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Putting the Future Together 

Preface

Methodology

In the early 1990’s I conducted a study of Richmond for a group of business leaders and made 
recommendations to guide the community forward. Some of those recommendations are outlined 
in the following section titled, “Fifteen Years Later – What has Changed?” In March 2007, the 
Greater Richmond Chamber asked me to re-examine the metro area and make recommendations 
that would enhance its future development and competitive position. Business and community 
leaders sought an independent perspective on four questions:

Is the region properly focused and aligned for successful future growth and economic •	
prosperity?
To what extent is the region underachieving, given its current status and resources?•	

What transformational projects should the region consider undertaking to improve its •	
competitive position, and why?
Is the region’s leadership - business, government and non-profit – adequately aligned •	
and coordinated to craft a regional vision, marshal resources and mobilize and encourage 
“high energy” civic involvement toward achieving priority goals?

Between 5 August and 13 September 2007, 110 one-hour interviews were conducted with business, 
political, and community leaders from Richmond and the counties of Chesterfield, Henrico, 
and Hanover. Selected leaders from Petersburg and the outlying counties of Goochland and 
Powhatan were also interviewed. The willingness of busy people to give so freely of their time 
says volumes about their interest in the area’s future. Their candor was as impressive as their 
astuteness. In addition, numerous studies from other independent firms, governments, non-
profits, churches, and corporations were reviewed. The master plans of the city of Richmond 
and the surrounding counties as well as those of major institutions like VCU and area hospitals 
were also examined. Finally, discussions were held with citizens who live and work in the region 
and whose lives are affected by how the area is today and how it will be tomorrow.

The greater Richmond area was viewed as both an urban center and a business. The report is 
straightforward and written without paying homage to the political sensitivities that one usually 
finds in these types of reports. For long-time residents and community leaders, this assessment 
may be a tough read. The report paints a picture of a region full of potential and promise, but one 
that is not efficiently and effectively capitalizing on its resources. Instead of leveraging its past, the 
metro area has allowed itself to become a prisoner to it. It also identifies many of the area’s strengths 
and finds in them an opportunity to build a unique community of national significance. 

Most of all, the report provides a roadmap for the future that is both specific and actionable 
and sends a clear message—the future is in its own hands. That message is both encouraging 
and daunting and will require the best that its leaders have to give. I hope that the report will 
be the beginning of a strategic transformation that leads the metro area into this new century 
with a renewed sense of purpose, opportunity and confidence.
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Fifteen Years Later – What has Changed?

The report issued 15 years ago made recommendations for change. As a benchmark, it is useful 
to look at what has changed and what hasn’t. The base findings were as follows:

Tradition creates a resistance to change that shapes the pace, the style and the •	
structure of decision making.
Richmond has neither a heartfelt community identity nor a compelling picture of •	
its future.
Business leaders accuse political leaders of a lack of coordination, yet they •	
themselves are fragmented.
There are major economic, educational and racial differences that make securing •	
regional cooperation difficult.
The business community lacks the diversity today that will characterize it •	
tomorrow. 
Richmond is on a trajectory to further erosion through high crime, political weakness, •	
continued downtown deterioration, weak air and mass transit infrastructure, and 
marginal economic development. 

In order to correct the challenges identified, some of the following recommendations were made:
Develop an overarching vision and strategic plan for the community.•	

Aggressively build a positive community image by leveraging local and national media.•	

Make increasing tourism a major priority by [1] developing the James River, [2] •	
building a presidential museum and monument to religious freedom, and [3] 
enhancing the convention center with surrounding night life and public safety.
Consolidate the multitude of business organizations into one high-powered •	
business organization that coordinates regional economic development around 
core driving industry/technology clusters.
Expand and develop the business potential in the African-American community.•	

Change the form of city government to a strong mayor form of government to •	
assure political accountability and at-large representation.
Build a new airport and rename it.•	

Develop the potential of VCU/MCV as a biotechnology center and build a VCU •	
engineering school.
Develop the downtown business core, especially Broad and Grace streets.•	

Make mass transit a priority and build a deep water port.•	

Make the reduction of crime a major priority and replace public housing projects. •	

Encourage regional cooperation on water, waste treatment modernization, and •	
transportation issues.
Expand Leadership Metro Richmond to include leaders from throughout the region.•	

