
I truly appreciate this opportunity to speak to my fellow Ki-

wanians. There are numerous ties between ONB and this club. 
Neal Berte, Mac Moorer, and Fox deFuniak have all been 
president of both organizations. Alton Parker was also presi-
dent of ONB and Robert Aland is on our Executive Committee.  
Of course, many Kiwanians actively support ONB. This is not 
ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ άǘƻ 
ōǳƛƭŘέ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ 
 

In the past, when I have had opportunities to address a distin-
guished group of business leaders like this group, I have 
rushed through an explanation of Operation New Birmingham 
and concentrated on all the developments underway down-
town. However, I have found that many people do not under-
stand ONB's role, so today before I discuss the state of down-
town development, I want to take just a few minutes to: 
 

1. First, define precisely what ONB is, and  
2. Second, describe exactly what ONB does to stimulate eco-

nomic development  
 

First, ONB is a non-profit organization funded by the business 
community and City of Birmingham. Mayor Langford and the 
City Council are very supportive of ONB. The partnership be-
tween the business community and the City is focused on eco-
nomic development in the City Center, the area that includes 
UAB and Five Points South, as well as the traditional down-
town. 
ONB's primary mission is to make the City Center the number 
one choice for business, living, healthcare, education, enter-
tainment and the arts. ONB also promotes racial harmony in 
the community.  
 

Operation New Birmingham is the only economic development 
organization that focuses exclusively on the  City Center. 

The City Center is a very important component of Birming-
ham's economy: 
 

With 80,000 employees, it is the largest concentration of 
jobs in  the state of Alabama.  

 

It occupies 2% ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǊŜŀ, but contributes 35% of 
the tax revenues received by the city of Birmingham and 
the Board of  Education.  

 

The City Center is important symbolically. We all want a  
downtown we can be proud of, and we believe that the 
skyline is the "Signature of  Birmingham." 

 
 

Secondly, I want to briefly describe what ONB does. 
 
Urban Planning 
One of ONB's key roles is to pursue development in accor-
dance with an overall Master Plan. Chris Hatcher of our staff 
and I are both urban planners and we have been an integral 
part of the planning team for the City Center Master Plan ap-
proved in 2005. I also helped draft the 1981 and 1991 Master 
Plans and have helped provide continuity and institutional 
memory.  
 
These Master Plans are very general, so ONB has developed a 
series of five-year strategic plans with specific strategies, tac-
tics and measurable goals to guide implementation. The cur-
rent five-year plan is appropriately named Implementation 
Now! 
 

We are currently involved in planning studies with the City of 
Birmingham, Jefferson County, the Regional Planning Commis-
sion, and UAB's Campus Planning Office. These studies involve 
mass transit proposals, conversion of certain one-way streets 
to two-way traffic, the expansion of City parking deck # 3 
across the street, the expansion of the UAB campus ,  the 
new Children's Hospital and of  course, the BJCC multi-
purpose center.  
 
We are now preparing plans for the area near the new Social 
Security Administration building, the Civil Rights District and 
the prime development sites facing the Railroad Park.  
 
Mayor Langford, City Council President Smitherman and the 
City Council, along with Giles Perkins, Chair of the Railroad 
Park Foundation, Project Planner Renee Kemp-Rotan, and 
Project Coordinator HB Brantley are all to be commended for 
their role in this important project. We are confident that it 
will be a catalyst for development of Midtown and the 
nearby Entrepreneurial District. 
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Market Data 
A second key role for ONB is to serve as an information clear-
inghouse for developers and businesses considering invest-

ments in the City Center. 
 

ONB's Aimee Scottland provides a wealth of information to 
developers and businesses with inquiries about development 
in the City Center. She maintains critical market data on: 

Office occupancy, rents and lease terms; 
 

Parking availability and cost; 
 

A searchable database of all available buildings with pic-
tures, size, and contact information on realtors and own-
ers; 

 

Aimee also maintains extensive market data on apart-
ments and  condominiums; 

 

In addition, ONB assists developers by arranging prelimi-
nary "walk-thru's" with building inspectors and fire code 
officials. 

 

As trained planners, Chris Hatcher and I are able to assist de-
velopers with issues regarding zoning, permitting and 
other regulations. 
 

ONB often helps developers and businesses from the 
"beginning to the end" of the development process - from 
identifying a site or a building to providing shovels for the 
groundbreaking. 
 

Financial Incentives 
This is a key third key role for ONB. Sr. Vice President Fran 
Godchaux and Financial Incentives Specialist Blair King provide 
businesses and developers access to all the available incen-
tives for City Center projects. They work closely with the  

Birmingham City Council and Tracey Morant Adams and Griffin 
Lassiter of the Mayor's Office of Economic  Development. 
 

They assist borrowers in obtaining bank guarantees for feder-
ally-funded short-term, low-interest "float loans", City Eco-
nomic Stimulus Loans, Small Business Administration loans, 
and other programs. Within the last 2 months, loans for 3  
projects with $16 million of private investment have been  
approved.      
   

Special incentives such as the sharing of future tax revenues 
with developers, parking discounts and other "custom-
designed" solutions are developed by ONB to enable projects 
with major benefits to the City to go forward. We are results-
oriented, and we focus on finding a way to get the job done! 
 

Historic tax credits and other tax benefits for the City Center's 
many historic buildings have been coordinated by ONB historic 
preservationist Pam King since 1982; she is now on the faculty 
at UAB, but is still on retainer to Operation New Birmingham.  
 

