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I. 

Thank you all for being here this morning.    [Any special acknowledgements of persons present.] 

Thank you for taking the time to let me share with you my thoughts about the year just concluded, what 

we have learned about our city and ourselves, and where we are heading in 2015.      

I wager that none of us could have predicted in the early weeks in 2014 the course the year would take.   

The good news is that despite several events that would have been devastating setbacks for many other 

communities 2014 in Charlotte was not a year of retreat or retrenchment.  It was not a year of 

discouragement or defeat. 

I do not minimize the losses or the tragedies that occurred in our civic life or in the lives of individual 

citizens and their families. As Charlotte enters 2015 the state of our city is strong and I ask you to reflect 

with me that 2014 was a year of good numbers.  It was the year when --  

 5,518 new jobs were announced, along with $528 million in capital investment in our 

community, 

  

 Charlotte’s unemployment rate decreased from 6.2 to 4.7 percent, with many people returning 

to work after long interruption, 

 

 Charlotteans saw their home  values begin to grow again, increasing by 3.3 percent, 

 

 We measured the lowest number of homicides in over twenty years. 

 

It was also a year of some significant headline events.  It was the year when --  

  

 The Charlotte Knights returned home with opening of the new BB&T ballpark and the fabulous 

new Romare Bearden Park, 

 

 Our citizens demonstrated their overwhelming support of the city’s community investment 

plan, resoundingly approving bonds for transportation, housing, and neighborhood 

improvements, 

 

 When we broke  ground on the next stage of the LYNX Blue Line, which will connect 

Charlotteans in the University area and North Charlotte to those in the South End and South 

Charlotte, 

 

 When we learned that the construction cranes would be returning to our center city with the 

announcement of the new Babson Capital tower on South Tryon Street, and the year when 

Sealed Air Corporation announced their headquarters relocation to Charlotte and AvidXchange 

announced its major expansion here.  
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And 2014 was the year several broad community initiatives also showed impressive results.  It saw -- 

 Project LIFT report increasing West Charlotte High School’s cohort graduation rate from 71 

percent to 78 percent –leading to an overall 22 percent increase in the graduation rate, 

 

 The Mayor’s Youth Employment Program train over 600 students for job readiness, customer 

service and financial literacy. MYEP seeks to have 330 summer interns in 2015,  

 

 The Housing Our Heroes initiative report placement of 112 previously homeless veterans in 

safe, affordable permanent housing.   

Obviously this is not a complete listing, but I offer these examples to remind you that the direction, the 

trend, and the pace of community life in Charlotte in 2014 were all strongly positive. 

There is something else powerful that happened in 2014.  It was not a tangible event or occurrence or 

the attainment of some milestone or some metric.   In 2014 our city discovered that it could face civic 

trauma without losing its balance, without losing its place, without losing its focus on the future, without 

losing its essential spirit.    If we think back about our city’s history, many of you remember that we have 

faced civic trauma, albeit of different kinds, in times past.  There have been other tests.  Many here in 

our community still remember when Charlotte and Mecklenburg County struggled to find – and 

succeeded in finding – resolution, healing, and a strong, positive path forward when faced with the 

challenge of Judge McMillan’s ruling in Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education.    The ruling 

ensured schools would be "properly" integrated and that all students would receive equal educational 

opportunities regardless of their race.  Because we rose to that challenge, Charlotte became known 

across the nation as the “city that made desegregation work.” While much has changed in our school 

system since those days, the history of Swann exemplifies the “can-do” spirit we now assume as part of 

Charlotte’s identity.   

More recently, in the shocks following the Great Recession of 2008 and 2009 we discovered that we are 

not merely the one-horse banking town that the national media portrayed us as.  We learned that our 

economy was far more diversified and robust than we had known, and we turned ourselves around 

sooner and more strongly than did many other cities also hit hard by that recession.  Even those whose 

jobs in the financial services sector were lost in the turmoil discovered that Charlotte was a good place 

to try out a new venture they perhaps had been thinking about for a while and start their own new 

business.  

After I was selected for this position last spring I was constantly asked, “how do you plan to restore the 

public trust and the public faith?”   I  found the question a bit puzzling, because the answer always 

seemed to me so obvious – I will do it in the way we must do such things – by modelling in my actions 

and in my words and in all things this community’s  values and its spirit. 

