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To Vice Mayor Stacy Hurst and my distinguished colleagues on the City Board of Directors, to our excellent City Manager Bruce Moore and our Department Heads who are with him today, to our adroit City Attorney Tom Carpenter and to our other City employees who are in attendance and to my wife and my son John Mark  who are at the doctor’s office and to my son, of course, Robert and my beautiful daughter Alison, and to all the distinguished guests who are assembled here today and all the citizens of Little Rock welcome to Curran Hall, the Mayor’s official reception hall and to this my first official State of the City address.  
I wanted to wait a few months before I made this address, to get a sense of direction.  I thought it would be a little premature for me to come out of the box and suggest to you who have been working in the vineyard so long about what the sense of direction should be for the city.  So with one hundred and twenty days under my belt I thought it appropriate for me to come forward.  In this address I hope to give you a good idea of where we’ve been and where we need to go as a city.  
Public Safety

Let’s start off--right off the bat--on the issues of public safety.  All too often last year, we saw the lead-off on the nightly news about another homicide that had occurred in our city.  It’s the type of news that is stifling:  it stifles our neighborhoods, it stifles economic development, it stifles business relocations, and it stifles the comfort and the security we find in our homes.  
I want to report to you on some good, if not great, news at least on the progress we are making so far, at least in the first one hundred and twenty days.  First of all, so far in 2007 as it relates to our police force and the vacancies we’ve had in the past, we’ve added twenty one new officers to our patrol ranks, and we have thirty one new recruits who started class yesterday.  They are scheduled to graduate on September 14th.  
By September we will be nearing a full complement of five hundred and thirty two sworn polices officers to help protect us and keep us safe.  That will have a direct relationship on the issues of crime and crime statistics in our city.  
I want to compliment our Police Chief Stuart Thomas on the yeoman job he is doing and everyone that represents us who wears the uniform.  Through April of this year, we have seen a 52 percent reduction in the number of criminal homicides in our city.  That is very, very important.  Listen to those numbers, a fifty two percent (52%) reduction in the first four months.  I can only pray and hope that that number continues and I know Stuart does too, as well as Bruce. 
 We’ve also seen a reduction of forty percent (40%) in the number of rapes, and a nearly ten percent reduction in the number of aggravated assaults.  Regrettably so far, robberies have increased this year.  But in the area of property crimes, including burglary, larceny, vehicle theft and arson we’ve experienced a nearly five percent (5%) decrease in the first four months. 
 Under the leadership of Chief Thomas we continue with various operations that are beginning to show, measured success.  Operation Phoenix, which primarily targets burglaries, property crimes and repeat offenders, is a program that is showing some real measured success.  By comparison, in 2006 the residential burglaries increased over twenty one percent (21%).  During the first quarter of this year however, we’ve seen the increase reduced to less than two percent (2%) and overall burglaries have seen a decrease by three and a half percent (3.5%).  
We continue with Operation Quiet Nights, a program that has greatly benefited many of our high risk neighborhoods and accounts for helping reduce the number of homicides we’ve had in our city this year.  The program utilized several dozen police officers to specifically target violent crimes during the overnight hours.  
Little Rock Community Punishment Workers

I want to talk a little bit about the issue of community punishment.  We talk a lot about our jail; we talk a lot about not being able to keep people in jail that need to be there.  We have a community punishment program, it’s something I would like to see expanded. 
 So far in the first three months of the year the total man hours provided is about eight thousand (8,000).  It equals about eight (8) to ten (10) people on a daily basis, working eight (8) hours a day.  They’ve accounted for over forty-seven (47) tons of trash taken to our landfills, they’ve worked at our police department in terms of maintenance and keeping it clean, they’ve worked on special projects such as the Little Rock Marathon and moving staff at the Central Fire Station, and also working on parade routes.  And while this is a start, I believe we can do much more.  
I will be working with City Manager Bruce Moore and the courts to do much more.  By the third quarter of this year I would like to see at least seventy-five (75) to eighty (80) people working in our Community Punishment Program.  If we can’t put them in jail, we will put them to work cleaning up our streets and our gutters, picking up trash, cutting weed lots and manicuring our parks.  
You know law enforcement is not the only antidote to law and order.  I want to talk about youth programs because that is where we change the numbers, that’s really where we become a city where people want to come and grow up in.  
Youth Programs