If one takes the recommendations above as a benchmark, one gets a sense of the progress, 
or lack thereof, that Richmond has achieved in the last 15 years. As with any report, not all 
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recommendations are acted upon with the same energy and urgency and some are not addressed 
at all. It is instructive to note, however, that on balance, Richmond has accomplished much. 
The renamed airport, terminal expansion and low fare carriers have turned a former deficiency 
into a major asset. The Chamber has become a strong voice and advocate for economic and 
regional development. The Greater Richmond Partnership, in cooperation with the Chamber, 
coordinates regional economic development around core driving industry/technology clusters. 
The area has an extremely strong group of non-profit leaders who bring a business discipline to 
their focus areas. VCU has become the state’s largest university with a biotechnology park, new 
school of engineering and an emerging medical center. Crime has been reduced and Richmond 
is no longer the murder capital of the country. Leadership Metro Richmond includes emerging 
leaders from around the region. Progress has been made on race relations. The city now has a 
strong mayor form of government. City and county government and education leaders meet on 
a regular basis and have built cooperative ventures on the convention center and airport. 

And yet, something is missing. The pieces are not tied together. It is as if the metro jigsaw 
puzzle is missing several key pieces that prevent the viewer from seeing the whole picture. 
Those working on the puzzle have no clear picture to guide them. There is no sense of what it 
will look like at the end. Some are holding onto pieces from another puzzle and keep searching 
for a place to put them. Those pieces don’t fit and the ones that do are difficult to place without 
inefficient, frustrated efforts. So people give up or come back later – hoping to make it work. 
Some start working on another puzzle – one less complicated. The result is a puzzle with holes. 
Many of the pieces are there, but there is no understanding of what it will all look like at the end.
The individual pieces don’t fit together to support one another because there are too many gaps. 
There is no synergy and no leverage. While the picture could be striking if it were put together, 
it never gets done.

Dr. James A. Crupi
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These conditions present a natural barrier to 
regional cooperation that is very difficult to 
overcome because it creates structural inefficiencies 
and results in the duplication of services and 
competition for employees across the region. For 
example, each jurisdiction has its own school 
system, its own fire and police force, and its own 
government administration. That creates a very 
expensive way to deliver services in a modern era 
where financial prudence and cooperation are keys 
to metropolitan success. The ideal answer to resolve 
these inefficiencies is some form of consolidation 
and integration of services in the form of a regional 
government like there is in Charlotte, Louisville 
and Jacksonville. But that will never happen in the Richmond metro area. Too many political, 
economic and experiential stakes are in the ground. The jurisdictions are silos by definition. Most 
citizens and their political leaders are pre-conditioned not to think and coordinate regionally. 
It is counterintuitive to do so. They have grown up with a mindset and orientation that has 
been honed by the way in which Virginia has chosen to structure its government. This impacts 
tax and revenue sharing and means that without regional cooperation, large scale projects are 
not likely to happen. In many county elections, people who advocate regionalism get defeated 
because regionalism in the metro area is a code word for “what’s good for the city of Richmond.” 
To quote one community leader in the suburbs: “It is very difficult to get the soccer moms in Henrico 
and farmers in Hanover to send money to the city.” There is a collective unwillingness to honestly 
and consistently think and act as a region. The view is that they are separate jurisdictions that 
happen to border one another.

This structure, when coupled with the Dillon rule [a state law that requires that localities must 
obtain permission from the state before enacting certain kinds of legislation], means that local 
jurisdictions lack the flexibility and tailored response capability that they need in a rapidly 
changing world to address local challenges without first going to the state assembly. In effect, 
the rule serves to prevent progressive local governments from going beyond the status quo to 
deliver services in an efficient and high quality manner. This “one size fits all” mentality forces 
adherence to the status quo and response mediocrity. It also means that the state can push more 
responsibility to local jurisdictions with unfunded mandates. The net effect is that it creates a lack 
of control and planning certainty for local jurisdictions. However, members of the State General 
Assembly interviewed for this report indicated that they were tired of the individual nickel and 
dime approach used by Greater Richmond area jurisdictions and that if those jurisdictions were 
to present a case for regional cooperative measures around increased efficiencies for all, their 
case for change would be strengthened. 