That is, I hope, what I have been able to do.   I know this is, in fact, exactly what each one of you have 

done.  Today, in January 2015, the work of resolution and restoration of trust has not been my special 

assignment or unique undertaking – it has been our work, Charlotte.  It has been the work of the city 
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organization and staff, which has daily maintained the long-standing tradition of professional public 

service.  It has been the steady work of the City Council, which has diligently sought to advance the 

community’s priorities and goals. It has been the work of every Charlottean in the business, educational, 

health care, faith, and non-profit sectors who have refused to lower their sights, or lessen their 

standards, or accept that we can be less than our very best.    

What some discovered about our city for the first time in 2014, and what others perhaps knew but re-

discovered is that we are a community that cannot be broken apart by any one person’s actions or 

failures, a community where people do not shun challenge but embrace it, a community where 

adversity causes people to pull together rather than stumble and pull apart.   My point to you this 

morning is that this is not something new for us, it is genetic and has been in us all along.  We re-

discovered that we are indeed, a highly resilient people.   

II.   

As I said when I took the oath of office, because of the peculiar circumstances of how I got here I didn’t 

arrive with a ten-point program folded up in my back pocket.   And so I set about on a voyage – of 

discovery and of re-discovery of the community to which I was returning after many years in the state 

capital.  Today I want to share with you the vision that has come from that voyage, “vision” meaning, 

literally, what I have seen and what I can foresee.   Let me tell you what I mean. 

In closed or autocratic communities the vision of the community is the vision of its ruler or of some elite 

group.   The ruler or ruling group proclaims his or its ideals and goals, and those simply become the 

ideals and goals of the whole community.   By contrast, in an open society, the community’s vision must 

be the collective vision of all its people.   It emerges from the harmonies and from the tensions of 

individual and collective aspirations across all the community.  And it belongs to all people in the 

community.  The elected leaders of such an open society do not proclaim a vision for the community; 

they seek instead to understand and give expression to the vision -- or much more often the multiple 

visions -- its people have for themselves.  So when people have asked me to state my vision for our 

community, I interpret their question to mean – what is Charlotte’s vision of itself or, more precisely, 

what are Charlotteans’ visions for themselves?  

 

It has been said by others that we lack a single overarching community vision.  I would say it differently -

- that we are a city where many visions flourish.  This is good; it is a sign that we are indeed an open 

community.    I believe it is also a city where those many visions are unified by common values and 

common themes.   Common values and common themes define who we are, who we aspire to be, and 

what we are capable of achieving.   

 

It should not be surprising that there are many different visions of and for our city.   This is a natural and 

welcome feature of an increasingly dynamic community – economically diversified and demographically 

rich.   Cities have always been the drivers of innovation, creation and advancement, in all fields of 

endeavor, precisely because they bring into close proximity people of different ideas, different 

backgrounds, and different senses of what makes life worthwhile.  From that close rubbing of shoulders, 
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from the give-and-take and the conflict and complementarity of different visions spring new ideas and 

new ways of improving our condition.  

 

Our city today is a far richer seedbed for new ideas and for new ways of looking at the world than it was 

when I arrived here just short of four decades ago.  This is an inevitable function of the explosion in 

diversity in our community of all kinds.   Another way of putting it is that the diversity of visions and 

goals in Charlotte today is a mark of our having become truly a large urban place, a city where no single 

dominant group can dictate the community’s vision of who it is or what it will become. 

 

We celebrate that diversity not for its own sake, not as an end in itself, but because it is the necessary 

condition for the emergence of all those things that make our community more inclusive, more 

adaptable to changing conditions around us, more resilient to adversity, and yes, even more prosperous.  

In Charlotte, we capitalize on our ability to celebrate diversity and we demand inclusiveness.  In this we 

strive to be a leading city.  

