Name: Steve Brodie 

Position sought: Atlanta City Council District 6
What motivated you to run for Atlanta City Council? 

I am very disillusioned with Council’s lack of comprehension and expertise in financial and budgetary matters. Over the past two years, Council’s ineffective financial oversight has resulted in declines in public safety and the city credit rating, huge unfunded pension obligations, mounting debt and rising costs to the taxpayers. 

My concern about the financial condition of the city, when coupled with my strong belief in community service, were some of the primary reasons I decided to run for City Council. I feel a personal responsibility to offer the voters a choice of a candidate with extensive experience in financial and strategic change. The economic conditions and quality of life in the City are declining and require City Council to step up to the challenge. Since I had proven to be a very viable candidate in the 2005 election by building strong support across the District, putting forth a platform of real change and then missing election to City Council by 5 votes against an incumbent, I decided to once again offer the voters a distinct choice in their City Council representative. 

Shortly after announcing my candidacy in April, the incumbent announced she would stop her campaign for reelection and retire. In a matter of weeks candidates came forth that had not publicly hinted interest in representing and serving the voters of District 6. I watched carefully as each new name came into the race, carefully scrutinizing for experience and expertise to meet the challenges that City Council was facing. By August when candidates were required to officially “qualify”, I saw a field of politically ambitious candidates who lacked experience and expertise; as a result, I chose to move forward with a strong viable campaign. 

What specific skills or qualifications do you bring to the job? How have you served the community? If you have a political or civic resume, feel free to attach that. 

I am the only candidate that offers a balanced skill set and qualifications to be ready on day one as a member of City Council. My professional background, education, business experience, community service and proven track record of civic and business accomplishments demonstrate a measurable and reliable track record. 

To start, I have a Masters Degree in Organizational Development from the American University, School of Government and Public Administration, a school that was founded during the great depression to develop leaders to help our country move out of economic decline. 

My professional experience is in improving financial viability, efficiency and customer service in large organizations. I have over 20 years of management consulting experience, 10 of which were with Cap Gemini Ernst & Young, the largest consulting firm in the world. I specialized in financial performance, revenue generation, profit improvement, strategic planning, implementation of process improvement plans with established benchmarks, and integration of systems and technology. In short, I have a proven track record as a senior project manager of turning companies around in a very short period of time. My career is based on producing results and implementing to achieve specific goals of reducing costs, increasing revenue, and improving customer satisfaction. 

My client base was Fortune 500 companies seeking to transform their business model that were not entrepreneurial in nature, had multi-tiered, complex management and financial structures and strong, involved CEOs. This is very similar to the organizational structure and processes of the City of Atlanta. The key difference is that the City is not profit motivated. 

As a consultant, I needed to be build strong coalitions and persuade people to buy-in to accept needed change. I had to consistently work in a team environment, an environment very similar to the role of a City Council member. One City Council member cannot effect change alone, coalitions must be built and my goal is to effect change based on rational proven business experience not political expediency. 

My business experience provides the core competencies to achieve the needed change in Atlanta and to create a positive working relationship with the new administration and a transformed City Council. 

In the for profit business world a proven record of accomplishment is the key to gaining trust and achieving results. Government needs an additional skill base, one of achieving results within the community across a diverse group of neighborhoods, resident and business needs. I offer a solid background of community service with real results. 

I volunteered and served nine years in the U.S. Military during the Vietnam War. I served on the Personal Staff of the Commanding General where I was responsible for assisting in the planning and implementation of an all-volunteer Army. I was one of five members advising the Commanding General of Forces Command. I was awarded the Army Commendation Medal for my service. 

In Atlanta, I served as Chair of the Human Relations Commission, Midtown Board of Directors, NPU-E Board, Chair of the Midtown Land Use Committee, and most recently, on the BeltLine Steering Committee of the Subarea 6. 

I have also worked closely with the NPUs throughout District 6 and neighborhood organizations in the areas of public safety and land use issues. In recognition for my community service, I was honored to receive the Midtown Neighbor of the Year Award. 

Beyond the tangible acknowledgements and accomplishments, I am very proud to have the support and involvement in my campaign of several respected community leaders. My community service is focused on building coalitions and gaining the trust of people to achieve real change to improve quality of life instead of building a resume. 

