CAREER REFLECTIONS

Regional Council and Chamber

Professions

Peter S. Levi

A recent Wall Street Journal article de-
scribed the difficulties encountered by a
once-prominent university professor in
making the professional change to be-
come the president of a large, national
membership organization. The article
pointed out the differences in style, sub-
stance, agenda, and constituency of the
two organizations, all of which culmi-
nated in the demise of the former profes-
sor in a relatively short period of time.
The conclusion of the article was that a
clash of cultures between the two orga-
nizations prevented a successful transi-
tion for what was obviously a highly tal-
ented university professor.

Although there is obviously not a
great deal of empirical evidence to sub-
stantiate the theme of this reflection in
regard to my careers in the regional coun-
cil and chamber professions, ] think it is
safe to say no clash of cultures exists
between those two public-service posi-
tions. Rather, the obvious similarities of
requisite style, versatility, and consen-
sus-building not only make the two pro-
fessions compatible, but, perhaps more
importantly, also verify the proposition
that regionalism, and the advancement
of a regional local agenda, is a common
denominator of both metropolitan cham-
bers and regional councils.
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Few of us have operated in both are-
nas, something which I think is unfortu-
nate and likely to change in the near fu-
ture. So, these observations are based
on my personal experience in Greater
Kansas City, together with what has been
a positive experience at the national level
in both the National Association of Re-
gional Councils and the American Asso-
ciation of Chamber Executives.

The Kansas City area is somewhat
unique in that it is a bi-state region with
900,000 residents in Missouri and
700,000 in Kansas. However, if ever a
case was to be made for regional coop-
eration in the absence of regional gover-
nance, Greater Kansas City is a perfect
example. With more than 115 local gov-
ernments, two state legislatures and gov-
ernors, four senators, and five members
of Congress, we are a region replete with
government.

If our residents are bound by artifi-
cial boundaries, our businesses, by con-
trast, are not. Healthcare alliances, util-
ity companies, retailers, wholesalers,
professional firms, service organizations,
etc., operate irrespective of local bound-
aries, other than in meeting local or state
zoning and regulatory requirements.
Their constituency, their base, and their
profits are derived from the strength of
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our metropolitan area. They share a
common economy, transportation sys-
tem, environment, and workforce. While
their corporate headquarters may be lo-
cated in either an urban or suburban
setting, most businesses, particularly
those who belong to the metropolitan
chamber, recognize the importance of this
schizophrenic existence.

Therein lies the strength of a metro-
politan chamber and the commonality of
the regional agenda with the council of
governments. Within our region are
many strong and effective chambers serv-
ing particular cities or groupings of cit-
ies. But the Greater Kansas City Cham-
ber, with more than 3,200 members, has
responsibility not only for its relationship
with the City of Kansas City, Missouri,
our central city, but also for the issues
which make our community as a region
vibrant and healthy.

The leadership of the chamber, much
like that of a strong regional council, re-
quires volunteer strength from those in
the business commuinity who recognize
the need to deal with their parochial cor-
porate interests, but who take the time
and considerable effort to advance a re-
gional corporate agenda that extends be-
yond their own businesses. Similarly, a
strong regional council is headed by a
local elected official who recognizes that
the votes for re-election are at home, but
the road to success in many issues goes
through neighboring jurisdictions.

Once this similarity is recognized by
the metropolitan chamber and its lead-
ership, the commonality of many of the
agenda items of the regional council and
the metropolitan chamber becomes ob-
vious. The challenge is in marshaling the
strengths of the two organizations in a
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compatible manner, recognizing the di-
versity and strengths they bring to the
regional arena through their collaboration.

The mutual goals of the metropolitan
chamber and the regional council, at
least in Greater Kansas City, have been
obvious.

¢ A sound regional transportation sys-
tem to move people and goods;

o Fiscally responsible state and local
governments that provide basic ser-
vices to individuals and businesses;

o A trained workforce that will be gain-
fully employed for their individual
successes and to provide a tax base
for government operations;

o A logical pattern of growth that does
not unduly burden taxpayers;

¢ An environmental policy that provides
a healthy environment in which to live
and work, but does not do so at the
expense of business or the individual;
and

¢ A plan properly executed to market
the metropolitan area for successfully
attracting businesses to the region as
well as providing a base for existing
companies and entrepreneurs to
flourish.