 

So, as I said, in my short time in this position I have encountered many different individual visions in our 

community.  I have spent time, as I believe elected leaders in an open society must do, listening, 

observing, interacting, and thinking before opening my mouth to speak.  I want to ask you to consider a 

handful of what I have seen and tell you that these are the merest fraction of what is there:  

  

 I ask you to learn about Behailu Academy, a small non-profit after-school program in a 

warehouse on E. 36th Street.  A remarkable program that believes the self-esteem and academic 

achievement of middle and high school students from low wealth schools can be boosted 

through  unique and innovative arts and music programs,   

 

 I ask you to visit with Northend Partners, a group of business owners who believe that the best 

days of their old industrial neighborhood on the northern fringes of the center city are still 

ahead of them and are making plans for its renewal,  

 

 I ask you to meet with the Charlotte EAST Coalition, a diverse group of residents who are proud 

of the new international flavor of their eastside communities and who are committed to  

bringing vigor and excitement back to what was in its heyday a thriving entertainment corridor 

along Independence Blvd, 

 

 I ask that you think about the sheer audacity of the generations of visionaries who have given us 

what today is one of the most innovative and dynamic  public universities in the nation, a 

university that stands in the top ranks among the 16 campuses of our state university system – 

UNC-Charlotte.    I think we take for granted what a remarkable achievement this really is.  We 

should not do so. 
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 I ask you to consider the entrepreneurial spirit that is embodied in Envision Charlotte, a 

community collaborative program focused on changing the way we think about and use energy 

and who announced this summer that over 60 Uptown Charlotte buildings have reduced energy 

consumption by 8.4 percent, saving businesses an estimated $10 million.   

 

 I ask you to take a tour of projects such as ReVenture Park or the North Carolina Music Factory.  

These ventures, which have repurposed discarded and abandoned facilities from an older 

industrial past give new meaning to the notion of “historic preservation,” taking it out of the 

museum style and giving it vibrant new life.  

 

There are countless such examples across our city, and as I have moved around the city I have been 

buoyed up by their variety and by their vitality.  Though they differ in their individual dreams and goals, 

what I have learned about all of them is they do indeed rest on a common core of values.  Charlotteans 

are unfailingly optimistic about the possibilities of small groups of individuals to make change for the 

better.   We are astonishingly resourceful in the ways we have found to mobilize talent and financial 

support, very often from the most unexpected places.  We are not satisfied with simply repeating 

someone else’s tried and true formulas; we are creative and entrepreneurial.   

 

Resilience, resourcefulness and reinvention – those are the values that I believe express Charlotte’s 

vision of itself, and I embrace that vision.  It is, after all, what attracted us here.  It is what keeps us 

excited about being here. 

 

Today there is a quickening of the tempo, supported and led by the energy and the innovative spirit of 

the millienial generation and by an increasing number of newcomers from across the country and 

around the globe.  A great deal of the work ahead of us will involve integrating the ideas, energy, and 

talents of that younger generation and those newcomers from other lands into existing Charlotte 

institutions.   

 

All the same, as we celebrate the multiple visions and the many visionaries in our city, we must remain 

mindful that such a diversity of visions challenges our ability to maintain the identity of the whole. I do 

not believe this risk is presently of concern in Charlotte, for this reason.  In addition to the values of 

resourcefulness, resilience, and reinvention, we have managed to retain and nurture the equally 

powerful Charlotte tradition of collaboration.    

 

Many of the visions I alluded to involve organizations and people working across racial, ethnic, 

neighborhood, business, government, and similar types of organizational and identity lines.  Their 

visions are not defined by their individual identities or group affiliations but are instead defined by an 

issue, a problem or a task.  Through their collaboration they enable the city’s many different visions to 

percolate throughout the entire community and provide an antidote to the danger of fragmentation.  

Over the years we have developed a set of well-known institutions in our community that serve as what 

I might call “collaboration managers.”   Think if you will of the Arts and Sciences Council, or of Center 
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City Partners, or the Foundation for the Carolinas, or even the Chamber of Commerce, to name just a 

few.    

New collaboration managers and new networks will be required in the future to ensure inclusion of the 

many new voices in Charlotte.  Some of those new networks will focus on specific issues.  Others will 

target specific populations or segments of the community.  Still others will be organized around 

particular strategies for community engagement.  I can offer just a couple of examples of what I mean.    

 The recent kickoff of Housing First Charlotte-Mecklenburg, a collaboration that aims to end 

chronic homelessness in our community by 2016 unites government, business, non-profit 

sector, and individuals from all walks of life and who reside in all parts of our city. 