What, in your opinion, are the biggest challenges facing your district? Please be specific. What specific ways will you tackle these challenges? 

I feel the biggest challenges facing District 6 and the City are financial soundness and prudence, public safety, and economic development. These three challenges result in two key concerns in District 6: public safety and property taxes. 

Public Safety: The safety and security of its citizens is the top priority of government. Top-notch public safety is essential to public confidence in government, to economic development, to quality of life and to a robust future for the City. 

Until recently, Atlanta was steadily making progress towards improving public safety. Unfortunately, the trend has reversed and will continue to deteriorate if effective and immediate measures are not taken. While many public safety decisions are in the hands of the Mayor, I will take an active role as a City Council Member to address the public safety challenges facing Atlanta. I support a sound fiscal approach for the City, but I will not sacrifice public safety to achieve other objectives. 

There have been debates recently about whether Atlanta has a crime problem or just the perception of one. The people I speak with do not view it that way. They read about home invasions, see closed fire stations, know of slow response times, and worry about the return of furloughed police officers and fire fighters. Atlantans deserve action now and as a Council member I will do everything I can to address their public safety needs. 

I will advocate for a new Chief of Police who has a proven record of leadership and community based policing. The root causes of police retention must be addressed and it goes well beyond pay. Even though pay is an issue, our police are demoralized by ineffective leadership, an adversarial relationship with the Administration and City Council and antiquated/ineffective career paths. 

The Fire Department has been stripped of personnel, stations and equipment. We still have stations that are “browned out” leaving our City in an untenable situation. Funding must be restored to the Fire Department to provide appropriate levels of staffing for the safety of our citizens, visitors and our fire personnel. 

The Council must start addressing the budget from a priority based approach and fund public safety to achieve established goals. Beyond the financial aspect, Council must clearly communicate and monitor public safety needs of the City. For too long, the Council has been idle on public safety issues, relegating total control to the Mayor. The Council does have the authority to oversee, provide input and speak out on behalf of the citizens. Council must become a partner with the public safety departments and transform the adversarial relationship into a positive working partnership to make Atlanta safe and create an environment of security. 

Finance and Fiscal Prudence: The chronic fiscal mismanagement of city finances on both the expenditure and revenue sides has created a sense of uncertainty and serious concern about property taxes and fees. The cost of living in Atlanta is escalating in a non-inflationary period. The residents of District 6 are nervous and concerned about being able to live in their homes as planned and continue their present life style. 

The City must immediately apply discipline and structure to its financial matters. Beyond process and accounting issues, the City, and especially City Council, must begin to put a strong focus on economic development. Atlanta is somewhat unique for a large city, in that, the majority of its revenue comes from fees and sales tax, not property tax. Therefore, to grow revenue the city needs sustainable economic development. 

Atlanta has long been the economic engine for the state and the region. I am concerned that Atlanta has lost its competitive edge and has become too complacent. Many people in the Atlanta community view growth as a given, and there are signs that Atlanta is not proactively working to promote economic development. As a Council Member, I will aggressively push innovative policies and programs to bring in new businesses, to support and grow existing businesses, to encourage job creation, to develop a top-notch 21st century labor force, and to restore Atlanta’s competitive position. 

Atlanta has been doing a credible job supporting and attracting larger businesses, and I support continuing current efforts. However, Atlanta needs to do a far better job supporting and attracting small businesses. This group is a catalyst of good economic and job growth. The ADA states that 50% of all employment in Atlanta is with small businesses. I will support the encouragement of the ADA to establish a results driven entity with the expertise, responsibility and accountability to:

· Grow and create the number of small businesses

· Serve as a resource to coordinate Venture Capital

· Coordinate, facilitate and find resources for small business loans that do not require ownership of property

· Develop innovative concepts to provide financing for retail space leasing 

The City also needs to review the Code of Ordinances, including parking requirements, to determine how to improve the environment for small businesses. Too often the City is a roadblock to small business development. The steps needed to open a small business need to be analyzed and these procedures must be streamlined and synced up with best practices and the reality of the times. 

