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Lawrence Association of Neighborhoods
Neighborhoods working together!

October 4, 2024
Dear Mayor Littlejohn, Vice Mayor Dever, and Commissioners,
The Lawrence Association of Neighborhoods (LAN) opposes the relocation of City Hall from the Community’s Historic Downtown to the proposed location on Bluff Drive.  LAN’s opposition to this radical proposition is based on three interrelated notions:
1. City Hall as an Anchor for Community Image and Perception,
2. Sound Fiscal Stewardship, and 
3. Community Trust and Engagement.  
City Hall as an Anchor for Community Image and Perception
It is easy to see how there can be lively differences of opinion about the architectural aesthetics of City Hall.  What is inarguable is that it is a distinctive structure uniquely situated on the Kansas River alongside one of the State’s seniormost water rights and more importantly at the entrance to our historic downtown.  To illustrate the notion of image and perception, imagine a Lawrencian bringing a visitor or a prospective employee/employer in from the turnpike for their first view of the city and having a conversation going something like this:  
“Interesting building, what is it?”  
“It used to be City Hall – supposedly, we outgrew it.”  
“What is in there now?”
“Essentially nothing. We’re told that it is outdated and needs considerable retrofitting in order to function as efficient 21st century office space.” 
“Where is City Hall located now?”
“It’s tucked well away from downtown in a recently remodeled commercial space off the second turnpike exit. It’s nothing special, but if you’re interested, I’d be happy to take you by it.”  
Lawrence is justifiably proud of its 19th century experiment – our gem of a Downtown partly reflects that effort.  As Bob Schumm describes in his opinion piece in the Journal World on 10/2, City Hall reflects part of the hard work that went into the 20th century Lawrence experiment.  LAN rejects the idea that the Bluff Drive location is an appropriate image to represent the 21st century Lawrence experiment. Rather than “discarding” the current City Hall, it is LAN’s position that the community’s best interests would involve retrofitting and maintaining the existing space to make it function more effectively and then working to even more tightly integrate this space into the Downtown fabric.  
Sound Fiscal Stewardship
Just as with the aesthetic perceptions of City Hall, Lawrencians likely hold a wide range of opinions about the City’s fiscal practices.   However, it is inarguable that the city administration and the Commission struggled to craft a workable 2025 operating budget, while at the same time, the City Commission continues to greenlight aggressive capital spending (and debt).  
What do these facts imply for the relocation of City Hall? First, the 2024 Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) estimated about $6M for City Hall renovation; the 2025 CIP allocates 12M$ for the project but according to information from the local media this figure does not include the $4.2M purchase price of the Bluff Drive property. At this point, LAN does not believe that assuming the substantial increase in capital debt is the best path forward for the community.    
On a more day-to-day level, it needs to be recognized that government employees not working remotely, represent potential retail and service traffic (i.e., sales tax) for Downtown businesses.  With City Hall relocation, we stand to lose this potential. We need more daytime employees downtown, not fewer.  In fact, generating daytime employment downtown is usually cited as one of the rationales for providing incentives to developers who are advancing ideas for developing underutilized/vacant downtown space.  
Engagement and Trust
LAN representatives and the people that they talk with are really in the dark about the impetus and motivation for this proposed relocation.  This unmistakably radical proposition demands in-depth and extensive engagement that includes the range of community voices.  LAN believes that a decision to rearrange key public space cannot be done on an administrative basis and should not be considered for approval solely at the Commission level.  
Sincerely yours,
Holli Joyce, Chair, Lawrence Association of Neighborhoods
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