This year the Board has appropriated $3.6 million for programs for our children.  This money includes youth intervention programs.  It includes neighborhood based programs that are geographically located throughout the city.  It includes programs at our parks and recreation centers and various substance abuse programs.  
Our summer Youth Employment Program is currently underway right now and some of you have hopefully seen some of the advertisements and public service announcements.  This is done in conjunction with New Futures for Youth and the Chamber of Commerce.  Currently we have 687 applications from young people in high school who want a job this summer.  We have only at this point and time 245 worksites and very disappointingly we have only thirteen (13) jobs from the private sector.  
Our young people want to work; they want to learn the value of a job.  I’m imploring the private sector today to put a young person on your payroll this summer, give them a mentoring opportunity, teach them the value of a good job.  Every restaurant, every hotel, every retail outlet, every business in this city needs to partner with us.  Our children are our future and every one of us are their teachers.
I want you to call Lucas Hargraves, who is right over here, from the Chamber at 374-2001.  Lucas is helping run the program to find private sector jobs for our students.  Lucas will take your name and he will make sure we get you a student, a young person who will do a good job for you.  You will be teaching them probably more than they will ever learn in a classroom--the real value, the real experiences of life, the value of a good job and a good education.  
Homelessness

As we all know one of the issues that has been a focus in the City, has been the plight of the homeless in our city.  As the urban capitol of our State it is natural that we attract more people in terms of a homeless population.  It’s been front and center for us.  We’ve done some things this year that I think show a good start and good progress, but we still need to do more.  
We’ve established, in the first four months of the year, the Mayors’ Commission on Homelessness to implement our ten year plan to end homelessness; we’ve established a breakfast trailer to help the needy and the hungry in the early morning hours.  We have worked in conjunction with the Arkansas Chapter of the American Institute of Architects to conduct a day-long planning session to design and create a model Day Resource Center that we need in our City and we’ve hired a Homeless Coordinator.  

We’re working aggressively to locate that Day Resource Center before the end of the year.  The task is great and we are hopeful that before the end of the year we can contract with existing providers if necessary for day resource services, but I want to acknowledge that this is a community issue that needs our city’s priority and commitment.  
Bond Projects

I mentioned about where we’ve been.  Let me tell you a little bit about where we have been the last 36 months.  I as a newcomer and the other new City Directors are not largely responsible for our success--but Bruce Moore and his staff are very much responsible for it, and you as citizens should take a lot of credit for it.  
Since 2004, we’ve been building capital improvements for the city.  As you know we passed the bond issue back in 2004, which gave us $69 million for capital improvements.  That, plus investments, has turned into $75 million dollars in capital improvement projects within the last 36 months.  
What have we done with that money?  Let me identify some of those things quickly for you.  We created a state of the art Animal Village with the direction and guidance of Director Joan Adcock.  It is an operation off of South University near the First Tee operation that will have veterinary services.  It has different program kennels to deal with the issue of whether or not there are various diseases that come in with these stray animals. It is a tremendous facility that we should all be very proud of.  Over $2 million has gone into the project, some of it raised from the private sector, some of it coming from the bond issue.  It is truly going to be a state-of-the-art operation and I encourage all of you to go the grand opening which will be coming up shortly.  
We built the Fire Training Academy with burn pits and simulated fires in various buildings.  We’ve put in classrooms; we’ve relocated Fire Station Number 17; and renovated Fire Station Number 20.  We’ve added new kitchens to some of the fire stations and new dormitories.  We’ve put back-up generators in fire stations and in every one of our police substations.  
We’ve had more than one hundred (100) projects in our Parks and Recreation Department.  We have renovated the Dunbar Community Center, the Southwest Community Center, and the Jim Dailey Fitness and Aquatic Center.  We have constructed  the River Trail and the Heights Promenade, upgraded Murray Park and Benny Craig Park, and constructed the Benny Craig trail.  We built the Police Service Center and upgraded the Communications Center and our early warning alert system. 

