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The Council-Manager plan in St. Petersburg, Florida, spanned more than 60 years before its demise on 23 March 1993. What happened? Why was the plan abandoned? This article examines the circumstances and conditions that brought Council-Manager government to an end in St. Petersburg. 

Background


In 1926 the city had a population estimated at 26,000. Four years later, 1930, the population had grown to more than 40,000. Given the rapid growth rate, medium-sized population, and the public’s desire for the city to employ more business-like principles into day-to-day operations, it was not surprising that the city’s residents adopted the council-manager government in 1931 and thereby abandon a mayor council structure in place since the city’s incorporation in 1903.  And, from 1931 to 1993, the operation of the City of St. Petersburg embodied nearly all of the ideas of reform government.  By the 1970s, however, the adequacy of the council-manager structure began to be questioned.



The city’s population began to stagnate in the late 1970s and 1980s, while the population of Pinellas County in which the city is located and Florida continued to grow unabated.  At the same time, there was a conspicuous “graying” of the population.  By 1990 with a population of 240,318, the median age of all St. Petersburg residents was 45.8 years, but in the downtown area it was 73 years.  Moreover, the central city elderly were dying off and were being replaced by younger people with families and not necessarily more retirees.  Subsequently, this precipitated a movement to change the image of St. Petersburg from “God’s waiting room” to a younger, more vibrant community.  As part of this movement, civic and governmental leaders set out on a quest to redevelop the downtown area and become a “major league baseball city.”  Battle lines were quickly drawn between pro-development and anti-development groups, and ultimately, the capability of the government to successfully mediate these schisms was called into question.  

African Americans constituted 19.4% of the City’s population in 1990 and historically had been confined to the Methodist Town and Gas Plant sections of St. Petersburg.  This was the result of the 1931 city charter that established a goal of setting apart “separate residential limits or districts for white and Negro residents” (Arsenault 1988, 265).  These neighborhoods were located, literally, on the other side of a set of railroad tracks bisecting First Avenue South about a mile west of the main business district.  By the 1960s, younger African Americans, however, began to move from the vicinity of First Avenue South and Central Avenue to the southern sections of the city.  


The resultant deterioration of downtown St. Petersburg and the economic and racial segregation of the city portended two things:  formation of several movements to redevelop the downtown area and a ratcheting up of racial tensions.

The clashes that occurred between pro-development and anti-development groups from the early 1960s until 1993 when St. Petersburg adopted a strong-mayor-council form of government can be divided into four phases:  predevelopment, development planning, development implementation phase I, development implementation phase II.

Pre-development Phase (1960-79)

The city government during this period was unquestionably under the strong influence of the city manager.  City Manager Raymond Harbaugh, whose near-decade long tenure gave him more stature than the usual manager, along with three deputy managers, controlled a well-oiled administrative machine (Rigos and Paulson 1996).  Harbaugh subsequently left his job in 1979 six months after an unsuccessful effort was made by disgruntled council members to fire him over the city’s purchase of a hotel that was targeted for demolition.  He was succeeded by the younger, charismatic Alan Harvey who introduced a number of business-like operations to the city.  Consequently, the city administration began to take on more of an image of progressiveness, responsiveness, effectiveness, integrity, youth, and vitality.  More than anything else, Harvey had a strong desire to revitalize downtown St. Petersburg (Rigos and Paulson 1996).  Throughout the 1970s, the city’s administrative structure and operations were impressive to outsiders and the epitome of a modern professional and responsive government.  Citizen satisfaction surveys and productivity measurements were so impressive that they were the subject of professional journal articles and monographs (see Hatry 1974).     
Development Planning Phase (1980-87)

With the foundation firmly laid, the city was ready to move decisively ahead with redevelopment by the early 1980s.  In 1984, city voters were asked to approve an ambitious $72 million entertainment-complex project called Pier Park.  This proposed festival marketplace project had the support of the city council, chamber of commerce, the St. Petersburg Times, and the local NAACP.  Opponents were adamant about not wanting the commercial development of the waterfront.  Voters rejected the Pier Park project by a two-to-one margin.  Nonetheless, the city, without voter approval, embarked on a $12.5 million face-lift of Pier Park and $25 million renovation of the Bayfront Center and Mahaffey Theater.  These bold actions were followed by a push for a $138 million Suncoast Dome (now called Tropicana Field and home to the Tampa Bay Rays professional baseball team) and a $200 million Bay Plaza project.


The 1980s municipal elections produced a solid pro-development coalition on city council that further reinforced Harvey’s hand at promoting development.  In fact, his “make it happen” management style 5 ½ years later ensnared him in a web of development politics and conflict of interest accusations.  In September 1985, Harvey was forced out after the city council sitting as the Ethics Committee learned that he had invested $8,000 (equivalent to $16,000 in 2008) in a downtown office complex that would profit if the deal with the city to purchase a city-owned parking garage next door was consummated.  In describing Harvey’s fall from grace, then council member Martha Maddux said: “…He got carried away with his sense of power in the community…He thought he was a power broker [referring to the business leaders] just like them” (Hollman 1985).  This observation clearly signaled the drift toward a strong executive nine years before one was provided by the new form of government.  Subsequently, Harvey was succeeded by his chief lieutenant, Robert Obering who was described as a mild-mannered man in a business suit that conscientiously continued to follow council cues and sought to manage the city’s complex and ambitious projects (Olinger 1991).  


