Driving the New Urban Agenda
Desired Outcomes for the Middle Cities Initiative
by Jim Stergios and Maria Ortiz Perez
As national discussions continue on the
future of cities across the country, an array of
stimulus strategies are being offered. These
include downsizing older industrialized cities
or engaging in large-scale urban renewal
projects. Whatever path is taken, Pioneer
XUJHV HOHFWHG RI¿FLDOV DQG SROLF\PDNHUV
not to fall into old habits of things tried that
failed. The challenges our cities face are not
new and while stimulus can be helpful, it
will not turn back generations of economic
change to which cities have not adapted.

The Middle Cities
Brockton
Chicopee
Fall River
Fitchburg
Holyoke
Lawrence
Leominster
Lowell
Lynn
New Bedford
3LWWV¿HOG
6SULQJ¿HOG
Taunton
Worcester

That said, stimulus and incentives can
EH XVHG SUR¿WDEO\ DV 86 (GXFDWLRQ
6HFUHWDU\ $UQH 'XQFDQ KDV GHPRQVWUDWHG
in prompting reform in Chicago, Tennessee
and Rhode Island. A similar model of using
¿VFDOLQFHQWLYHVWRVSXUUHIRUPFDQEHXVHG
to address the two core issues in our older
industrialized cities: the need to support leaders who will take the
hard steps to ensure high-quality, affordable essential services such as
education and public safety; and the need to make it easier and more
affordable to do business in our cities.

Pioneer’s Middle Cities Initiative supports greater civic engagement in
Massachusetts’ historic industrial centers. The Intiative works with mayors,
city managers, and citizens to create and disseminate clear information on
city performance in education, economic development, public safety, and
ÀVFDOPDQDJHPHQW
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As Governor Deval Patrick and Housing and
(FRQRPLF'HYHORSPHQW6HFUHWDU\*UHJ%LDOHFNL
consider elements of a comprehensive urban
policy strategy, Pioneer offers the following
recommendations in three key areas relating to
that strategy: the governance of the state’s urban
policy, the “value proposition” that the state can
offer to cities, and what the state should expect in
return from cities that want to receive funding.

GOVERNANCE
The General Contractor (GC): Gubernatorial
Designees
There is currently little cohesion in state policy
toward municipalities. On the one hand, in
addition to local aid and Chapter 70 school
funding, the state funnels tens of millions of
dollars in project grants to the various Middle
Cities. These grants are mostly uncoordinated,
too widely distributed location-wise, and
unrelated to larger strategic goals. On the other
hand, the state, as the creditor of last resort, has
an interest in advancing prudent management of
its cities. Only with good management can cities
make progress in advancing the state’s economic
goals.
To improve coordination across state agencies
and between those agencies and the Middle
Cities, as well as to encourage virtuous municipal
reforms, the state needs a focused management
team, what we call the “GC Team” (the general
contractor team). The composition of this team
PXVW EH DEOH WR PDQDJH SROLWLFDO ¿QDQFLDO DQG
economic development matters intensively and
with fast response times.
With these considerations in mind, the GC Team
should include designees from the governor’s
RI¿FH WKH ([HFXWLYH 2I¿FH IRU$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ

Sources
The recommendations in this report stem from a
year’s work with 13 mayors and city managers,
as well as the following publications on urban
policy as part of Pioneer Institute’s Middle Cities
Initiative.
/HDUQLQJIURP6SULQJ¿HOG$Q$VVHW
0DQDJHPHQW$SSURDFKWR7D[7LWOH&ROOHFWLRQ
(February 2009) by David Panagore
http://www.pioneerinstitute.org/pdf/090216_pb_
panagore_taxtitle.pdf
*,&&RQVROLGDWLRQ (June 2008) by Steve Poftak
http://www.pioneerinstitute.org/pdf/0806_pb_
poftak_gic.pdf
/HDUQLQJIURP6SULQJ¿HOG/HVVRQVLQ(IIHFWLYH
)LVFDO0DQDJHPHQW (April 2008) by Steve Poftak
http://www.pioneerinstitute.org/pdf/0804_mci_
VSULQJ¿HOGSGI
5HKDEELQJ8UEDQ5HGHYHORSPHQW (February
2007) by Jim Stergios
http://www.pioneerinstitute.org/pdf/07_urban_
development.pdf
1DYLJDWLQJ5HJXODWLRQV*XLGHVIRU8UEDQ
(QWUHSUHQHXUV, now available for 10 cities.
http://www.pioneerinstitute.org/programs_guides.
php