All of these things cost money and I’m very proud of our City for being able to accomplish these things.  In the area of public works, something we woefully don’t have enough money for, we have tried to stretch it as far we can.  The dozens of street reconstruction projects we’ve done.  We have built sidewalks around eleven of our public schools, we’ve upgraded intersection improvements such as the one as Chenal and Bowman Road, and we’ve installed over twenty one new traffic signals.  Ladies and gentlemen those are not cheap, I estimate that they cost anywhere from 150 to 200 hundred thousand dollars depending on where they are located.  
We have a wonderful Little Rock Zoo, Mike Blakely, our Zoo Director, is here.  We’ve got a new entry plaza, we’ve got a new gift shop, we’ve got a new restaurant in the old Big Cat Exhibit called Café Africa if you’ve not been there, and we’ve remodeled the primate building.  
One of the things I’m most proud of is the new 311 system that we implemented on January 1st of 2007.  It is a system that was part of the bond issue and is working well.  Now we’re averaging over four thousand (4,000) calls per month for service and information.  We’ve also seen a five percent (5%) decrease in the number of non-emergency calls coming into the 911 system.  This is a very simple system.  If you’ve got a concern, a problem, a complaint, if you need information--all you do is dial 311.  It’s a wonderful system and I’m very proud of our staff for having the foresight and the ability to implement this system.  
For the first four months of 2007, there were 14,004 service requests called-in to 3-1-1.  That is an average of 165 calls per day.  An aspect of 3-1-1 is a computer system for departments to use to track the calls.  There were 22,743 service requests called-in to 3-1-1 or other City Departments and logged in the 3-1-1 tracking system.  This is an average of 268 requests entered per day.  Of the total number of service requests entered -- 19,715 were cleared, which is 87%. 

New Parks Projects

We have some new projects that I would like to announce and amplify for you in the area of parks and recreation.  One of the programs we are embarking on this year is the Wetland Habitation Project.  This is a project that was recently awarded a $400,000 grant from the State Wildlife Grant Program, which involves restoration of acreage along the Arkansas River in front of the Clinton Library and in Riverfront Park.  It is headed by a multi-agency non-profit team of professionals that are disciplined in natural resources.  This project will work to restore nine acres to benefit wildlife species with particular attention to species of “greater conservation need,” which has been identified by the Arkansas Wildlife Action Plan.  
We also are going to be developing an Adventure Playground for children in the same local area.  It’s to be built in the vicinity west of the Junction Bridge and north of the Medical Mile in Riverfront Park.  It is a site that is under construction now to create a unique playground environment for our children.  This facility, which was designed with the help of children, will encourage imagination, exploration and discovery that we all as young people learned about in various non-structured environments.  It’s all going to be in a setting that reflects on the environment that one finds on the banks of the Arkansas River.  
You might have read recently, as a matter of fact two days ago, about the Junction Bridge. We have been able to successfully award a contract for a pedestrian bridge connecting North Little Rock to Little Rock.  Over a $5.8 million investment by the community, and it will further identify the “little rock.”  We in the City are going to be accenting the rock formation that has given us our name and that will be part of the project awarded in conjunction with the Junction Bridge.  The City will continue to work with the Clinton Foundation and North Little Rock to move forward on the Rock Island Bridge, a bicycle bridge that’s going to be designed and built right across from the Clinton Library.  The City has committed $1 million as a set-aside for this project and we are eager to work with our partners to get this project started.  
One project that I am very personally invested in, that I would like to announce today is called the Fourche Creek Conservancy Project.  As a part of our efforts to strengthen our City Summer Jobs Program, this summer we will launch the Summer Youth Conservation Corps, a collaborative effort between our Parks Department, the Arkansas Game and Fish Commission, and Audubon Arkansas.  In this inaugural year, the Corps hopes to employ eighteen high school students who will work collaboratively with scientists, engineers, and planning experts to begin to restore and revitalize the Fourche Creek bottoms.  
The opportunities for recreation, study, and tourism that this truly unique urban waterway provides to the City are endless--for too long we’ve been neglecting its care.  I believe that the Youth Conservation Corps and its activities will draw attention to one of the most unique and important aspects of our Little Rock urban landscape, its natural beauty.  
As the Capitol City of the Natural State, Little Rock can and should be a showplace about all that Arkansas has to offer.  I believe the Corps will become an important symbol of the City’s focus of living up to this role.  In addition, this experience can open the eyes of young people who live in Little Rock about the wonders of our natural habitat that are available just a few short steps from their homes, and it will introduce them to career options that many of them may have never considered before.  
You know, Fourche Creek runs through six of our City parks right now.  How wonderful and opportunity we can create right now to go to one of our City parks, rent a canoe on an afternoon day and have an urban canoe trail experience.  That is my hope.  
I’m proud of the progress we’ve made with our Little Rock Marathon.  It continues to grow.  We had nearly nine thousand entries this past year; our revenues are growing.  We hope to see a small return on those investments returned to our parks, but more importantly, the Marathon is really a signature event for Little Rock.  It has helped to put us on the map around the Country and around the world.  It’s something that we need to continue to grow and continue to foster.  It is a wonderful program that helps people learn about our City and our State.  I salute the City for our ability to carry this off, and of course we could not do this without the volunteers that help, literally hundreds and hundreds of volunteers that help.  
Another pet project, if you will.  You know, the people in Little Rock love their pets.  They particularly love their dog parks.  I know that because I’m the owner of two dogs, and for you cat lovers out there we have some cats too. I used to say, as Charlie Brown would say, “Cats are the crab grass on the lawn of life.”  But my wife has changed my mind about that!  However, I want to talk about the fact that we do love our pets, in fact I want to see us expand our Murray Park dog park.  I want to see us put in an exercise walkway for the people who take their dogs there.  
Also, the Animal Services building has a wonderful walk area adjacent to it.  I expect we are going to need others.  It is a very social area for the gathering of people and animals.  In fact it has sparked some romances, not necessarily of the canine sort, as well.  I have been given great advice about the importance of this, and that this is really an amenity that is a signature amenity found in the progressive cities in this country.  We are going to continue that progress by expanding our dog parks around the city.  We need more of them.  
Planning and Redevelopment