 

 We all know that too many of our children aren’t reading at grade level – which hurts them and 

our community – but we are determined to do better.  An action team of nonprofit, business 

and government leaders are working in collaboration to create a new initiative that focuses on 

reading proficiency by third grade. In the coming year, you will see Charlotte support learning to  

read in a whole new way. 

 

 Community leaders have pledged their commitment to implementing comprehensive cradle-to-

college strategies through joining the White House’s My Brother’s Keeper Community 

Challenge.  Collectively, this group aspires to improve the life outcomes of our youngest citizens 

by ensuring that they can reach their full potential, regardless of who they are, where they come 

from, or the circumstances into which they are born.   

 

 Charlotte’s economy is increasingly driven by organic, internal growth, based on enterprises that 

start and mature here.  We must develop support systems like the Charlotte Entrepreneurial 

Alliance and the Charlotte Regional Fund for Entrepreneurship for these businesses that are as 

deep and rich as those we have for the recruitment of businesses relocating to our City.  In 2015, 

look for community civic leaders to bring forward Queen City FinTech, a new business support 

structure that will help solidify Charlotte as a hub for financial services innovation for high 

growth businesses.   

 

Each of these initiatives bring together the diversity of our city, across boundaries of individual and 

group identity.  Initiatives such as these will, I believe, become more numerous in the future, and they 

will supplement, and in some respects and for some purposes, even replace some of the more 

traditional collaborative institutions in the community.   They will be structured in less hierarchical ways, 

they will have open door participation, and they will form and flourish as the particular issue, subject, or 

vision that brought them together progresses to realization.    

III. 

I have talked so far about my vision of who we are in Charlotte.  So, let me turn now to a different 

question:  how will we apply our resourcefulness, resilience and spirit of reinvention in 2015?  I cannot 
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possibly predict or canvass all of the things that will certainly materialize, nor do I know all of the things 

percolating in the creative minds of our citizens, so let me focus instead on some items that are on the 

city government’s agenda. 

- Soon, Council will consider the recommendations from the Immigrant Integration Task 

Force.   These will provide an action plan for maximizing the economic and civic 

contributions of newcomers to Charlotte and improve the feeling of acceptance and being 

part of the Charlotte community for those who were not born here.  

 

- Soon, too, Council will have before it a decision on the extension of our public 

accommodations anti-discrimination ordinance to include gender and sexual orientation. 

 

- Already, last night, Council took the important step of declaring in very clear terms the city’s 

commitment to strengthening accountability and transparency of police procedures relating 

to the use of force and the collection and use of intelligence information.  Important work 

awaits us in 2015 to ensure this commitment is fully implemented. 

All of these will be part of efforts to strengthen public trust, build community linkages among diverse 

groups, and provide support for those in the community who are at greatest risk. 

Other items on the 2015 agenda will challenge our community’s resourcefulness and inventiveness in 

addressing major infrastructure and economic development priorities: 

 

 Council has already begun the consideration of major financial and policy decisions the city faces 

concerning the scope of our stormwater services program and the funding for that program. 

 

 Facing us this year, too, are decisions to reaffirm or to change the way in which we finance the 

capital investment program for our regional water and sewer system. 

 

 The city and county, working together, will soon tackle the important question of how we can 

better administer and manage our programs and procedures for the review and permitting of 

new development, a goal that can offer major enhancements to Charlotte as a place to invest 

and to grow a business. 

 

 And, most importantly of all, despite the diligent work and solid ideas that have been developed 

thus far by the Transit Funding Working Group, we have not yet broken the code on how we will 

be able to finance the remainder of the 2030 Transit Plan in light of the apparent withdrawal of 

state support and possible limitations on future federal funding.   

 

There are other items will give us opportunities to call upon the spirit of enterprise and reinvention I 

have mentioned.   These will include such matters as Council’s ongoing consideration of the amateur 

sports complex proposal for the area around Bojangles’ arena, development of a new concept for the 
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redeployment of the former Eastland Mall property, and the unveiling of a plan for development of the 

Gateway Station on West Trade Street.   The city will continue work on the necessary infrastructure to 

support the Applied Innovation Corridor in the North Tryon, Graham, and Statesville Road quadrant.  