And the list goes on. The cultures of
the organizations don’t clash—they
complement one another.

Having served more than 20 years
with the Mid-America Regional Council
in Kansas City and participated in both
state and national regional council or-
ganizations, and entering a career work-
ing for the private sector as opposed to
local governments, I was predisposed to
pursuing the regional agenda of our com-
munity. In fact, our two organizations
have a history of working together on is-
sues such as air quality and solid waste,
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as well as sharing economic data for the
region and participating on joint commit-
tees of the two organizations. At the risk
of sounding boastful, I believe that my
selection as chamber president was
based in part on the reputation that our
regional council enjoyed in the commu-
nity. Furthermore, the chamber had
made a conscious decision to push the
regional agenda for the business commu-
nity, while maintaining its historic role
with the central city. So, the road was
already paved for my good intentions.
All this background not withstand-
ing, and even with the fine relationship
between the chamber and regional coun-
cil, it is safe to say that few people in our
business community truly understand
what a regional council is, how it is gov-
erned and funded, and what its limita-
tions are. And, therein, lies one of the
greatest challenges for the regionalism
movement. To make it work, I am con-
vinced, the business and elected leader-
ship need to understand their respective
roles. Business leaders need to under-
stand how the successful operation of a
regional council can help achieve their
community goals in concert with those
of similarly minded elected officials.
Truly, the strengthening of the met-
ropolitan planning organization legisla-
tion and the advancing role of regional
transportation planning has helped. The
business community’s involvement at
various levels in Kansas City has broad-
ened that community’s understanding of
what the implications of population, em-
ployment, and household forecasts can
mean, not just on the building of roads
or transit systems, but on the develop-
ment of a region. But the business com-
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munity needs to gain a better under-
standing of the sometimes fragile nature
of regional cooperation activities, the ten-
der balancing act that regional councils
do when trying to achieve a consensus,
and, very importantly, the role regional
councils can and do play in helping local
governments do their jobs. Ibelieve that
developing this enlarged understanding
is a key to the future growth of the re-
gional council movement.

Once business leaders, at least in our
area, decide that a cause is worth pur-
suing, they devote extraordinary effort to
see it through to a successful conclusion.
Promoting regional governmental coop-
eration in general is high on our
leadership’s list, and the place most of
that promotion seems to happen is within
the regional council.

But, I have to confess that having
worked in the Kansas City area all my
professional life, I never fully understood
the breadth of involvement of the cham-
ber and the individual businesses in gov-
ernmental issues and activities in the
Kansas City region.

It is a potent, well-organized force that
can and should be mobilized to deal with
regional issues at the legislative level and
to pursue the cause of regionalism at the
local level. Our chamber maintains a
strong professional lobbying presence in
both Topeka and Jefferson City, as well
as at the local level. Lobbyists are not
there merely to deal with business issues
of taxation, workers’ compensation,
healthcare, or the like. Nor are they there
in the once-perceived traditional cham-
ber role of “againers” fighting tax in-
creases or regulation. Rather, the cham-
ber lobbyists, as well as individual corporate
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lobbyists, are interested in making our com-
munity a better place to live and work.

This is true within local chambers
across the country. They represent a tre-
mendous force to provide assistance to
local governments and regional councils
on key issues.

I do not pretend to be a Pollyanna—
thinking that the business community
and local governments will always agree,
but, when they do, what a potent force
they can represent. The Greater Kansas
City Chamber of Commerce, in the past
couple of years, has supported tax in-
creases for highways, public education,
cultural facilities, and a new zoo and
museum. We don’t always win, but the
time, dollars, and clout the business
community has put into the effort truly
made a difference.

One important contrast between lo-
cal elected officials and business leaders
is the access business leaders have to
local, state, and congressional leaders.
Through campaign assistance, they have
already achieved a level of contact that
local elected officials, and staff, may not
enjoy. I wish I understood this better in
my years in the regional council busi-
ness. It can make a difference and
should not be disregarded.