In the area of planning and redevelopment, let me say that the City has undertaken some extensive study and development of the midtown portions of our City.  We have done several things in the last year, particularly in the last four months.  We have created the Midtown Redevelopment District Advisory Board group to study the University Avenue and Markham Street corridor.  We have drafted an overlay ordinance accenting the importance of mixed used developments, and it’s been done by coordinating with the War Memorial Park Study Commission on the future uses of the park.  
This planning process has also included the wonderful medical institutions on either side of the park, as well as the War Memorial Stadium Commission and the Little Rock Zoo.  In exploring new ideas for creating linkages to neighborhoods south of Interstate 630 and across Jonesboro Drive, we are also working with the Central Arkansas Library System on possible new locations for facilities in the area.  It is my hope that we can minimize the divide the Interstate creates between the neighborhoods to the south and the neighborhoods to the north.  
Moving south along University Avenue, we are working with the University of Arkansas at Little Rock by collaborating with them on their revitalization programs that will not only include the revitalization of the neighborhoods but includes additional student housing.  Importantly, it will include additional streetscape improvements along University Avenue and better connectivity between the University property on the east and the commercial property on the west.  
We are very excited about our new neighbors, the Mexican Consulate, and our agreement with our Sister City of Pachuca, Mexico in the State of Hidalgo.  I am looking forward to increasing the opportunities for economic development between Little Rock and Mexico, our friends to the south.  Plans are also underway in that area for a new International Marketplace, creating a real international atmosphere adjacent to the University setting.  
In the area of annexation, the City has also initiated plans to annex the four remaining islands within the City’s boundaries.  This will help clarify the public services that we are to provide to our citizens and it will also assist us with the pending census of 2010.  Right now, Bruce and I estimate the population in our City at approximately 192,000 and we believe that 200,000 is within our reach by the year 2010.  
Economic Development