Atlanta has traditionally focused on new building. Due to current economic conditions, it behooves Atlanta to concentrate more for the foreseeable future on “filling” rather than building. To be a vital and desirable City, we need to fill the millions of square feet of empty commercial space. Our historic business districts sprinkled throughout our neighborhoods need new life. As we fill, revitalize, and firm up our foundations, bigger business will once again be attracted to Atlanta, along with tourists and conventions. 

Another central focus should be to grow our economic relations with South America. Atlanta has been void of international economic development in the past decade. South America is one of the fastest growing economies in the world and is anticipated to be a major factor in the world economy in the coming decades. 

Atlanta is a highly desirable location for South American companies looking to expand into North America. The Airport, international recognition created by the Olympics and our high inventory of modern office space make Atlanta a highly desirable business location. I have met with representatives of South American companies and have heard their frustration with the complex bureaucracies of the City and the lack of coordinated information. International corporations are moving into the Metro area and bypassing Atlanta. 

Atlanta must begin to centralize and modernize how it approaches business development. Two decades ago Atlanta was home to the largest number of technology companies in the United States. Today we lose 70 percent of our start-up technology companies just as they begin to grow and prosper. We must widen our horizon beyond law firms, accounting firms, land development and retail. Atlanta must make our City attractive and efficient to do business with and become welcoming rather than being seen as a roadblock. 

For years, the city's finances have been mismanaged. How would you suggest the city could reform its budget and live within its means? Are there programs or departments that you would move to downsize or privatize? 

No city can thrive unless it operates on a fiscally sound basis. I am highly disappointed with the current financial situation of the City. Some of the causes of this problem are beyond the control of the City, but solid and sensible fiscal practices have been ignored for too many years and Atlanta’s current financial problems have been exacerbated by shortsighted and imprudent decisions.

It is easy to balance a budget when the economy is strong. The real test of leadership is when unexpected and difficult circumstances arise such as those that face us today. Unfortunately, for many years the Mayor and the City Council have mismanaged the City’s finances. They ignored looming problems, failed to invest in necessary information, budgeting, and auditing systems, resorted to quick fixes, and refused to make difficult choices. 

In particular, the City Council failed to demand openness and transparency, failed to demand accountability and failed to do the hard work necessary to understand developing financial trends and policy options. I will not be silent if these practices continue. As a Council member, I will do everything possible to ensure the City uses best practices to regain a solid financial footing. Without this, Atlanta will never achieve its enormous potential and will eventually slip into a second-tier status. 

The recent furloughs required all departments to temporarily downsize. I think the furloughs proved that we cannot downsize our public safety departments; however, we can examine which departments continued functioning as usual and consider using attrition/reassignment to reduce staffing. Also I continue to believe, as I did in 2005, that we need to explore the proposals specified in 2001 Bain report. 

As a Council Member I will approach the financial matters of the city in a structured manner and assess expenditures based on priorities. Fees and revenues need to be based on a cost basis rather than random fee structures that are recommended by the bureaucracy. We must determine the cost of each and every city service and function. From that elementary starting point, the fee structure of the city must be determined. Services that have fees should not be operating at a loss. In parallel to cost assessment, a total inventory of city revenue needs to be conducted. With cost and revenue information, City Council must begin its own budgeting process. At a minimum, City Council needs to develop a framework on a macro level to determine the priority of expenditures and then matching that to revenue. 

Currently, City Council accepts the proposed budget from the Administration and reviews, but does not conduct an in-depth analysis. Frankly, Council does not have the resources or talent to perform an adequate analysis. Council is very dependent on the reliability of information from the Administration. To provide a framework to analyze the budget and vote in a fiscally responsible manner rather than a political mindset, Council needs a methodology and basic information that it does not have today. I will bring my own skill set to establish a framework for the decisions and recommendations I bring to the people I represent in District. If my fellow Council Members chose to participate, I anticipate it would be a significant benefit to the City. However, I will personally approach the budget and all fiscal decisions with a structured decision model based on the priorities of the City, cost and available funds. 

My personal approach to the fiscal issues at a very high level are:

· Establish and maintain a $100 million reserve fund. Standards and Poor has communicated to the City that our credit rating may be lowered if a reserve fund to cover unexpected declines in revenue is not fully funded.

· Protect the City Credit Rating. A decline in our credit rating will increase our costs to fund projects already approved and lead to higher taxpayer costs. Higher interest rates increases the costs of future projects and limits our growth potential.

