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Ties that bind begin in Tucson's neighborhoods 

Our view: Forming area coalitions could result in a strong, defined voice 
Tucson, Arizona | Published: 08.19.2007

About two years ago, Betty McKinney left Portland, Ore., and retired in Tucson to be closer to family. 

Like most newcomers, she didn't know a lot about this place. She never guessed that moving from 
Portland to Tucson would be like moving from the operating room into the waiting room. Portland has 
already operated on the patient they call a city; we're still waiting for the doctor to arrive. 

In a way, McKinney is still scratching her head trying to figure this place out, and her newness gives 
her a perspective that natives and longtime residents may not see. 

There are two things that McKinney misses most about Portland. On a practical level, she misses 
Portland's excellent public transportation system. Those who choose not to own a car can survive 
nicely using Portland's light rail, the modern street car or the bus. Very un-Tucson. 

But there's something more important McKinney misses that speaks more directly to our city's 
malaise. 

"In Portland," she says, "you just feel more a part of things." 

Tucson remains largely a collection of culturally and politically disengaged individuals, which makes 
the business of consensus-building — a major factor in Portland's success — extremely difficult. 

That we are a flat grid populated by neighbors who rarely connect is a widely held but not entirely 
accurate perception. In Tucson, we're loosely joined but not connected, which is why our politicians 
seem to get elected without any mandate. 

After a three-day trip to Portland earlier this month, sponsored by Tucson Regional Economic 
Opportunities Inc., many participants came away with a feeling that Portland, at the very least, has an 
identity that was created by large groups of people committed to building a community. 

That community is not problem-free. It has many vocal critics, but Portland citizens seem to agree on 
a set of shared values that keeps the city an inviting and user-friendly place. In a sense, large groups 
of people there are walking down different streets but they're all headed in the same general 
direction. 

In part, Portland's consensus is an extension of the work of the city's many neighborhood associations 
and the practical help those groups get from a city government. 

The biggest difference between Tucson's and Portland's neighborhood associations is that Portland's 
were created by a 1974 city ordinance specifically to generate citizen involvement in shaping public 
policy. 

Every Portland neighborhood association is linked to one of seven neighborhood coalitions. Unlike 
Tucson, each Portland coalition is a private nonprofit organization, created by the city and partially 
funded by it. 



"We provide the infrastructure for advocacy," said Cece Hughley Noel, executive director of one 
Portland coalition office. "Our responsibility is to respond to our constituents. We can fight city hall, 
because we're not a part of it." 

The coalition staff may include specialists in crime prevention, land use or city planning and 
education, each assigned to a neighborhood association as needed to help resolve a problem or to 
train people on how to get projects done, how to recruit and reward volunteers, or how to keep 
accurate records. 

In Tucson, some of those functions are handled by City Council ward offices, and sometimes that 
works well. 

For example, South Side neighborhoods urged Councilman Steve Leal to get the city to allow a Wal-
Mart to be part of a new development in their area, and he persuaded the rest of the council to go 
along. 

Likewise, in 1999 Councilmember Shirley Scott rescued bond funds for her massive Southeast Side 
ward to build a police station, recreation center and library, all of which were absent in her ward. 
Neighborhood groups in her area, she said, "are long-suffering and patient," but they supported her 
push for these basic necessities. 

Tucson should use this nucleus of associations to build greater community engagement. 

Today, many neighborhood associations on the edges of the city are weak and passive, and generally 
conservative. Those in the city's core tend to be more aggressive and vocal, and politically more 
liberal. 

The solution to Tucson's identity problem has little to do with liberal vs. conservative, however. All 
neighborhood groups should link with each other through coalitions similar to Portland's, based on a 
shared interest in joining the city into a whole with a strong, well-defined voice. 