Efforts to slow the pro-development movement gained momentum in the mid-1980s.  The fact that voters were denied the right to vote on these massive and costly revitalization projects produced tremendous resentment, and subsequently, led to a strong voter backlash.  Ed Cole, a staunch opponent of the stadium and downtown plans, was elected mayor in January 1986.  At the time, his election could have been interpreted as a citywide vote against development and the stadium plans (Rigos and Paulson 1996).  In July of that same year, a movement to recall three city council members was initiated.  The justification for the recall was misfeasance of office for supporting the development projects and the consecutive property tax increases of 22% and 13%.  In the end, the recall effort failed to survive the complex Florida recall process (Tobin 1986).  Throughout these challenges, however, the development coalition and rhetoric prevailed and continued to push for redevelopment of the downtown and a stadium (Rigos and Paulson 1996).

Development Implementation Phase I (1989-1991)

Neither the Pier Park two-to-one vote nor the recall efforts, or even scathing criticism from a larger segment of the public, discouraged the development forces.  They continued to press on.  By early 1989, the battle lines over redevelopment had been clearly drawn and were played out in the March mayoral election between Dennis McDonald, the leader of the recall movement, and downtown attorney Robert Ulrich, and there was no backtracking.  With construction already started on the stadium, it is likely that citizens went to the voting booth wondering whether a vote for McDonald would produce an even worse financial crisis with bonding agencies (Rigos and Paulson 1996).  This concern resulted from McDonald’s plan to “mothball” the stadium until a baseball franchise was awarded.  Also on the ballot in the March 1989 mayoral election was a citizen-initiated referenda item to change the city charter so as to require the city to seek voters’ approval via referenda of future capital projects.   This item was placed on the ballot by the efforts of a group known as CHOICE whose members were unhappy with the fact that the city was able to move forward with the stadium without first having to seek voter approval.  The initiative was approved with 78% voting for it, and Ulrich narrowly defeated McDonald.


From the beginning, development proponents believed their best opportunity to get one of the two National League expansion teams to be awarded in 1991 by MLB was to have a stadium in place.   This was in spite of the fact that MLB had cautioned the city on more than one occasion that the building of a stadium would not guarantee them a franchise.  In 1989, there was still optimism that the financial risk the city was taking in building a stadium first would pay off when a franchise was awarded.  Upon taking office, Ulrich “hit the ground running” and forged ahead with efforts to land a franchise, while greatly expanding the visibility and role played by the mayor in city politics.  Previous mayors always played a secondary role, with the council and manager wielding greater influence and power. Ulrich proved to be the exception.  
Development Implementation Phase II (1991-1993)

The 1991 city elections marked a turning point in St. Petersburg history.  For the first time, a majority of the council members were pro-neighborhood and opposed continued funding of the downtown.  Of special note was the fact that two past leaders of the anti-development Council of Neighborhoods Association joined the council and replaced pro-development council members.  Mayor Ulrich, facing a hostile electorate, decided to not seek reelection.4  The new mayor, David Fischer, a retired municipal consultant, and the newly elected members of the council who ran on the pledge to stop pumping money into downtown revitalization and provide more funds for all of the city’s neighborhoods took office.  As the events surrounding development efforts in St. Petersburg from the early 1960s to 1991 illustrate, the true costs of development usually do not come to light until the implementation stage arrives, and by that time, the political actors that were responsible for the early initial decisions have made their exit.

Two other events occurred in 1991 that affected the city’s development policies and contributed to a growing concern about the city’s leadership.  In June 1991, MLB officials announced that two new franchises would be located in Miami and Denver.  This meant that the city was stuck with a stadium (dubbed a “white elephant”) that ended up costing $200 million and now had no baseball team.  Several months after receiving the bad news about not being awarding a MLB franchise, City Manager Robert Obering’s six-year tenure ended when a grand jury was convened to investigate what became known as the Fotomat scandal amid allegations that the city had covered up the proposed sale of the city’s municipal services building for $2.5 million in 1982 to two businessmen hoping to profit from downtown development plans (Olinger 1991).  Several years afterwards, the developers contended that they had offered the city $4 million for the building.  This could not be verified since the written offer had been destroyed, and city officials, including former City Manager Harvey, claimed that they did not recall a higher offer.  The grand jury, while finding that the allegations were substantially true, did not indict anyone but the report concluded that “the city had selectively destroyed records pertaining to the sale . . . “ (Olinger 1991).  The concealment of the higher offer by Harvey and Obering was also criticized by the grand jury.  Obering’s credibility was in tatters as he denied that a deal had ever been struck.  He resigned four days after the report was released.