· Address pension underfunding. Significant increases in retirement of city employees is in our immediate future. We face potential shortfalls and action by the Federal Government.

· Fund Public Safety at appropriate levels

We are entering an economic cycle that is anticipated to be inflationary. This means that City costs are going to go up while our property assessments and our sales tax revenue are declining. The end result, unless serious change takes place, is increasing property taxes and fees for water and garbage. The cost to the homeowner is going to continue to go up without any improvements in service. 

City Council must begin to aggressively question projected revenues coming from the Administration. For the past two years, projected revenues have fallen short because poor business models are being used. There is a fantasy in the City that we are on a growth pattern that will not go down or even go flat for several years. We are now learning the consequences of this thinking and management. Council must begin to take responsibility for its’ legislative actions and question the information provided by the Administration. 

In your role as a councilmember, how would you move to improve public safety in Atlanta? Please explain how your proposals would be funded. 

The mantra of 2,000 police officers is not the solution; it is not going to occur for at least 24 months. The retention issues will keep the force at or below our current staffing with the hiring plans the City has budgeted. Key to the police issue is leadership. I will advocate for City Council and Union involvement with the selection of the next Chief of Police and strongly support the concept that the next Chief is recruited from within. 

The police are a paramilitary organization and as such, are highly dependent on leadership. An ineffective police force is a clear indicator of unsuccessful leadership, not unqualified or unmotivated personnel. For over two years I have been involved in meetings with the Chief and his immediate staff challenging the excessive costs of the senior levels of the Department and the ineffective outcomes of the policing models in practice now. For over a year, I have advocated the removal of the Chief and am campaigning on that issue. Leadership is the center of our crime issue in Atlanta! 

Retention is an outcome of morale and a willingness to serve. Salaries are not the primary driver in this situation; step increases are. The dollars themselves do not drive officers away; it is the lack of recognition and the insulting practice of hiring from the outside at higher step levels. I will advocate for reinstating step increases for police and fire. 

Specific qualities I would seek within the police department are issues like fully staffed Zones as a higher priority than administrative staffing, a strong centralized focus on gang activity, and coordinated communication between neighborhoods and police. My goal is a community based police model, but the reality is in the short term we must get the police department back to an operational level. We can discuss ideal policing practices but the key is recruiting and retaining the right leadership and officers. 

One central action is to transfer Code Enforcement into the Police Department. With Code Enforcement in the Police Department, Code Enforcement Officers will be able to effectively coordinate and communicate with beat officers and have more sets of eyes on real issues that contribute to crime. Indeed there are code enforcement issues that do not contribute to crime, but the priority of the City is crime and Code enforcement has proven to be highly ineffective over too many years. Code Enforcement Officers need the support of the police in performing their duties at times. By building a team within a police zone, Code Enforcement Officers can work directly with the police officers to protect an entire zone. The Zone Commander would have the needed resources and authority to address a significant contributor to crime: buildings that house and are refuge for criminals. Neighborhoods could work with a central point of contact to address problem properties and criminal issues at the same time. 

There is that looming question out there about how to pay for the changes needed in public safety. There are efficiencies and contractual changes that can generate approximately $25-30 million in additional revenue and savings. A sample of the opportunities are: 

· Make towing services a function of the Police Department rather than a contracted service. Currently, the City receives approximately 50% of the revenue from a towing ticket. The towing company receives the other 50%, and then collects the fees for storage and the total revenue from the auction of autos not claimed. By moving this function into the police department, the City can collect significant revenue that is currently going to the towing companies. Staffing of this function can be done through Reserve Officers who volunteer their time to the City. The towing and storage activity can be outsourced, but a majority of the revenue for storage and the total revenue for auction can be a revenue stream to the City instead of the private companies that are benefiting now.

· Partner with metro area police departments for the purchase of vehicles, weapons, and equipment; savings up to 30% can be achieved. 

· “The Business Sweep” — There are unofficial reports that up to 30% of businesses in Atlanta are unlicensed. Unlicensed businesses are unfair to their competitors who do pay licensing fees. Unlicensed businesses tend not pay their sales tax even though they collect it from their customers. 