DQG)LQDQFH (2$) DQGWKH([HFXWLYH2I¿FH
RI +RXVLQJ DQG (FRQRPLF 'HYHORSPHQW
(2+('  7KH *& 7HDP ZRXOG RYHUVHH WKH
“value proposition” from the state by:
6HOHFWLQJanchor neighborhoods in each of the
Middle Cities.
 /HDGLQJ WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI WDUJHWHG anchor
neighborhood plans.
&RRUGLQDWLQJJUDQWVDQGIXQGV
(QVXULQJGHOLYHU\RINH\VWDWH WHFKQLFDO 
assistance through the undersecretaries of
relevant agencies.
)ROORZLQJXSRQRWKHURSSRUWXQLWLHVDQG
coordinating actions with the Massachusetts
Congressional delegation.
They would also
accountability by:

ensure

reform

and
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 &OHDUO\ FRPPXQLFDWLQJ H[SHFWDWLRQV IRU
reform to the Middle Cities.
0RQLWRULQJWKHGHOLYHU\RIORFDOUHIRUPV
External Board of Economic Advisors
In order for the Governor’s urban strategy to be
successful, it is imperative that there is support
WKDW JRHV EH\RQG QRQSUR¿W RUJDQL]DWLRQV WR
include private sector investors. The Governor’s
HIIRUW PXVW EH VHHQ DV D SUR¿WDEOH HFRQRPLF
development initiative for the state. Initially, the
GC Team and the Middle Cities would reach out
WRPDMRUHPSOR\HUVODUJHQRQSUR¿WLQVWLWXWLRQV
retail associations, small business representatives,
and community groups with an eye to taking an
LQYHQWRU\RIFLW\ZLGHDQGQHLJKERUKRRGVSHFL¿F
issues as well as neighborhood capacity.

THE STATE’S VALUE
PROPOSITION: THE OFFER
Money
Annually, the state provides $50-70 million
in grants to the Middle Cities from a dozen
agencies. The funding from the various
executive agency grant programs should be
bundled and coordinated, with multi-million
dollar “block-style” grants provided to cities
for improvements in “anchor neighborhoods”.
Anchor neighborhoods are neighborhoods
ZKHUHDODUJHLQYHVWPHQWFDQPDNHDVLJQL¿FDQW
difference for the city. (Please see Figure 1
on p.8 for a list of preferences when selecting
anchor neighborhoods.) The grants would
be made through the GC Team in exchange
for comprehensive reforms that will improve
the quality of core local services (education,
SXEOLFVDIHW\HFRQRPLFGHYHORSPHQWDQG¿VFDO
PDQDJHPHQW  DQG WKH FLW\¶V ORQJWHUP ¿VFDO
sustainability.

