsville, and Wagon Wheel, why not names like Gene George, Harvey Jones, and Willard Walker, joining Don Tyson.  That would not only be a fitting tribute to those men and their families, but it would also remind everyone of the great heritage that is unique to our city.  Few people travel NWA that are not aware of those names not only as pioneers of business, but also for wonderful examples of philanthropy all across our state and nation. 
There is so much more I could say, but I’ve taken enough time.  Let me close by thanking my wife, Sandy. Her support has been such a blessing over these last 33 ½ years.  But never has it been more needed or appreciated than over the last two.  Also I want to thank my kids and mom and dad and the rest of my family.  I know they get tired of hearing me talk about city stuff.  I’m working harder at leaving it behind when they are around.  To my friends, thank you for your love and prayers.  Most of all, I must publicly thank my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  He is Peace during the storms.  He is Companionship in times of loneliness, He is Wisdom in times of uncertainty, and He is Joy in times of despair.  He loves me even when I’m least lovable, and in His Word He has promised to never leave me or forsake me. Life is good. God Bless you all and good evening.
PAGE  
4