Perhaps we can initiate a similar planning effort to help define a new future for the area immediately 

west of the center city including Freedom Drive, West Boulevard, and Wilkinson Boulevard. 

It is a long agenda.   It will be a full year. 

Before I conclude my remarks this morning I want to mention two other matters that have been on my 

mind.  Though they are not part of City Council’s officially adopted agenda, they are issues that I believe 

will warrant attention and energy in 2015.  Both of them touch upon some larger trends in our 

community, ones that will shape the possibilities for our future.   

A minute ago I referred to the withdrawal or reduction of State support for our 2030 Transit Plan.   This 

is, I believe, part of a more general and substantial reorientation of State funding.  State financial 

support that we have relied upon in the past may very well be discontinued or sharply changed, and this 

will, I believe, require us to look within the region, to our neighbor cities and counties, for ways we 

might combine and leverage in combination our individual local and regional resources to take up the 

slack.   This will not be easy, and it will require us to exercise our “collaborative muscles” to their fullest.  

As just one example, in the area of transportation we may well be called upon to debate and think about 

what has always been unthinkable – the idea that we may need to be willing to assume some additional 

responsibilities locally that have previously been the responsibility of State government, in exchange for 

being given the authority to generate the necessary revenues to finance the completion of our long-

range transportation plan.  

The second issue I want to mention is the subject of the emerging effort to assemble a broad 

community task force to tackle questions concerning the lack of economic and social mobility in many 

parts of our community.  Although this is a topic of the greatest national importance, and many of the 

factors that contribute to lack of upward mobility are beyond the scope of local actors, public or private, 

still we cannot fail to respond to the fact that Charlotte has been singled out in several recent national 

studies as one of the most challenging large urban areas for people starting out on the bottom rung and 

trying to move up the ladder.   The goal of this community effort, which joins the resources of both the 

public and private sectors, is to identify those particular features of social and economic mobility in 

Charlotte that make us different from other large urban centers and then select those that may be 

potentially responsive to locally designed and locally driven initiatives.    

We know that there is a strong correlation between the level of prosperity of the community as a whole 

and the opportunities for economic advancement that are available to those who start out with fewer 

advantages in education and wealth.    This fact is sometimes hard to perceive in a rapidly growing and 

expanding community like ours.  We must commit that it is not enough for Charlotte to be a land of 

opportunity for newcomers to our city unless we are also equally be a land of opportunity for those who 

start their lives or their careers here.   
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The effort, named the Taskforce on Economic Opportunity, will be chaired by Dr. Ophelia Garmon-

Brown of Novant Health and Dee O’Dell of U.S. Bank, and will be underwritten by support from the city, 

the county, the Foundation For The Carolinas, and several other community and statewide foundations.   

The issues they will tackle will call for the very best of our community’s values – resourcefulness, 

resilience and reinvention.  We must make this work a top priority for our community agenda in 2015. 

IV. 

So, now to conclude.  And I will do so by revisiting some of my earlier comments. 

I have heard it said -- more than once -- that Charlotte is a city that has trouble finding its vision.  I reject 

that opinion.  The soul of this city lies in the numerous visions of its people as seen in their relentless 

drive:  in the companies they have founded and grown to national prominence, in the arts, cultural and 

educational institutions they have nurtured, in the unique and desirable neighborhoods they have built, 

in the many things we have done here that people said simply could not be done in a place like 

Charlotte.  It is that work, and the work of others before us that has, after all, lifted up this one city to 

national rank.  How else can we possibly explain the phenomenon of Charlotte’s emergence to national 

prominence from among dozens of very similar medium-sized Southern and Western towns at the 

beginning of the 1900’s, -- except that in this place, generations of residents have not been satisfied 

with the old formulas but have constantly sought to reinvent their community for a new day?    It is not 

a new characteristic of our city.  It is a longstanding tradition. 

We are not the place where things happen to us, we are the place where people make things happen.  

We are the embodiment of resourcefulness, of resilience, and of reinvention.  We are truly a city of and 

for the future. 

Thank you for sharing your time with me this morning.   

 


