
 
 

 
 

UPAG GATHERING ON AUGUST 5-7, 2010 
CONVENING BRIEF  

 
 

BACKGROUND  
 
This brief for Living Cities members highlights the proceedings of the August 
5-7 Urban Policy Advisory Group (UPAG) meeting held in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. The goal of this brief is to provide a summary of key insights 
from the convening and to provide critical information about activities in the 
field that would be useful for member investment decisions.   
 
UPAG is part of the Project on Municipal Innovation (PMI), a joint venture of 
Living Cities, the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 
University, and the Rockefeller Foundation. UPAG offers a unique forum for 
candid dialogues meant to jumpstart policy reform at the local level and to 
arm senior municipal government advisors with innovative ideas and a 
support network for advancing those ideas locally. The group holds biannual 
in-person meetings at Harvard, quarterly webinars, and meetings of cohort 
groups focused on areas such as transit-oriented development and economic 
growth.   
 
UPAG began in 2008 with members representing 19 cities. Participants now 
number 35; 27 senior city officials attended this fourth in-person meeting. 
Nine Living Cities members also attended, including policy committee co-
chair Phil Henderson from the Surdna Foundation and knowledge sub-
committee chair Craig Howard from the MacArthur Foundation.    
 
The session began with dinner on Thursday, August 5th. Kathleen Freely, 
Vice President for Innovation at the Annie E. Casey Foundation, spoke about 
the potential of networks of human service workers and information systems 
to improve outcomes for at-risk children. Freely discussed Casey’s 
“Casebook” platform, a social networking and management tool for social 
workers and families, which integrates an array of public and private 
benefits and programs. The response to the concept was strong—and 
several cities have requested information and tailored guidance from the 
Casey foundation following the presentation. 
 
There were three panels on Friday, August 6th. They focused on anchors 
institutions and community development; philanthropy and economic 

 



development; and the role of labor/management partnerships to increase 
public sector efficiency. There was also a lunch-time question-and-answer 
period with Laurel Blatchford, Chief of Staff at the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development.  
 
In advance of the convening, the city representatives received a briefing 
book to frame the issues. Following are summaries of the three panels. 
 
Please see the UPAG Briefing Book for the complete agenda and full list of 
attendees. 

 
Ben Hecht, President & CEO, Living Cities; Ajit Lalchandani, County Administrator, Orange 

County Florida; Kerry Sullivan, President, Bank of America Charitable Foundation 
 

Anchor Institutions and Neighborhood and Workforce Development 

Nancy Zimpher, Chancellor, SUNY; Chair, Coalition of Urban Serving 
Universities 

Ira Harkavy, Director, Center for Community Partnerships 

Andy Frank, Special Advisor on Economic Development, Office of the 
President, Johns Hopkins University (and former UPAG participant) 
 
UPAG participants from city governments said they clearly understand the 
value of higher education institutions as employers, property owners and for 
catalyzing local business development. However, many stated that they find 
it difficult to form broad and deep partnerships with these institutions. 



University students might provide assistance with research for major 
municipal projects, and individual academic departments might establish 
narrowly defined partnerships with various city agencies. Fundamentally, 
however, most large research institutions see themselves as international 
enterprises, they said. One city member noted that the research university 
in her city is more oriented toward India or China than the local community  
 
The panel’s response was that CEO leadership is critical. Panelists agreed 
that institutional leaders do not always engage locally. A meaningful and 
deep partnership absolutely requires chief executive-level participation from 
both city government and institutions of higher learning. Oftentimes, 
individual departments within institutions may resist local collaborations, and 
having a CEO visibly participate in a partnership can bring along both those 
within her or his own university as well as leaders of other local institutions, 
the panelists said. 
 
Participants in the UPAG noted that anchor partnerships are on the rise and 
gave examples. The deputy mayor from Los Angeles talked about a 
significant increase in work with UCLA. The Portland deputy chief of staff 
discussed a major city/public school/higher education pipeline effort (based 
on the Strive model that is funded by Living Cities) being led by Portland 
State University. Overall, however, participants expressed frustrations with 
the difficulty of getting higher education leaders to commit to concrete goals 
in these partnerships. One deputy mayor said, “I will talk to university 
presidents about working together and they will always, always say ‘yes.’ 
But when I say, ‘Can you commit to 5% of your endowment to local 
investments in our city?’ the answer is ‘no’ or, ‘Can you double the number 
of students living downtown?’ the answer is ‘no.’ So partnerships are nice 
but it has be real. It has to be concrete.”   
 
Whether the commitment is to increase college-going rates or engage in 
more local procurement, panelists agreed that accountability measures must 
be put in place to ensure and track results. Nancy Zimpher said these 
partnerships represent new territory for both cities and anchors, and mutual 
accountability is necessary. She gave the example of the education 
partnership she led in Cincinnati in which a public report card is issued 
annually to hold not just government, but also the higher education 
community, responsible for the initiative’s goals.  
 
Philanthropy and Economic Development 
 
Teresa Lynch, Director of Research, Initiative for a Competitive Inner City 
(ICIC)  
Ronn Richard, President, Cleveland Foundation 



 
City representatives noted that it can difficult to form partnerships with 
foundations, as many do not have a history of working with City Hall. One 
participant said, “Foundations seem unwilling to engage in politics in the city 
and there is just a disconnect between (what they are funding and) what we 
are doing on the ground.”  
 