Convening Power
With Mayors and City Managers, as well as
think tank resources, the GC team will identify
existing best practices in our cities on the basis
of data on public service delivery. The team
will discuss practices in each of the cities on
education, public safety, business development,
DQG ¿VFDO PDQDJHPHQW 7KH LGHD ZRXOG EH WR
share the policies and practices that have led to
good outcomes in some cities and less effective
outcomes in others.
State Reforms
Overall: The state would ease the burden of
unfunded state mandates and mitigate other
issues that increase the cost of governing a city,
in order to empower local leaders to provide great
services and develop locally grown solutions.
Educational Opportunity: In Middle City
school districts where at least 60% of students
VFRUHEHORZSUR¿FLHQF\RQWKH0&$6WHVWWKH
state would give parents access to educational
opportunities and get them further involved
LQ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V VFKRRO OLIH E\ VLJQL¿FDQWO\
augmenting parental choice across public
VFKRROV6SHFL¿FDOO\WKHVWDWHZRXOG
/LIWWKHWKUHHFDSVRQ&RPPRQZHDOWKDQG
Horace Mann charter schools.
5HTXLUHWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRIDFHUWDLQ
percentage of pilot schools.
([SDQG0HWURSROLWDQ&RXQFLOIRU(GXFDWLRQ
2SSRUWXQLW\,QF 0(7&2 SURJUDPVDV
appropriate.
Public Safety:
 0DLQWDLQ DQG VWUHQJWKHQ WKH FRPSHWLWLYH
DSSOLFDWLRQ SURFHVV IRU WKH &KDUOHV 6KDQQRQ
&RPPXQLW\ 6DIHW\ ,QLWLDWLYH VR WKDW JUDQW
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funding is targeted at communities based on
need.
 &RRUGLQDWH IHGHUDO SURJUDP IXQGLQJ EDVHG
on best practices in community policing and
regional efforts.
Economic Development:
 ([SHGLWHWKHFROOHFWLRQRIGHOLQTXHQWWD[HVE\
shortening the period during which owners
can redeem property with liens on them.
 &UHDWH D PHFKDQLVP WR IRVWHU FRRSHUDWLRQ
EHWZHHQ FLW\ WUHDVXUHUV DQG WKH /DQG &RXUW
to reduce the completion of the foreclosure
process, or consider creating a special
session of the court for tax lien-foreclosure
cases in Middle Cities in order to expedite
dispositions.
([SDQGWKHVFRSHRIWD[LQFUHPHQW¿QDQFLQJ
(TIF) to include, when conditions require,
PDUNHW UDWH KRXVLQJ DQG ZLWK VXI¿FLHQW
controls, retail projects.
 (QDEOH KRXVLQJ SURJUDPV WR IXO¿OO 0LGGOH
Cities’ potential by relaxing deed restriction
requirements on housing funds, so that
funds can be used for housing demolition
and rehabilitation costs associated with the
development of workforce housing. Also,
reduce the time the restrictions are in place.
 6WUHQJWKHQ KRXVLQJ FRGH YLRODWLRQ
enforcement and coordinate action between
state delegations from the Middle Cities
DQG FLW\ KRXVLQJ RI¿FLDOV WR UHFRJQL]H WKH
breadth of housing code violations (e.g., overcrowding) and to enforce penalties. Housing
court jurisdictions should be expanded or
special housing code sessions established,
as penalties are only half of an effective
enforcement program.
 (QFRXUDJH WHQDQWV WR GHSRVLW D VLJQL¿FDQW
portion of their rent in an escrow account when

