Public Officials Leadership Forum

At last year’s ULI national conference, San Francisco District Council leaders were notified that their funding request to put on a local elected officials leadership forum for 50 Bay Area officials was approved. In this very competitive process, the SFDC proposal was one of 65 submitted, and 1 of only 6 that were funded. The proposal called for the event to be co-sponsored by the University of California at Berkeley and for it to focus on state and regional economic and governance trends, development economics, infrastructure financing, communication skills and the means of effectively managing development issues in a high-charged political environment.   On June 9th and 10th, the Forum was held in the Faculty Club at UC Berkeley. Following are some highlights from the event.
Kevin Starr, prominent author of many books on the history of California including Coast of Dreams: California on the Edge, 1990-2003, spoke about the structure of governance in our state, as well as the accomplishments and key obstacles facing public officials.
Ken Rosen, Chair of the Fisher Center for Real Estate and Economics at UC Berkeley, presented economic and demographic statistics, calling attention to the vulnerability of the Bay Area’s housing market, and the possibility of a recession within the foreseeable future. He also underscored the wisdom of public policies that encourage mixed use, and transit-oriented development, particularly within downtowns.
Professor John Landis, Chair of the City and Regional Planning program at UC, described how the economics of land development affect the use of land. He emphasized why development occurs where it does, and the potential of infill housing as a share of new housing units. He also discussed regulatory and non-market factors affecting development types, amounts, locations and forms. He concluded with an overview of some of the new types of planning tools and trends.
Robert Spencer, Principal Consultant with MuniFinancial, focused on creative ways of financing infrastructure. Some of his key points included the fact that there are clearly no “silver bullets.” Many localities are establishing new development fees for the construction of public facilities, to support on-going public services, and that many of the newer fees are focused on police and fire facilities and services. A number of multi-jurisdictional systems are being established, and assessment districts and bonds are still a major component in providing support for needed infrastructure.
Debra Stein, President of GCA Strategies, focused on topics related to effective communication skills for leaders, including credibility, likeability and hostile audience management. Her presentation and dialogue with the audience was something of a “crash course” conveying and trying a variety of techniques that improve one-on-one and group meetings involving local public officials. 

The Forum ended with a presentation by John Elwood, UC Berkeley professor of public policy. He explained how to locate individual policy and project decisions within a larger framework of promoting positive outcomes, while assuring citizen access. He presented a number of ideas on how to get people to agree on common actions. He also offered his insight about the major contributors to the current budgetary problems facing the State of California and localities. This led into a dialogue about what types of leadership and hard choices are necessary to put public agencies back on track

Those who attended appreciated the Forum and many of them expressed an interest in having us do this on an annual basis.  Overall, this concept serves as another initiative for the SFDC to be proud of.
Quotes from attendees:

“It was one of the most informative seminars I have attended, lately.  What I 
appreciate the most was the caliber of the speakers.  They were from the 
academic environment and they did what they do best...gave the facts and I felt 
they taught me” Sepi Richardson, Mayor, City of Brisbane

“How to say enough!  It provided an outstanding opportunity for Council Members and City Managers to develop leadership skills together” June Catalano, City Manager, Martinez
“This was the best seminar, speaker for speaker [and in a marvelous setting on the UCB campus] that I have attended in many a long year- possibly the best ever. If that sounds over the top, so be it!”  Jack Mackenzie, Mayor City of Rohnert Park
“The first Public Officials Leadership Forum was a unique opportunity for Bay Area elected and appointed officials to get away from phones, pagers and e-mail for a day and an evening to sample some of the best thinking available”  Rod Gould, City Manger San Rafael
“If all meetings were as excellent as this I'd consider attending more meetings, but then I wouldn't have to since in about 10 hours of meeting time I got more out of it than in many more hours at meetings put on by other organizations.  Thanks for the effective and efficient use of my time.” Tim Smith, Council Member City of Rohnert Park