· Significant changes are needed in the Police Department, from leadership to pay, morale, retention, functions and staffing. Council must take responsibility to represent the priorities of the citizens of Atlanta. Crime must be reduced and we need the best policing we can afford. As a Council Member, I will question the practices of the past, recommend changes that will fund the needed changes, support the recruitment of the best leadership available and advocate for a decision making process that is inclusive. My top priority is to address public safety issues. As a City, if we continue on the path of being perceived as unsafe we will stunt our ability to grow. And without growth, our economic engine will falter. 

Even with the economic downturn, affordable housing remains a concern in the city. What are your thoughts on making suitable housing affordable available to existing and new residents? 

Affordable housing in Atlanta is consistently directed toward the purchase of a home. In the past year we have seen the result of programs that make the purchase of a home “affordable” in theory, but the practice has had dire consequences throughout the City. We need to face the reality that affordable housing requires addressing affordable rent. There are people who just cannot afford to buy and maintain a home. 

For example, in the District 6 area, the majority of new construction is condominiums. On paper a family may be able to afford a unit, but condo fees average above $400 and property tax assessments are based on fair market value not the “affordable” value. The end result is a person or family qualifying for a mortgage but not being able to afford the home. Theoretically our current affordable housing approach appears like a solution but it is not. We must accept the fact that the City needs to encourage affordable rental along with affordable purchase. 

City Council has proven that it will turn its’ back on affordable rental. In 2008, the Atlanta Zoning Review Board recommended to City Council a rezoning request for a rental building in SPI-16 that provided affordable units to police and firefighters. Rent was established at rate not to adjust for inflation at $500 - $700 per month. At the same time, the Zoning Review Board recommended approval in the same SPI for a condominium that provided affordable housing for police, firefighters, and teachers based on the affordability index of 2007. The zoning request for the rental was denied by City Council and the request for rezoning of the condominiums was approved on the same day, in the same SPI. The primary reason given by the Council Zoning Committee was that there were too many rentals in District 6. It was interesting that the Zoning Committee included in their calculations the massive Section 8 complex that neighborhoods in the area are complaining about and express a strong desire to have bulldozed. 

City Council can take legislative action to reformulate the incentives to developers, even purchasers of existing properties, to build or acquire property for rental. Time limits would need to be established before conversion to condominiums. Chicago has successfully used this model to create and retain an inventory of affordable units. I will advocate for legislation and policy changes that will encourage the development of affordable rental units across the entire city; a balanced and fair approach is equitable and meaningful for the entire city. This is not an approach that based on “social issues;” my position is based on economic needs. 

Atlanta is a service-based economy. Our growth has been based on a fairly low cost labor force and to continue this growth model we must have an inventory of affordable housing with a balance of rental and purchase. We have seen our police, firefighters and teachers leave the city. One may view affordable housing as tool for the poor; the reality is that affordable housing is targeting the middle class too. Affordable housing goes beyond providing housing for low income; affordable housing is targeted to many of the people who are the heart and soul of our economy. For each law and accounting firm professional, there is support staff. The administrative assistants, receptionist, maintenance personnel, the wait staff at our restaurants, the hotel workers, along with the people who staff and run our convention centers and sports arenas; even our tourist destinations. These are the people who keep our economy growing. 

Because our economy is based heavily on service, we need to provide affordable housing. Without it, either the costs of services will increase or the labor force will become scarce resulting in increased cost in the long run. With increased labor costs, Atlanta becomes less competitive and its economy begins to suffer. If Atlanta is unable to participate in the future national economic recovery, we will find ourselves committed to long term debt that was acquired during a temporary boom period and costs that cannot be covered by projected revenue from sales tax and fees. 

Despite new support centers and such initiatives as downtown "meters" aimed at curbing panhandling, the city still has a sizable and very visible homeless population. How should the city combat homelessness? 

Homelessness is a pervasive and acute problem for the City. Money alone will not solve the issue. We as a City must take the necessary steps to reduce the homeless rate. In the meantime, facilities such as the Metro Atlanta Task Force for the Homeless shelter at Peachtree/Pine streets have a public perception within District 6 as exacerbating the problem. Centralizing the homeless to one section of the City does not solve the problem. Current zoning ordinances and procedures relegate temporary housing of the homeless to the downtown and Midtown areas. 