WKHUH DUH FRPSODLQWV ¿OHG DJDLQVW ODQGORUGV
regarding building and other code violations.
Fiscal Management:
 3ODFH 0LGGOH &LW\ KHDOWKFDUH EHQH¿WV
under the umbrella of the Group Insurance
Commission (or achieve similar savings by
granting the cities direct control over plan
design outside of collective bargaining).
 3ODFH ORFDOO\ PDQDJHG SHQVLRQ IXQGV
underperforming the Public Retirement
Investment Trust (PRIT) over a ten-year
period into PRIT.
 0DNH UHVRXUFHV ZLWKLQ WKH 'HSDUWPHQW RI
Revenue available to support developing a
FRPSUHKHQVLYH VHW RI ¿QDQFLDO PDQDJHPHQW
tools for the cities.
Targeted Technical Assistance
The state would provide targeted technical
assistance – not in the usual piecemeal fashion,
but coordinated through the GC Team, which
would be the point of contact for interactions
with the cities.
Education 7KH 'HSDUWPHQW RI (OHPHQWDU\
DQG 6HFRQGDU\ (GXFDWLRQ '(6(  ZRXOG XVH
current reporting mechanisms to craft technical
assistance plans supporting superintendents,
school committees, district-level administrators
and principals. This would require a shift in
'(6(¶VFXOWXUHZKLFKVLQFHWKHODWHVZKHQ
LWV UHJLRQDO RI¿FHV ZHUH FHQWUDOL]HG LQ 4XLQF\
Malden, has done little to provide statewide
technical assistance to schools or districts.
 '(6(¶V GLVWULFWOHYHO WHFKQLFDO DVVLVWDQFH
ZRXOG EH GULYHQ E\ $FFRXQWDELOLW\ RI¿FH
reports.
 '(6(¶V VFKRROOHYHO WHFKQLFDO DVVLVWDQFH
ZRXOG EH GULYHQ E\ WKH 3URJUDP 4XDOLW\
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Assurance’s Coordinated Program Reviews
(CPRs).
 '(6( ZRXOG DOVR IRFXV RQ DOLJQLQJ XUEDQ
district curricula with the state’s curriculum
frameworks.
Public Safety 7KH ([HFXWLYH 2I¿FH RI 3XEOLF
6DIHW\ (236 ZRXOGIXQGDZRUNLQJJURXSRQ
crime prevention in the Middle Cities involving
RXWVLGHFRQVXOWDQWVDQGORFDORI¿FLDOVWRGHYHORS
a single platform of benchmark measures,
D XQLIRUP UHSRUWLQJ PHWKRGRORJ\ D XQL¿HG
&LWL6WDWVW\OH GDWDEDVH DQG UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV
for improvements in departmental command
structures.
Economic Development: The GC Team would
direct transportation, environmental, housing,
and economic development staff to provide
technical assistance to market the cities
(articulating their appeal as places to live and do
business), and implement high density by-right
]RQLQJ %URZQ¿HOGV UHGHYHORSPHQW DQG ORFDO
SHUPLWWLQJ6SHFL¿FPHDVXUHVZRXOGLQFOXGH
'HYHORSLQJGHWDLOHGLQIRUPDWLRQRQWKHODERU
force, the cost of labor, energy, utilities, land,
and taxation to market the cities and their
neighborhoods to business entrepreneurs
and investors through a partnership between
(2+(' DQG WKH FLWLHV DQG UHOHYDQW UHJLRQV
and produce a market study with funding from
(2+('
3URYLGLQJVHFWRUVSHFL¿FWHFKQLFDODVVLVWDQFH
including TIF and DIF opportunities, through
(2+(' DQG WKH 2I¿FH IRU 7HFKQLFDO
$VVLVWDQFH (2(($  %HFDXVH7,)V DUH WLHG
by law to job creation, they are presently of
limited use to Middle Cities, being neither
applicable to vacant or abandoned property
nor to retail. The state should consider pilot
programs that expand the scope of TIFs