You know, what we do here in the City is really to try and create an environment for job growth, which is critical to our future.  I want to speak for a moment on economic development.  
The City has been working very hard over the past few months with the Port Authority, the Chamber of Commerce, and the State Department of Economic Development three (3) major projects which we hope will bring over one thousand jobs to this area.  Most importantly, if we land them, they will be located in the Pulaski County Empowerment Zone.  We want them to attract workers from the Empowerment Zone, those who are unemployed or underemployed.  Much of our enterprise zone covers parts of Midtown Little Rock and Southwest Little Rock.  
Also, our Little Rock Airport Commission has been working very hard in the area of economic development.  They have been working with Dassault Falcon Jet and Hawker Beachcraft, the former Raytheon facility, on expansions at the Airport that are currently underway by both of these businesses.  General aviation is truly booming, Dassault Falcon Jet, with over eighteen hundred employees, is adding over one hundred sixteen thousand square feet (116,000 s.f.) of expansion.  
They’re investing 17 to 20 million dollars immediately in our facilities at the airport.  They need, in the immediate future, over 200 employees to deal with the expansion and the design and outfitting of the Dassault Falcon Jet 7X airplane.  We have got to be able to respond to their requirements and thes educational need. 
The aviation industry is the future of the City and the future of the state.  Overall, aviation is Arkansas’ number one export, more than agriculture, accounting for more than one billion dollars last year.  The Commission, also in understanding the needs in this area of aviation, has been active in recognizing that education is a very active component in economic development.  The Airport has come forward with three educational proposals involving joint projects between UALR, Pulaski Tech and the Little Rock School District.  We need to start three classes by the end of this month in aviation-related areas.  It is estimated by Dassault Falcon Jet and Hawker Beachcraft that they are going to need 450 new employees in the next eighteen months.  
Today in the paper, it was announced by Dassault Falcon Jet that they have orders for 160 7X’s.  Twenty have been built in France and seven have been completed at Little Rock National.  We have got to be able to meet the educational need.  I intend to go to the Governor, the Department of Economic Development and if necessary we are going to go to our own pocketbooks to find a way to fund the educational need for these jobs because this is our future.  
I would remiss if I didn’t mention the existence of new retail.  As you know, ground has been broken at Shackleford Crossing.  As I understand, there is nearly a million square feet under development there.  Of course we are very proud of the Midtown Center and the opening of new retail shops there also.  
Tourism and the Advertising and Promotion Commission

