July 24, 2009

Northland Neighborhoods Town Hall Meeting
    The Northland Neighborhoods Inc. hosted a Mayor's Town Hall meeting on July 1, at their headquarters on N.E. Vivion Road in Kansas City.  Northeast Neighborhoods Inc. is a Communicty Development Corporation that provides a wide range of services to neighborhoods in the Northland.

    Kansas City Mayor, Mark Funkhouser, always devotes most of the Town Hall meeting time to questions from the audience, because he wants to learn more about the issues of concern to Kansas City residents.  The Northland neighborhood residents certainly did not disappoint him, as they had numerous tough questions for the Mayor.  Some of those questions follow, along with the Mayor's responses.

Q:  I hear that TIF projects take tax money away from the School District.  Where do we stand on all the TIF projects that have been created?
    The Mayor agreed that TIF projects often do take tax money away from school districts.  He went on to explain that, in addition to hurting schools, some TIFs hurt the city directly.  To date, several TIF projects have been approved that are backed by City debt. Of these, all but one have failed to meet their projections for return on investment.  In fact, during the current budget year, money had to be allocated from the general fund to cover the deficit created by these TIF projects.  The City must cover these deficits, the Mayor said, to avoid defaulting on the bonds issued to support the project.  He pointed out that the City's bond rating was recently downgraded because of the outstanding TIF debt, as well as the current economicdownturn and other factors.  the City cannot afford to let the bond rating drop any further, the Mayor siad.

Q:  Populations follow jobs.  So don't we need to get more jobs in Kansas City, and isn't that what TIF projects are about.
    The Mayor explained that jobs are certainly needed, but that is not the complete answer for rebuilding Kansas City's declining tax base.  He pointed out that a substantial portion of the jobs performed in Kansas City are held by people who live outside the city.  When this occurs, the city does collect earnings tax, but most of the money earned is spent in the suburbs so the City does not have the collateral benefit of money spent locally, or the benefit of the property tax that could be collected if the people built their homes in the Northland or elsewhere in the City.  He explained that since 1970, the population of the City core has declined by 100,000 people, and when those people left they took their income with them.  Consequently, the City's share of income in the metro declined from 40% to around 18% today.  To reverse this, we must improve basic infrastructure and services and improve safety and education so that more people will move to the City, and those residents already here will stay, the Mayor said.

Q.  Why does it seem that more attention and more resources are directed toward infrastructure in the city core while the Northland is neglected?
    The Mayor responded that this question comes up in every neighborhood throughout the City, and every neighborhood feels it is being cheated.  This is an understandable human reaction, the Mayor said, but it comes from the fact that there is simply too little money to service all the needs of every neighborhood.  For example, when you have a community where the need is for a million dollars and ten thousand is available, then everyone in that community feels cheated, he said.  The challenge to City government leaders is to be smart with the money and make sure that the limited funds available are strategically targeted to areas where small amounts of money can have a large affect.  He pointed out that under The City That Works program, he meets weekly with the City Manager, Department Heads, and City Council members to identify such targeted areas.

