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WHO'S WHO

KC's urban core suddenly a hot topic
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Kansas City’s urban core — the big chunk of the city that’s hardest hit by
violent crime, poverty, poor schools, abandoned houses, boarded-up
businesses, and crumbling sidewalks and water lines — is suddenly
getting plenty of attention.

It’s about time.
Because that part of the city also is home to tens of thousands of law-abiding, tax-paying
residents. It’s home to amenities such as the Kansas City Zoo, Starlight Theatre and the
Negro Leagues Baseball Museum. If this historic part of the community continues to wither,
other parts of the city and the metropolitan area will suffer in the future.
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Now city officials, the business community and black leadership groups are advancing ideas
to deal with intractable problems.

Barb Shelly

Four that deserve attention:
Furthest along is the Police Department’s $57 million plan to bulldoze houses in a fourblock area from 26th to 27th streets and Brooklyn to Prospect avenues, relocate
homeowners, then build the East Patrol station and a modern crime lab.
This sound idea will wipe out some blight and help the department operate more efficiently.
Best of all, the project is already funded, mostly from the public safety sales tax that voters
renewed in 2011.
City Manager Troy Schulte said last week in his budget message for 2012-13 that he
wants to boost spending to knock down more dangerous buildings, mow more
abandoned lots and expand the city’s minor home repair program. “The longer that we
wait to resolve these problems,” he said, “the worse they will become and encourage even
more blight and population loss in the urban core.” He’s right to highlight these issues.
However, his funding source for the proposed solutions is problematic and may not be
embraced by voters. Schulte recommends reinstating the emergency portion of the extremely
regressive residential utility tax by up to 3 percent, raising $13.5 million a year.
One of the Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce’s “Big 5” ideas to improve the
entire region is “The Urban Core Neighborhood Initiative.”
It’s encouraging to see chamber president Jim Heeter, his staff and chamber leadership
engaged in this issue. It’s also positive that leaders expect to announce in a few weeks the
specific geographical part of the core that will be the first one targeted for help.
However, exactly how that’s going to be done — and how this region’s leading corporate
citizens will funnel dollars into helping improve the fortunes of inner-city businesses — are
not at all clear yet. Another challenge will be getting divergent neighborhood groups,
nonprofit foundations, churches and city officials to really collaborate on this project.
The Urban Summit — a group of ministers, elected officials and others who have looked
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at issues affecting black residents for years — has suggested an initiative petition to ask
voters to help rehabilitate houses and take other actions to fight blight.
But details on the plan remain sketchy. An eighth-cent tax that’s been discussed would raise
$8 million a year, hardly a substantial sum given the problems confronted in the core. Plus,
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voters may not embrace a tax to provide what are supposed to be basic City Hall expenses.
Now for a reality check.
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Spending money on a few new houses, some new infrastructure and a dash of economic
development won’t really improve living conditions in the urban core.
What needs to happen are BIG plans that are coordinated among businesses, elected officials
and neighborhood groups and that are sustained for years.
Public and private funds will have to be targeted at the right programs far better than they
have in the past. What this city has been doing simply has not worked, wasting millions.
Kansas Citians need to embrace good ways to improve the future of the core, which could
help reduce blight and restrict it from spreading into other parts of the city and metro area.
Choosing the right priorities will be the key to success.

Reach Yael T. Abouhalkah at 816-234-4887 or email him at abouhalkah@kcstar.com. He
appears on “Ruckus” at 7 tonight on KCPT, Channel 19.
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