to include market rate housing and, with
the appropriate controls in place, retail
development.
 6WUHDPOLQLQJ SHUPLWV WKURXJK &KDSWHU '
and consolidation of municipal functions
into a single permit board. With or without
WKH DGRSWLRQ RI &KDSWHU ' 0LGGOH &LWLHV
should be encouraged to abandon sequential
permitting processes.
Fiscal Management 'HVLJQHHV IURP (2$)
WKH 'LYLVLRQ RI /RFDO 6HUYLFHV '/6  WKH
Department of Revenue (DOR), the Treasurer’s
2I¿FH DQG WKH /DQG &RXUW ZRXOG IRUP D WHDP
WR DGYLVH WKH FLWLHV RQ ¿VFDO PDQDJHPHQW7ZR
VSHFL¿FUHFRPPHQGDWLRQVDUH
(2$)VWDIIZRXOGDGYLVHPXQLFLSDORI¿FLDOV
on reasonable targets for debt management,
tax delinquency, health care, pension and
negotiations with city employees, and
establishing enterprise accounts. DOR would
determine sustainable levels of salary and
EHQH¿WLQFUHDVHVGXULQJFROOHFWLYHEDUJDLQLQJ
6WUHDPOLQHWKHWD[OLHQIRUHFORVXUHGLVSRVLWLRQ
process through a coordinated effort from
WKH SODFHPHQW RI D WD[ OLHQ WR IRUHFORVXUH
disposition, including a “front end” municipal
reform and a “back end” (disposition) reform
to the process employed by the Treasurer and
/DQG&RXUW7KHVHZRXOGLQFOXGH
– Advising the city to hire outside counsel
(more cost effective than generalist practices
employed by most city law departments),
and implementing strict and timely
HQIRUFHPHQW¿OLQJDQGIRUHFORVXUH
– Developing criteria, upon foreclosure,
for auctions and requests for proposal,
depending on the condition, revenue
potential, and redevelopment goals.
± (QVXULQJ WKDW ¿OLQJV ZLWK WKH 7UHDVXUHU
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DQG WKH /DQG &RXUW GR QRW JHW EDFNHG XS
by advising city lawyers and providing
essential information that will allow them
to move the cases more quickly. The
7UHDVXUHUZRXOGZRUNZLWKWKH/DQG&RXUW
to reduce the time it takes to complete the
foreclosure process by expediting cases
from target Middle Cities. It is also worth
considering a special session for tax lienforeclosure cases in Middle Cities.

measures beyond simple crime data and that leads
WR D XQLIRUP UHSRUWLQJ PHWKRGRORJ\ D XQL¿HG
&LWL6WDWVW\OH GDWDEDVH DQG LPSURYHPHQWV WR
departmental command structures.
Economic Development threshold
Middle Cities seeking funding would:
6WUHDPOLQHSHUPLWWLQJRUDGRSW&KDSWHU
'LQFOXGLQJVWUHDPOLQHGSHUPLWWLQJIRU
%URZQ¿HOGVLWHV

CITY REFORMS: CRITERIA
TO ACCESS “ANCHOR
NEIGHBORHOOD” FUNDING

,PSOHPHQWKLJKGHQVLW\E\ULJKW]RQLQJWR
facilitate new development.

The state cannot fund every project desired
by localities, nor should it. Rather, it should
engage city, neighborhood, and private concerns
to secure sustained commitment from local
OHDGHUVKLS WR XQGHUWDNH VLJQL¿FDQW UHIRUPV in
education, public safety, economic development,
DQG ¿VFDO PDQDJHPHQW DV D IRXQGDWLRQ DQG
in exchange, for targeted state investments
in “anchor neighborhoods.” The following
are suggested “threshold” commitments for
cities seeking funding of a state-regional-local
investment plan.

6LPSOLI\UHJXODWLRQVIRU³QHLJKERUKRRG´
(quality of life and amenity) businesses so
that they are easier for new citizens to start.

Education threshold
Middle Cities seeking funding would undertake
immediate action to address failing schools. For
all schools failing to achieve a 60 percent passing
UDWH RQ WKH WK JUDGH 0&$6 WKH VWDWH ZRXOG
DOORZ LPPHGLDWH XVH RI 0(7&2 SLORW VFKRRO
and Commonwealth and Horace Mann charter
schools.
Public Safety threshold

&UHDWHDYLDEOHUHGHYHORSPHQWDJHQF\DQG
participating local chamber of commerce.