One of the most complex issues our
chamber faces—and I am sure this is true
in other parts of the country—is the fact
that we are a chamber representing busi-
nesses throughout the metropolitan area
and recognize the importance of our re-
gional agenda. However, as our central
city, Kansas City occupies a preeminent
position in our interest. This issue is
valid not only because suburban cities
have their own chambers that operate
quite effectively, but also because most
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of the CEOs on our board lead businesses
headquartered in Kansas City, Missouri,
and understand the importance of a vi-
able central core to the future of the met-
ropolitan area as a whole. Therefore,
these CEOs devote most of their atten-
tion, regardless of where they may live,
to issues relating to education, labor-
force preparation, economic develop-
ment, crime, etc., within the core com-
munity. They want to find solutions to
metropolitan funding for services that
can relieve the burden on the central city;
assure that resources are directed toward
the continued health of the central city,
but not in an unfair manner; and work
with the mayor, council, and staff of the
city to pursue these issues.

Many regional councils around the
country seem to be dealing with this is-
sue, as are several noted authors. The
issue of the role of the central city in the
context of the regional community is one
that deserves a national dialogue. It
would be an excellent agenda for a joint
meeting of regional council and cham-
ber executives. I, for one, would encour-
age such a dialogue for two reasons.
First, it is an issue that deserves dialogue
between elected and business commu-
nity leaders. Second, it serves as an ex-
cellent vehicle to bring these two groups
together to advance mutual issues and
get to know one another.

If there is a recurring theme in my
comments, it is that the regional busi-
ness leader can serve as an excellent ad-
vocate to encourage elected officials to
become involved regionally. Their busi-
ness interests require a strong regional
environment; elected officials will usu-
ally listen to the business community;
the business community can provide
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“cover” for elected officials to think re-
gionally; and the business community is in
a position to hold the officials accountable.

A business community leader is not
restricted by thoughts on how advocat-
ing a regional agenda will affect his or
her reelection—making the business
leader an excellent advocate for action.
I would, however, urge that contacts be-
tween regional councils and business
community leaders be through organi-
zations such as chambers, rather than
on an individual basis with a particular
leader. Using the organization helps to
bring in the rest of the business commu-
nity and makes available the full force of
that organization. Perhaps this publica-
tion can take the lead in establishing this
dialogue.

On a personal level, I must report that
chamber work has been most exciting,
challenging, and undoubtedly rewarding.
Having the opportunity to work not only
with elected leaders, but also with the
top corporate leaders in our community,
has provided an insight into how our re-
gion works that I never really understood.
Business leaders have an uncanny abil-
ity to force an issue to be properly fo-
cused and directed—an ability that is
often successful.

Most business leaders are eager to
learn more about government and its
operation, which is usually different from
their own businesses. They are eager to
see results and less patient with govern-
ment “process.” Once they make a com-
mitment to a project or an issue, they
are involved 100 percent and provide an
unbelievable amount of time and energy
to its conclusion. Being unencumbered
by a body politic, and not having to face
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reelection at the polls, their approach to
problem solving is unique and most effective.

The day-to-day activities of one of the
chamber or regional council staff mem-
bers are not dissimilar. Seeking consen-
sus, worrying about budgets, setting pri-
orities among conflicting pressures,
managing a staff, and keeping a diverse
membership active and involved are part
of both organizations. Just as in regional
council work, chambers of commerce
must satisfy large and small constitu-
ents, continue to show a value-added
product for the investment, and constantly
think of how to better market the product
and communicate with the membership.

Success is often measured by percep-
tion rather than reality. It's a healthy
process, and one that makes each day
exciting. There truly is no inherent clash
in cultures of the two groups, and, in fact,
much is to be gained by their inherent
commonality. Hopefully, as regionalism
continues its maturation, chambers of
commerce can become even greater ad-
vocates for regionalism’s mission.

As my executive director colleagues
in the regional council business can at-
test, we always dreaded the cocktail party
question: “What do you do?” It is not so
dreaded a question in the chamber busi-
ness—at least partially because most
people understand, or have a sense of,
what a chamber does.

I appreciate the opportunity to pro-
vide these thoughts in the first edition of
The Regionalist and hope that they can
serve as a challenge for chambers and
regional councils to work together more
actively for the common goals of metro-
politan cooperation and development.

&
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