The panel responded that meaningful engagement is possible, saying that 
whether or not a partnership can be developed is often a matter of shifting 
perspective and how issues are presented to foundations. As Teresa Lynch 
noted, “Foundations are ‘pull oriented.’ They like to hear ideas, and if there 
is one that matches their interests, they will fund it.” Steve Goldsmith, 
former Mayor of Indianapolis and now Deputy Mayor in New York City, 
echoed this sentiment, saying that foundations can be great partners, “I 
would present my priorities to local foundations and say, ‘here they are and 
it would be great to align your dollars to support the ones that interest you.’” 
 
Some city representatives said that they do have good relationships with 
their local foundations, but that foundations are typically interested in 
charitable giving and not oriented toward the business side of economic 
development.  
 
Ronn Richard responded by discussing the many ways in which a foundation 
can — if committed — overcome the obstacles faced by cities in advancing a 
business growth agenda. For example, he described how as a foundation 
president, he was able to avoid getting caught up in lengthy discussions 
around which industry to focus on and whether or not the city should be 
trying to establish “industrial policy.” He drafted a strategic economic 
development plan around wind energy.  Ronn launched the initiative when 
funding green energy was still considered a risky and, sometimes, 
nonsensical investment. But from his position in philanthropy he could fund 
needed research at local universities to support the sector, and had the 
flexibility to hire top-notch professionals to work on the strategy. He 
recruited a highly respected business leader (an MIT, Stanford Business 
School grad and ex-McKinsey & Co consultant) to provide local economic 
development expertise. The combination of flexibility with funds and creative 
ideas allowed the Cleveland Foundation in partnership with non-profit anchor 
institutions and private industry to lead an aggressive new job creation 
strategy locally. Now Cleveland is poised for expansion in this area. New 
businesses have been formed, existing businesses are expanding, and GE 
has become a major partner to build the sector.  
 
Organized Labor and Municipal Budget Reform 
 



Andy Stern, Former President of SEIU  
Linda Kaboolian, Lecturer in Public Policy, Harvard Kennedy School   
Marcia Calicchia, Sheinman Institute on Conflict Resolution, Cornell 
University 
 
A few city representatives in the room described their difficulty in pursuing a 
productive agenda with unions. They said that their goal is not to reduce 
wages but instead to make work more interesting, productive and beneficial 
for the city, and added that frequently they can identify such productivity 
measures by talking directly with front-line workers but not with union 
leadership. 
 
The panel responded that they believe unions are interested in productivity 
gains, but the right vehicle is needed to make the ideas more palatable. 
Linda Kaboolian referred to such a vehicle as the “stupid stuff” committee. 
She described how many cities and local unions have set up such 
committees to reduce menial work that is unproductive. For example, she 
said, “What caseworker wants to sift through 800 different computer screens 
on outdated systems to get something done?”  
 
City officials in attendance expressed particular frustration with attempts to 
work with local public sector unions in the current fiscal climate. They noted 
that cities are cutting budgets across the board and reducing services but 
not seeing any willingness from unions to scale back. The difference between 
public and private sector unions was pointed out. One participant said, 
“There are unions and there are unions. You can often find leverage with 
private sector unions but with public unions they represent essential 
services; the police union can say cut backs will lead to (compromised) 
safety. The (public sector unions) will not budge.”  
 
In response, the panel offered one overarching principle: focus on areas 
where you can only advance by working together. Too often, cities and 
unions lock horns on issues of individual self-interest rather than assessing 
where a partnership could generate significant results for all. Panelists also 
cautioned against attacking unions broadly, advising municipal advisors to 
pick their battles wisely. The most effective leaders do not get caught up 
taking stubborn positions on the small items, but instead focus their efforts 
on significant, game-changing reforms that can truly improve urban 
systems.  
 
Another concern raised by the audience was that that there are few 
opportunities for thoughtful dialogue in the current environment, where 
pressing issues must be resolved immediately. One participant stated that, 



“We find ourselves in a situation now where we have 36 hours to get a 
negotiation done and there is just no time for ‘therapy’ sessions.”  
 
Andy Stern responded by saying genuine respect is key to the negotiation. 
“If you only have 36 hours, then give your full attention during those 36 
hours. Give whatever you have, and it will serve you well when you go back 
to the table.” Stern gave the example of Michelle Rhee, Washington D.C. 
Schools Chancellor, who formulated an accountability measure, stuck to it 
and fired 240 teachers who did not meet the standards she had set. Stern 
said, “She picked an issue and drove a bus through it.” Other panelists 
agreed that regardless of negotiating positions, unions fundamentally want 
to be heard and cities need to find a way to do that, regardless of the 
situation or time constraint.   
 

 
Ajit Lalchandani, County Administrator, Orange County Florida; Kevin Monroe, Chief of Staff, 

Charlotte Office of the Mayor 
 
 

NEXT STEPS  
 
UPAG concluded, as always, with a member-only session on Saturday. This 
session focused on innovative approaches to budget savings.  
 



A next session of the UPAG has been scheduled for February 2011. The next 
Living Cities boot camp, which will focus on “sustainable communities,” is set 
for January 10th and 11th. 
 

 
Laurel Blatchford, Chief of Staff, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development being 
interviewed by Neil Kleiman, Director of Policy & Research, Living Cities during a lunchtime 

Q&A session 