Federal tax credits have helped fund renovation of the John 
Hand Building; Lightfoot, Franklin & White's Clark Building; 
and the Wiggins, Childs law firm's Kress Building, to name just 
a few. I am delighted to report that Bayer properties has re-
cently qualified the Pizitz Building for historic tax credits. 
 

Promotion of the City Center 
The last major ONB role I want to mention is promotion of the 
City Center. 
 

ONB's Robert Emerick works with the Birmingham News, the 
Birmingham Business Journal ,  TV stations, and other media 
to encourage coverage of progress in the implementation of 
the City Center Master Plan as well as new projects. We have a 
limited advertising budget so we relentlessly seek favorable 
publicity about the City Center. 
 

Robert coordinates our monthly Breakfast Briefings and pre-
pares our Synergy newsletter that goes to 2,800 business and 
civic leaders. Last year's ONB Chair, Neal Berte, arranged for a 
video on the City Center to be donated by Vazda Studios and 
shown to 53 community organizations throughout the metro-
politan area.   
 



A publicity image featuring topics like City Center safety, new 
businesses, and successful investments encourages entrepre-
neurs and developers to explore development opportunities in 
the City Center.  
 

Robert works with Geoff Langdon of Advantage Marketing to 
produce ONB's theatrical annual meeting at the historic Ala-
bama Theatre. ONB officers have been known to sing and 
dance at these "Not Your Usual" Annual Meetings. 
 

I have summarized ONB's major roles, which we carry out with 
a small, but highly productive staff. But let me assure you that 
we are always looking for ways to be pro-active in identifying 
and capitalizing on opportunities for the City Center. 

Initiating Loft Living in the City Center 
When ONB learned that other cities were beginning to have 
success with loft apartments, ONB formed a task force, re-
cruited a visionary developer and found an inexpensive ware-
house on First Avenue North.  
 

We then approached SouthTrust Bank about financing where 
we met a young, buttoned-down loan officer who informed us 
that no one wants to live in downtown Birmingham when they 
could choose from several affluent suburban communities just 
minutes away.   
 

But all of us on the task force knew people who were 
potential loft dwellers so we decided to invite them to 
a "leasing party" at the warehouse. We put masking 
tape on the floor to show where the walls would be, 
bought two kegs of beer and lots of popcorn. 
 

More than 250 people showed up and all 19 units 
were quickly leased. We got the loan from SouthTrust 
on that project, and one by one, additional buildings 
were converted to lofts. Within a year from now, there 
will be 4,000 people living in the City Center. Occu-
pancy is at 94% and only 81 condominiums are unsold. 
 

Attracting Federal Office Buildings 
 ONB was also proactive in advocating for federal 
agencies to comply with a Presidential Executive Order 
directing them to locate in downtowns when the FBI 
and other agencies were pursuing waivers to locate in 

outlying areas. In addition,   the Social Security Administration 
building was obsolete and a new building was needed for the 
2,000 employees working there, but there was no funding. 

  
ONB worked with the City, the Chamber, and our congress-
men and senators to make sure the FBI and other agencies 
remained in the City Center.  
 

Senator Shelby obtained a $125 million allocation for a new 
SSA building that has retained these 2,000 jobs in Birmingham.  
 

ONB also arranged for these buildings to be privately devel-
oped and leased to the federal government so they pay $2.5 
million per year in property taxes to the City, County and 
Board of Education. 
 

Now, let's look at the "Dashboard Gauges" that ONB monitors 
to determine how well the City Center is doing:  
 

Property values in the City Center have increased by 67% 
since 1998. Total investment in the City Center in 2008 
was over $942 million; 

 

Office market occupancy now stands at 93%; 

 

The residential market is 94% occupied; 
 

We expect 4,000 to be living in the City Center by the end 
of next year; 

 

There has also been a steady decline in the number of 
vacant buildings in the City Center, from a high of 245 in 
1995 when ONB began its Available Buildings Program,        
to 71 now; 

  

ONB and the City Action Partnership (CAP) continually 
work to combat misperceptions about City Center safety.  
When CAP was founded in 1995, downtown was already 
fairly safe. Since then, however, crime has decreased by 
62% in the 85 block CAP District, making it one of the saf-
est places in the entire metro area.  

 

Note: See the next page for a graphic depiction of the  
ONB Dashboard.  



Outlook for 2009 
In conclusion, let me say that prospects for the 
future of the City Center is far better than you 
might expect in these difficult economic times. 
 

Robert Simon of Corporate Realty is moving 
forward with a $35 million retail-residential 
development just south of the Daniel Building, 
and a Hyatt Place Hotel two blocks away. A 
Marriott residence inn is also under construc-
tion on 20th Street South. These two new ho-
tels will open this year. The 700-space deck 
expansion across the street from the Harbert 
Center will be completed this summer. 
 
The Women and Infants Center at UAB and the 
massive new Benjamin Russell Hospital for 
Children are now under construction.   
 
The Railroad Park will be completed within a 
year, and we are optimistic that the Innovation 
Depot will spur additional development in the 
surrounding  Entrepreneurial District. 
 
We know that Harbert is actively negotiating 
financing for the Marriott Renaissance hotel in 
the former Regions Headquarters, and Bayer 
Properties is fully engaged in efforts to reno-
vate the Pizitz building, an icon in the 
 City Center. 
 

The momentum underway in the City Center 
will result in ongoing growth and development 
during 2009  and beyond! 
 

The ONB partnership between the business 
community and the City of Birmingham will 
enable ONB to continue to create jobs, 
strengthen the tax base and stimulate eco-
nomic development in the  City Center.  
 

Thank you.  