I want to talk about tourism for a moment.  As you know our Advertising and Promotion Commission has been through several trials and a few tribulations over the last several months.  But through it all they have become much better and much stronger in their mission to promote tourism in the City.  
The operational arm of the City, the Little Rock Convention and Visitors Bureau, has aggressively and successfully sought out national organizations to hold conventions in our City as evidenced by the annual growth of our tax revenue over the last four years--over 31 percent.  What that says to me is that they are doing the right thing; they are focusing on the right people to come to our city. 
Just as an example, next year the United States Youth Soccer Finals will be played in the Little Rock/North Little Rock area.  The soccer fields in North Little Rock will be the game site and the Peabody Hotel in Little Rock will be the official convention site.  I anticipate, and have been told by both Convention and Visitor’s Bureaus, that every hotel room in West Little Rock, Midtown and Downtown Little Rock will be filled with people attending these activities.  I have heard from the people who have invested in the soccer programs around our State how important the message is and about the proactive attitude of our Convention and Visitor’s Bureau by going out and recruiting these national organizations.  I want to salute them for that.  
I am honored to be using Curran Hall, as I mentioned at the beginning of the State of City address.  It is one of the oldest buildings in the City, built in 1842 and it does serve as the Mayor’s Official Welcoming Hall and the Little Rock Visitor’s Center.  I will be naming in a few short weeks an ad-hoc Mayor’s Commission on Tourism to study how we can accent the various tourism venues in our City.  
Our heritage and culture is rich in this city from the Old State House to the MacArthur Museum of Arkansas Military History; from the Museum of Discovery to the Mosaic Templar Building; from Mount Holly Cemetery to the Aerospace Education Center; to the City’s truly outstanding Arkansas Arts Center and its wonderful collections and the Little Rock Zoo.  We have a rich heritage and culture that needs to be promoted.  
I also want to salute the Downtown Partnership and Sharon Priest for their efforts to expand the horizontal vibrancy we have experienced along our River Market into a vertical reach north and south.  With the development of a Heritage Walking Trail (we’re looking for funding for it) which will connect the River Market to MacArthur Park and our Arkansas Arts Center.  And of course, we have our trolley system, which also connects our two cities, north and south and also the Clinton Library.  All of these things create economic vibrancy; that energy that is so important for our downtown economic renaissance.  
Housing Concerns
One of my big concerns and special areas has to do with the issue of housing.  We know that when we improve our housing it has a direct impact on crime and its impact on neighborhoods.  Great cities are made up of great and diverse neighborhoods.  This year in terms of our housing programs I want to tell you how the numbers break out.  
We will be spending $625,000 on “housing rehabilitation.”  This is to rehabilitate existing homes that are owned by people with such programs as an Elderly Housing Program, a Leveraged Loan Program, and loans in the Targeted Enforcement areas.  In terms of new home ownership, by allowing people to purchase homes, the city will be spending nearly one million dollars on these programs.  They include the Save-A-Home Revitalization Fund and new construction programs, which Bruce and I want to target in certain neighborhoods to help spur private revitalization, investment and development.
In the area of “ruins and weed lots,” we have talked a lot about the number of condemned houses and weed lots we have in the City.  We are making some progress, but we are not where we need to be.  We will see a 76% increase in the money allocated for weed lot maintenance this year, up to $120,000.  If I stick that money with all those community punishment workers, I mentioned earlier, I think we will get a few more lots cut.  
We will have a demolition budget that has been increased by 25%.  We will be spending $100,000 on those houses that cannot be saved.  All of this is not enough. As I mentioned, we need to do more.  It is my hope that in next year’s budget we will be able to realize additional revenues for these operations.  
We are starting to get smart.  We are filing our liens in Circuit Court so that we can see these funds ultimately collected and contribute to a fund that will allow us to continue this project.  
We have spent much of the last 120 days out at the legislature.  The City had a very ambitious and aggressive program under the leadership of Joan Adcock and Myra Jones including several of us who have been working for the last couple of years to update our legislation and allow us to be more effective in cleaning up our neighborhoods.  We were able to secure the passage of three statutes that are designed to encourage investment in vacant and abandoned urban properties. 
The City Tools Bill, which allows a first lien, if we can convince the court that the holders of the mortgage have not adequately taken care of protecting their own investment; a Tax Delinquent Property Bill and a Quiet Title Bill.  All of these laws are designed to improve the municipality’s ability to protect the public health and safety against hazardous structures and to protect our tax base against a concept of demolition by neglect.  These three bills are going to be very, very effective.  
We have also been able to convince the Land Commissioner that there are certain properties which can be donated to the City so that we can get them back on the tax rolls.  We are going to be working very closely with the Courts and the State Land Commissioner to try and clear titles so that we can see some urban redevelopment and reinvestment so that we can create the kind of neighborhoods that we know are going to be safe neighborhoods.  
Governance

I want to mention another issue that’s been dialoged about over the past four months, which is the form of government we currently operate under.  At the beginning of this year, I was asked by the Board of Directors--based on an opinion by our City Attorney--to come forward with an ordinance that recognizes the importance of maintaining a City Manager to professionally run the day to day operations of our City and an ordinance that also recognizes the fundamental political authority and accountability which the citizens want from the people that they elect.  
It is a topic that has been debated in this City since the early 1990’s.  This time we held several public hearings and several organizations have expressed their opinions.  I am stopped several times a day by citizens who want a chance to vote on this measure.  It was brought up in virtually every political forum that the four candidates for Mayor participated in during last fall.  I believe it is time to let the people decide.  I would urge my fellow colleagues on the Board to give them that opportunity.  
I expect this matter to be brought up before the Board in the near future for additional dialogue.  Regardless of the outcome, the future of the City is a team effort--the City Manager, the Mayor, the Board of Directors and you, the citizens of Little Rock.  As the motto of the State of Arkansas says “Let the People Rule,” let the people make a decision.  
Issue of Race