By the middle of 1991, citizen discontent and disaffection with city hall mounted daily as revitalization efforts seemed to take on the appearance of a boondoggle and property taxes and city debt escalated to record levels.  


However, the “last straw” grew out of a situation with racial overtones, involving the Acting City Manager Donald McRae and the newly hired Police Chief Ernest (Curt) Curtsinger.  After Obering’s resignation, McRae, an African-American, fired Curtsinger, who was white, for racial insensitivity and insubordination.  While housing issues had from time to time evoked the ugly image of racism, the firing of the police chief brought out a degree of racial polarization not seen in St. Petersburg since Jim Crow days (Rigos and Paulson 1996).  Within days, thousands of St. Petersburg residents signed a petition calling for the rehiring of Curtsinger and removing the authority of the manager to fire the chief.  There was even considerable frustration among a majority of the members of the city council, while decidedly unhappy with Curtsinger’s firing, were nonetheless powerless to intervene because the city charter gave the manager unilateral authority to hire and fire department heads.  In short, neither the council nor the mayor had the legal authority to reverse the manager’s decision.  

In the midst of this turmoil and mounting pressure from residents for a greater degree of responsiveness from city hall, the city council established a 19-person Charter Review Commission in July 1992 to revisit the city charter and reassess whether the council-manager structure was still adequate. From the Commission’s first meeting, it became clear that most members supported some kind of change in government structure, although there were a few members who favored the status quo.  The overwhelming majority of the Commission supported the retention of the council-manager structure but with some modifications.  Specifically, there was a desire to decrease the authority of the manager and enhance the powers of the mayor and council.  The remainder of the members of the Commission (five to six) steadfastly believed that the council-manager system was broken and should be abandoned in favor of a strong-mayor-council form. Unable to convince a majority to endorse the strong-mayor plan, they initiated efforts to get the option on the 23 March 1993 ballot as a referenda item.

Sentiments ran high and the strong mayor option survived several court challenges over the next few months, although the organizers of the petition drive to get it on the ballot were able to secure over 15,000 signatures (only a little over 12,000 were required per the state constitution) in just a few weeks.  Moreover, interest in the election was heightened as it also included the selection of the mayor where incumbent David Fischer faced the popular former police chief Ernest Curtsinger.


Turnout in the election was an amazing 53% of the eligible voters.  Fischer barely defeated Curtsinger (51% to 49%) in what turned out to be one of the most brutally fought mayoral contests in St. Petersburg history, while voters narrowly approved (52.6% voting “yes”) the strong-mayor-council system.  Within one week of the election, the new strong-mayor-council system went into effect with Fischer, albeit an incumbent mayor under the old council-manager plan, becoming the first strong mayor.
Conclusion


For many St. Petersburg residents, the opportunity to change the political structure of their city government had been very slow in coming.  According to two long time observers of St. Petersburg government and politics (Rigos and Paulson 1996), a substantial number of residents saw the election as a referendum on the legitimacy of the city’s power brokers, as well as an effort on the part of citizens to ensure more responsiveness and greater accountability in city hall.  The election can also be seen as a cycle that had come full circle in two respects.  First, the city had changed from a strong-mayor-council system to a council-manager plan in 1931 and now back to a strong-mayor-council system in 1993.  Second, a council-manager city that had been acting like a strong-mayor-council city in its development policy had finally made the change official.  That is, several managers from the early 1970s until the late 1980s behaved like the de facto strong mayor, while two mayors in the late 1980s (Ulrich and Fischer) performed their job as though they were the strong mayor in a strong-mayor-council system.


In pursuing an ambitious urban development program, a council-manager city will experience powerful pressure to conduct itself as a strong-mayor city.  Specifically, the increased visibility and influence of the mayor—and even the city manager behaving as the de facto mayor—during the peak of the development stage were clear indications of that trend. Moreover, the council-manager system appeared disposed to ethical issues previously unforeseen by good government advocates and the professional management community.  The latter’s passion for development cost the jobs of St. Petersburg three managers who, by all other yardsticks, were experienced, well-trained professionals eager to innovate and lead.  Finally, in non-partisan, low turnout elections, it is possible for some high-risk schemes to be approved even when presented to the voters.  Low turnout improves the potential for a highly organized and motivated minority to turn out and push through a slate of officials that end up making risky policy decisions.  Once the mistake is made, it is frequently too difficult even for many astute and careful voters to opt for a change in the development path.  Only when the disastrous consequences have begun to take their toll will change occur, and in situations like that found in St. Petersburg, that change could entail the abandonment of an otherwise practical and suitable form of government.     


So why did the council-manager government fail in St. Petersburg? The perhaps oversimplified answer is failed leadership in the midst of powerful redevelopment pressures and unanticipated racial strife. Role confusion entered the equation as well. Council-manager mayors and city managers assumed strong mayor roles from time to time. City council in the meantime was all too acquiescent.  Finally and most importantly, highly visible ethical failures by successive city managers discredited city officials and their government. 
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