District 6 and the surrounding areas have the largest proportion of institutional housing in the City. Large shelters create anger among their neighbors, who resent the perceived increased crime rate and negative impact on quality of life associated with large groups of homeless people. As a resident of Midtown, I hear this frustration on a daily basis. Reality or not, there is a perception of reduced quality of life and increased crime. 

City Council has to accept that homelessness is a reality in a large city and begin to address the issue with an understanding that it is a fact of life. New York City transformed its image by facing the reality of homelessness and put into place a support network to disperse the concentration of homelessness by opening up opportunities to spread out the concentration of housing and services throughout the city. There are several models that have proven effective in Chicago, San Diego and metro areas across North America. But Atlanta uses zoning code and approval processes that are almost impossible for service providers to meet and gain support. I strongly support bringing homeless advocates with expertise in housing and services together with City Council to explore options that have proven effective and to identify opportunities to amend the zoning code to reduce the concentration and fairly spread the land use availability equally across the city. Homelessness is a citywide issue, it is not owned by Downtown or Midtown alone. 

Atlanta has proven that it can address low-density affordable housing for the elderly in need of housing. The City Zoning Code allows for Special Use Permits on a local level clearly defining the number of permits to be issued for small group personal care homes. A similar model can be legislated that would allow for a far more effective solution to temporary housing than the situation we find ourselves in now. 

Homelessness is not one issue. For convenience, most people lump the entire issue into one category. Homelessness is a grouping of several issues:

· “Working poor” and loss of home due to loss of income

· Mentally ill and drug addiction

· “Professional” homeless.

The above categories are simplistic and have many subsets within them; they are used here as framework to put the homeless issue into context. 

The “working poor” are individuals and families that do have jobs but cannot afford housing. They move from shelter to shelter or into the parks. The Federal Government provides a very fair housing assistance program, Section 8. This program is managed by the Atlanta Housing Authority. Even though the AHA is not under legislative responsibility of City Council, the Council is able to advocate for improved performance and management. Individuals who are looking to invest in the real estate market today bypass the potential of Section 8 income for many reasons, but the primary one I hear is that they do not want to deal with AHA. On the other hand, Chicago Housing Authority offers a comprehensive, very responsive customer service department for landlords. 

The “working poor” need an increased availability and choice of housing. The private sector has consistently proven that the market can address the need if there is profit and efficiency built into the system. At today’s housing rates, Section 8 can be a very profitable investment for the individual investor. Even though City Council does not have authority over the Atlanta Housing Authority, I propose that Council take action to engage the private small investor to identify roadblocks to conducting business with the AHA. Council can then make recommendations and strongly advocate for improvements that will benefit the “working poor” and the private investor. We have a unique opportunity with the high number of low cost housing available and abandoned neighborhoods due to foreclosure. Entering the market place for the individual investor is relatively low cost with the potential for high return on the investment. What is needed is a responsive and efficient AHA to attract the investor into the market place. 

This approach does provide a very basic framework to address a significant need for housing. But it goes beyond the individual need. By creating a desirable market place for the investor, the private sector can become a solution to revitalizing abandoned neighborhoods and homes that have become a cancer in our city. I propose that Council reach out of its perceived limited authority and use its voice to establish expectations and address the concerns of the City. Council can go beyond legislation, they can speak to issues and advocate for improvement 

Effectively addressing the mentally ill and addicts is complex and complicated; there is not one answer or solution. There are issues of temporary housing, long-term housing, health services, job training & placement, life skills training, childcare, even just providing information and coordination of services. Some may say that this is the responsibility of the government; I propose that government involvement should be very limited and the private sector (primarily non-profit) should be encouraged and supported to address the issues. City government effectiveness has proven to be limited. The Gateway Center has proven to be effective for a limited group. But government run programs must operate under very strict guidelines that limit their ability to serve a diverse group of individual needs. Private sector entities are not limited and can develop their own criteria for whom to serve. 

As for the issue of the “professional panhandler,” this is an entirely different matter. My experience and the feedback I receive from homeless advocates is that the majority of these individuals are eventually capable of participating in the economy and have the potential to become independent. My position on this issue is that the Panhandling Ordinance needs to evaluated, weaknesses identified and the ordinance be amended to make it more effective and applied throughout the entire city. The “professional panhandler” will continue in the “occupation” as long as the economic incentive is there. We must legislate and enforce the removal of the incentive. 