Where are our biggest challenges?  I have been asked that question several times.  I think the biggest challenge we have is the embodied in the issue of racial mistrust, institutional racial mistrust.  What can a city do about it?  Well, let me tell you my perspective on that as an outsider. I think you know that I went to the University of Iowa and ended up in Arkansas.  I did not know a single person. That was thirty-six years ago by the way, and I guess an Arkansan by choice is kind of like a Catholic convert.  But I think when we talk about the challenges and how we grow the city, I think we have to talk about race.  
One of the things I want the city to do is to create programs for disadvantaged business enterprises.  Those are enterprises that are owned by minorities and typically women-owned businesses.  One of the biggest contributors to institutional racism I believe is found in the difficulty or inability to compete for public contracts.  
The educational process of following competitive public bidding procedures, obtaining bonding authority and knowing very detailed procedures makes it very difficult to compete.  I want our established businesses to become mentors to disadvantaged business entrepreneurs, to provide them a helping hand, to educate them, and to guide them through the process.  
In light of what I believe to be our obligation, I have asked Bob East of East-Harding Construction to pull together with his colleagues a series of training sessions on these matters in the construction trades industry.  From this effort I also want our Purchasing Office to develop programs and goals so that other companies with goods and services to sell can openly and equally compete for City contracts.  
In a few short months, our City will commemorate the 50th anniversary of the desegregation of Central High School--one of the most pivotal and important events in Little Rock history.  The occasion will provide us with an opportunity to see how far we have come since the days of segregation back in 1957.  
As a city we have a lot to be proud of and grateful for, but to allow this moment to pass without serious reflection on the work that remains before us would be to dishonor those who whose sacrifices have brought us to this time and place.  While we are a city of differences we cannot and we must not be divided.  
A city divided, more than any other single obstacle, prevents Little Rock from achieving all that we can be.  The challenges we have of fighting crime, educating our children, restoring our midtown inner city neighborhoods, establishing real economic development for all races and gender, can only be accomplished if we remove the obstacle of racial mistrust.  This is our biggest obstacle and our biggest challenge.  
Now I wish I could stand before you today and announce that I have the answer, that have some words from my mouth or strokes from my pen that could erase the division between us and unite this city in pursuit of our hopes and dreams but I can’t do that.  
What I can do is dedicate myself to that cause and call on you to do the same.  I call upon my City Board members to rededicate themselves to the cause of equality, safety, and prosperity for all of Little Rock citizens and in doing so, to serve as an example for the progress that we can achieve through unity.  
I call upon the Little Rock School Board to reject the politics of division and to remember they must set an example for our children to follow.  This city and the citizens who live here deserve better. We have made too much progress to allow the Little Rock School District controversies to destroy it all.  Don’t let the “long shadow of Little Rock” from 1957 darken the brightness of 2007 and how far we’ve come.  
I call upon Dr. Walter Kimbrough and Chancellor Joel Anderson from the universities here--the great universities here in our City, and others to join with me to cooperatively seek out leading minds on the subject of racial reconciliation and to bring them to Little Rock to lend their wisdom and voices to our efforts.  From this day forward we must look to the future, rather than the despairing memories of the past.  
I also call upon our ministers, our churches, our synagogues, and our mosques to remind us that peace, harmony and brotherly love is at the root of all faith and that the mission work that we need to do can take place literally blocks from where we worship.  
And finally, I ask that you hold in your hearts and minds the images of nine children passing through the backdoor of the school house because the front door was barred from them and draw strength and inspiration from their courage.  Let this be the year of our reconciliation not our destruction.  We have come much further than that since 1957.  
Accomplishments and Recognition

Well, how far have we come?  Where is Little Rock?  
Well, I believe Little Rock is on the move and I want to tell you that I think we are on our way to becoming the next great city in the South.  Let me tell you about some of the recognition the city has received.  
So far this year Little Rock has been ranked 6th in income growth by Forbes magazine; 14th in terms of the best midsize cities for entrepreneurs by Entrepreneur magazine.  We have been ranked as the second (2nd) most diverse economy by Moody’s Investment service; the 22nd best place for business and careers by Forbes magazine, we have the 20th best public high school in America in Central High School.  Little Rock has been named one of the Dozen Distinctive Destinations in the United States by the National Trust for Historic Preservation; named one of the best 100 Communities for Young People this year; and on May 22nd, Little Rock will receive a Preserve America award from the President’s Advisory Council on Historic Preservation.  
We have a lot to be proud of and we cannot let up now.  Safety, community, family and education--the quality of life we have, are all components of this great city.  Some of you have heard me say in the past, and I’m fond of saying this, some people make things happen, some people let things happen, and some people wake up in the morning and say “what in the heck happened?”  
Well, I’m asking you to help me make things happen so that together we will make things happen, and make this the next great American city in the South.  
Thank you for joining me today.  Please join me inside Curran Hall for a reception.  Thank you very much for attending.