Fiscal thresholds
Middle Cities seeking funding would:
Plan for the Basics
 'HPRQVWUDWHWKHH[LVWHQFHRIRUFRRSHUDWH
with DOR to develop basic budget and
forecasting tools, including a comprehensive
FDSLWDOLQYHVWPHQWSODQD¿YH\HDU¿QDQFLDO
forecast, and key enterprise accounts.
 (QVXUH VWURQJ ¿QDQFLDO PDQDJHPHQW DQG
payroll systems.
,PSOHPHQW D PXOWL\HDU ¿QDQFLDO SODQQLQJ
process.
,QFOXGH VWURQJ FRQWURO RQ DOO H[SHQGLWXUHV
(including those based on transfers and
grants) in the budget.
$VVHVV ORQJWHUP SHQVLRQ DQG UHWLUHH KHDOWK
FDUHEHQH¿WV OLDELOLW\

Middle Cities seeking funding would participate
in a Middle Cities working group on crime
and public order that focuses on performance
6
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3XUFKDVH KHDOWK EHQH¿WV WKURXJK WKH *URXS
Insurance Commission or achieve comparable
savings through changes in plan design.

oversee projects and protect assets that are
built. This would involve a capital committee,
budgeting by capital department, and the
prioritization of maintenance.

 2XWSHUIRUP WKH 3HQVLRQ 5HWLUHPHQW
Investment Trust (PRIT) over 10 years or
transfer local pension system into PRIT.

,PSOHPHQWZRUNRUGHUV\VWHPVLQFUHDVLQJWKH
number of building maintenance work orders
completed.

Capture Long-Term Cost Certainty and Savings

7UDQVIHUDOOHOLJLEOHUHWLUHHVWR0HGLFDUH
 5HPRYH LQHOLJLEOH SDUWLFLSDQWV IURP KHDOWK
DQG SHQVLRQ EHQH¿WV 3DUWLFXODU VFUXWLQ\
should be paid to grant-funded and part-time
employees.
6HWWOHZRUNHUVFRPSHQVDWLRQFODLPV
 (QWHU LQWR VXVWDLQDEOH FROOHFWLYH EDUJDLQLQJ
agreements.
([DPLQHHQHUJ\FRVWVIRUVDYLQJV
Rationalize Fiscal Management
&ROOHFWEDFNWD[HV
 6\VWHPDWL]H EXGJHWLQJ DQG SD\UROO DGRSWLQJ
081,6 RU D VLPLODU ¿QDQFLDO EXGJHW
management software package) and ADP
automatic payroll service (or similar).
%XGJHWIRUH[SHFWHGH[SHQVHV

Reorganize Operations
6WUHDPOLQHH[HFXWLYHUHSRUWLQJ
 5
 DWLRQDOL]H WKH SK\VLFDO ORFDWLRQ RI UHODWHG
departments to encourage cross-function
communication and ease application
processes.
 6FUXWLQL]H DOORFDWLRQ RI HPSOR\HHV DQG
organization of departments.
Embed Accountability
 'HYHORS SHUIRUPDQFHEDVHG FRQWUDFWV IRU
certain employees, such as teachers and
principals.
 8VH WHFKQRORJ\ WR WUDFN DVVHWV DQG
SHUIRUPDQFH HJ *36 DQGRU FDPHUDV LQ
certain city vehicles.

$FFRXQWIRUFROOHFWLRQLVVXHV

 (QDFW GUXJDOFRKRO SROLFLHV
conditional drug testing.

LQFOXGLQJ

 6HJUHJDWH IXQGV VXFK DV D KHDOWK FDUH WUXVW
fund, to protect employee contributions.

 ,PSOHPHQW &LWL6WDW WR SURYLGH FRQWLQXRXV
review of the quality of municipal operations.

$YRLGVKRUWWHUPERUURZLQJ

 %XLOGFDSDELOLW\

5HFRQFLOHDFFRXQWV
$YRLGOLDELOLWLHVWRWKH,56IRUWD[¿OLQJDQG
withholding problems by paying taxes.
Create Transparency
3URYLGHUHJXODUDFWLRQDEOHUHSRUWVLHZHHNO\
DQGPRQWKO\¿QDQFLDOVWDWHPHQWV
 6\VWHPDWL]H DQG SODQ IRU FDSLWDO QHHGV ZLWK
management structures to identify needs,
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Figure 1
Rehabbing Urban Redevelopment 
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