Some argue that Atlanta, after adopting earlier closing times for bars, lacks the nightlife one typically associates with a major city. Others say the change has made neighborhoods safer and better places to live. Where do you stand? Would you support a proposal to restore later bar hours? 

I would like to explore establishing “entertainment districts” with longer club hours and a tax structure to support added security and special zoning ordinances. I envision “entertainment districts” in close proximity to downtown and outside the residential areas. There are dormant properties currently generating little if any revenue, which, with minimal investment, can be transformed into destination, points to encourage increased convention business and dramatically increase the tax revenue. 

This idea would not be applied to existing zoning in close proximity to residential neighborhoods and may require specialized zoning similar to SPI Zoning. An oversight board with recommendation and enforcement powers is critical to the successful implementation and operation of the proposed district(s). 

Key to the success of this concept is the inclusion of a mini-police precinct in the district, adequate patrolled parking, assignment of police officers and a specified number of security personnel for each establishment. A critical element is the installation and monitoring of security cameras at the mini-precinct with coordination of communication with APD and private security. 

The costs for the “District” will be paid for by a “special district tax” and/or increased liquor taxes within the District and increased fees for licenses. New or existing establishments should not be affected by the increased costs. It is critical that a thorough cost analysis be conducted prior to introduction of any legislation and processes be legislated to audit and monitor costs to the City. The legislation needs to be worded to include increases on as needed basis to assure no additional costs are incurred by the City. This concept must be a revenue generator for the City, not a revenue loss. 

Atlanta has learned from Buckhead and the recent struggle in Midtown for the zoning and license application of a large club. These lessons learned are valuable experiences to create legislation that will protect the citizens, while creating an opportunity to increase business; therefore tax revenue. Since Atlanta revenue structure is based primarily on sales tax and fee revenues, the City must take an active role in finding means to build upon its’ existing financial model. Considering this approach can help rebuild the appeal of Atlanta as a convention destination and revitalize underutilized, dormant blocks of the City. 

Economically, this approach is worthy of consideration on two fronts. First the increased revenue from fees and taxes will replace the decreased revenue from our current economic cycle and the lost revenue from changing the operating hours several years ago. The anticipated economic impact has been far more significant than anticipated and has a negative impact on existing business. Patrons are now attracted to point of destination outside of the City. 

On a more macroeconomic level is the impact on the convention and tourism trade. Atlanta does not have “natural” attractions to appeal to visitors. We are not a Florida location with Beaches; we are not Chicago or New York with a vibrant core city offering a wide array of attractions to the visitor. We are more similar to Las Vegas, landlocked and a history of fun and entertainment. In past decades as Atlanta grew as a convention center our economy became dependent on this significant revenue stream. Atlanta was known as a “fun” town (Hotlanta) and relatively inexpensive. The City tapped into this revenue stream and increased taxes and fees. The City became dependent on the revenue stream to fill the coffers of the General Fund. As the expense to the hospitality increased, the cost to the client base increased resulting in a need for Atlanta to become more competitive with other convention destinations. 

Through our own legislation Atlanta has changed the perception of a “fun” town. Atlanta has harmed the revenue stream of convention business. Combined with the reality that the City is rapidly gaining a perception as being unsafe and inconvenient, our competitive advantage is diminishing; therefore our revenue stream is declining rather than growing. 

By creating “entertainment districts” in close proximity to our key hospitality centers Atlanta has the potential to regain its primary attraction as a desirable point of destination for conventions and tourism. This is not to say this is the only factor in a decision to bring a conventions to the City but it certainly does have an impact on the subjective judgment of individuals making the decision. 

Beyond the economic impact of increasing revenue through an improved convention business, the proposed “entertainment districts” would serve to revitalize underutilized areas between Downtown and the adjoining areas that are growing and very inviting to visitors. Encouraging useful development for a dedicated purpose would help create a more seamless transition from Downtown to the adjoining neighborhoods. As a result of improvement and revitalization, property values will increase and the tax base along with it. The end result being an increase into the General Fund alleviating future tax burdens on individual property owners throughout the City.

