



Opinion

If we make it attractive, they will come
Our view: City, business leaders should take consultant's obvious message of diversity to heart to lure 'creative class' 
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Richard Florida, a cheerleader for urban life and what he calls "the creative class," came to Tucson Thursday and, in so many words, told business and community leaders that it's time to shake the hay out of their hatbands. 

Florida is an economist, an academic and a sort of consultant. A consultant is sometimes defined as a guy from out of town. Other times it's defined as a person who borrows your watch to tell you what time it is. 

Florida is both. He's also a sharp entrepreneur who is listed as commanding speaker fees of between $25,000 and $50,000. He spoke at the annual luncheon of Tucson Regional Economic Opportunities Inc., or TREO. Cox Communications financed part of the luncheon including Florida's fee. Neither Cox nor TREO would confirm the fee amount. 

Florida is in high demand because he's also a professor with a best-selling book, "The Rise of the Creative Class," which is considered visionary, and a follow-up, "Flight of the Creative Class." 

The books describe a "new" culture worldwide that consists of people who aren't interested in one thing but in all things. It describes a population that wants and needs stimulation. These are people who move to where they can find the right mix of elements, not because they were transferred by their employer. Some of them don't exactly have an employer. 

People in this group are smart, artistic, energetic and usually self-directed. They don't move because they were told to move. They move because a place feels right. It has the right mix of restaurants, entertainment offerings, street vendors and life after 6 p.m., for example. 

And when they move to a place, they make things happen — both for themselves and the community. They start businesses. 

"Economic growth comes from diversity," Florida declared. 

But he doesn't mean just ethnic or racial diversity, though those elements are important. 

"The point is, it's not about being diverse, it's about mobilizing talent." Creative people want to be around other self-directed and creative souls. 

The trouble is that, so far, Tucson doesn't feel right to a lot of these people. 

Which is why, Florida suggests, we rate very high on his "brain drain" index. This means kids come here to get an education, and once they graduate, they vanish. As we've noted countless times, the Tucson job market for ambitious and creative individuals is extremely limited. Jobs are scarce and the pay scale is generally not competitive with the real world. 

As Florida noted, "Tucson does golf really good." It's also a nice place to retire. To the outside world, it appears to be a place with a lot of golf, a university basically segregated from the rest of the city, and a Zeitgeist that's someplace between a Furr's Cafeteria and the parking lot of a livestock auction. 

Florida's brand of corporate evangelism was wonderful. He got up in front of 500 suits gathered for TREO's annual luncheon and told everybody what they've heard or read a dozen times at least. But he did it with great energy, and if he inspired business and community leaders to set aside their myopia and recognize some obvious factors, more power to him. 

Florida did what most motivational speakers do. He applauded us for our good climate, our golf, our growing technology industry, our university and, bless his New Jersey soul, for our proximity to Phoenix. 

Phoenix is always the 800-pound gorilla in the room when Tucson talks about its future. The shopworn mantra we hear is that we don't want to be like Phoenix. Phoenix equals bad, and blah, blah, blah. 

But as Florida pointed out, Phoenix is an aggressive economic engine worth something like $130 billion in output. 

"We're in one of the biggest mega regions in the world," Florida said of Tucson. "We're sitting right smack dab in the middle of it." 

Florida brought yet another obvious message — one we've repeated several times in this space. Namely, we need what he calls the "seamless integration" of the University of Arizona with the Downtown area. 

But in Tucson, if it's not football night, our university becomes more or less a footnote on the city's bio. For the health of both the university and the city, that needs to change. 

Perhaps Richard Florida's message will be the wake-up call. We certainly hope so.

