Mayor’s Column for the June 4, 2014 Edition of the Evansville Review
Project Citizen
One indication at City Hall that summer is approaching is the contacts and inquiries we receive from EHS students preparing Project Citizen presentations.  In recent years, the freshman Civics and Society class explores community citizenship and concludes the year with Project Citizen, a part of the final exam.  Students select community topics, investigate the issues, and determine possible solutions.
Some years City officials and staff have attended the student presentations and participated in subsequent class discussions.  This year the Council and City staff have received inquiries to obtain information for their topics.  I received a half-dozen e-mails from students in the last two weeks; I will answer the last of these today.

The students’ questions were focused in two areas, business development in Evansville and youth attractions.  The students inquired about possible financial incentives that could be provided to increase the number of new Evansville businesses, such as free rent, low-interest loans, and tax incremental financing.  Here is information that was provided to the students.

The main economic development tool in Wisconsin is tax incremental financing (TIF).  Evansville has utilized this tool.  Through the years there have been eight TIF districts in the city.  Currently, there are four active TIF districts.  Stoughton Trailers was provided with TIF when their facility was constructed, as well as when expansion occurred.  Most recently, the Heights at Evansville Manor and Cobblestone Inn & Suites received incentives to assist with their constructions projects.  

The most active TIF district is our downtown redevelopment district which was formed to assist with downtown revitalization.  Badger Coach apartment building, Evansville Hometown Pharmacy, Grange Mall, Pete’s Inn, Nelson-Young Lumber, Farnsworth Ceramics/Star Printing, Eager Economy Building, Allen Creek Gallery, Eager-Fuchs building that houses Fox and Hound, Dave Mosher Insurance, and Century 21 on East Main Street have received incentives.

A non-TIF city program established in 2001, the Building Facade Improvement Grant Program, also provides assistance to businesses owners.  Property owners can receive grants up to $1,200 for exterior property improvements. Ten City businesses have received grants since program inception.

Direct TIF incentives to City businesses since 2005 have totaled $1,892,200.  We would need to do some research to determine the total TIF dollars the City has provided, as significant TIF moneys are also expended on infrastructure improvements and planning and consulting services that indirectly aid businesses.  Since 2001 the City has distributed $12,000 in facade improvement grants.

The City also has a revolving loan fund that has not been used recently.  The City Economic Development Committee is discussing whether to change the loan fund to offer smaller microloans to businesses.  The Committee is looking carefully at current business community needs to determine the best way provide assistance.  We have many entrepreneurs in Evansville and they have different needs as they start a business. 
The other project topic was lack of youth attractions for ages 12 to 18.  The students identified the pool, sports fields, bowling alley, and Lake Leota as youth attractions.  They inquired about other possible attractions, where to put them, and funding.  Information provided to them follows.
This was a class topic in a prior year, and an idea that was presented at that time was to make a list of all of the activities and clubs in the school and make sure the students were aware of them.  A bulletin board of student activities was an identified solution.  We also discussed a disc golf course at that time.  It is now installed in Leota Park and is a free activity for all ages.  The disc golf course was funded by a grant and citizen donations.

Additional youth attractions that could be considered are the golf course, skate park, new arcade, Scouts, 4-H, dance academies, karate classes, Eager Free Public Library activities, and programs at Creekside Place. 

It was explained that, unfortunately, Evansville’s current population doesn’t support a movie theater.  It was suggested that students select a specific youth attraction in order to determine a location and budget.  City consideration for a new project or activity would include that it be well-used and have long-term community value.  Funding new projects is challenging and tax dollars are scarce.
The students did select three possible youth attractions, a mini-golf course, batting cage, and a kayak/canoe rental and bait shop at Lake Leota.  The group selected the rental and bait business as their focus.
Project Citizen is a worthy educational undertaking. Student recognition of how a community works and the details of joint decision-making is valuable in developing knowledgeable citizens.  In particular, I appreciate the engagement of the students with City Hall.  Their opinions and ideas matter and attending to their work shows that we value them as citizens.  
There have been preliminary conversations by the Common Council and BASE about the possibility of holding a community-wide Youth Summit in coming months, with participation by all of the organizations, businesses and volunteers that sponsor programs and work with Evansville youth.  Developing a comprehensive list of all of our youth resources, toddlers through young adults, would help determine gaps in youth activities.  Knowledge and discussion of common issues among current Evansville youth opportunities can lead to development of community collaborations and valuable services for Evansville’s children.  They are our future.
Community Announcements
Veterans Memorial Aquatic Center opens this Saturday, June 7, at 1:00 p.m.

Eager Free Public Library Summer Reading Activities begin this Saturday, June 7.

The Evansville Farmers Market will host “Bike Fun and Safety Day” at 10:00 a.m. during the Saturday, June 7, Market next to Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street.  Market hours are 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.

Community Congratulations/Thanks
Evansville thanks our local churches and the EHS Concert Choir for the heartwarming fundraiser concert last Sunday night to benefit the Evansville Ecumenical Care Closet roof replacement project.  More than $3,500 was raised for the project—what wonderful attendance by our community!

Congratulations to the EHS Class of 2014! Our community is proud of your accomplishments.  Commencement means beginning.  We wish you much success as you start building your future.  