There is a parochial, local orientation by both the city and the counties that restricts regional 
initiatives that are fundamental to progress. Considering that each of the individual governments 
are in a different stage of development, it is not surprising that the local attitude of any one 
jurisdiction is often in conflict with, or doesn’t recognize, the broader and deeper opportunities 
that are shared. Each is landlocked and cannot follow the market. They competitively create their 
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own. That makes expanding the tax base difficult – particularly for the city given its size. The 
jurisdictions need to cooperate but are not required to. Too many people are opposed to things 
instead of creating them. Even when the opportunities are recognized, the structure makes joint 
decisions difficult and they are further complicated by the historical, emotional roots associated 
with annexation – a process that was laced with racial and political overtones. 

Each county also has it own set of circumstances with which to deal. Goochland has a split 
personality as it tries to cope with the ever increasing differences between the rural West and the 
urbanized East. Henrico is split east/west as well but its challenges are to balance the extensive 
commercial and industrial development that represents 65 percent of its tax base with quality 
residential housing while meeting increasing transportation and public safety demands. Hanover, 
the most rural of the counties in close proximity to the city, is split along a north/south axis. Both 
it and Chesterfield’s challenges are: attracting and retaining a qualified workforce; managing 
growth and building the schools that will accompany that growth; matching the ever growing 
residential base with a commercial and industrial base; paying for rising citizen demand for 
services; accommodating the need of an aging and increasingly multicultural population; and 
building the infrastructure, especially transportation, to accommodate growth. And all share 
the distinction that most of the revenue goes to operate the schools. The city has some unique 
challenges because it has a small physical geography, a high concentration of poverty, poor 
public schools, the highest crime rate in the region, and sizable government, non-profit and 
educational bases that are tax exempt. 

Furthermore there are significant cultural, ethnic, political, educational and economic differences 
among the major jurisdictions. Culturally, it is a “tale of two cities.” It is Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde. The counties have strong public schools, the city does not. The counties have a growing 
resource and population base, the city does not. The counties are very strong financially, the city 
less so. The city has high concentrations of poverty and the counties do not. The city is urban, 
the counties are suburban. The city has aging infrastructure, the counties have relatively new 
infrastructure. The counties have resources, the city has needs. The political structure of the 
counties are the same with supervisors who oversee a county manager and lines of accountability 
are clear, while the city has a mayor and city council and lines of accountability are unclear. The 
differences result in different priorities and philosophies.

Surrounding counties show little interest in the city of Richmond because they can’t see the 
real benefits and shared rewards. They are, for all practical purposes, self-contained. They 
intellectually understand that if the core rots, the rest of the apple will as well, but given the 
choice, they would rather build their strength than pour money into what they believe is a bucket 
with holes. It is ironic that while people in the counties recognize that the city can influence it 
with negative political and economic images, they under-appreciate the benefits of what would 
happen if those same images were positive. New corporations and people are moving into the 
surrounding areas. Intersections like I-295 and I-64, I-295 and I-95 as well as I-295 and Hwy 
301 are becoming alternative urban retail and office centers within close proximity of people’s 
homes. With time, more suburbanites will come to view the city as a distant isle. The outer loop 
and the roads that spring off it will foster a kind of fence around the city where professionals live 
and work. And that trend will strengthen, absent a vibrant urban core.
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To gain the efficiencies and benefits that could come from regional cooperation, absent a regional 
government structure, requires courageous and creative political leadership and foresight.  It also 
requires the ability to recognize the co-dependency relationship that each jurisdiction has with 
one another. If one jurisdiction is struggling the others will eventually suffer. Absent visionary 
leadership, most people won’t change unless the pain of staying the same is worse than the pain 
of changing, even if the advantages of changing are obvious. 

Greater Richmond has individuals and companies who succeed with their individual projects 
but who have not figured out how to succeed as a group. There are so many communities of 
interest that people focus on their differences instead of focusing on what they can rally around. 
Too many people are opposed to things instead of creating them. That isn’t to say that there is 
no regional cooperation – there is actually more than people realize. However, with the notable 
exceptions of the airport, economic development, and the convention center, the cooperation is 
more tactical than strategic. For example, in the area of public safety – a discipline that does the 
best job in terms of regional cooperation - there is cooperation at the “street” level between police 
officers and on infrastructure like a unified police radio network, metro aviation and emergency 
medical services. However, there has been no real strategic look into issues like joint workforce 
development and training, common operating procedures and reporting; joint purchasing of 
core acquisitions of technology, vehicles, weapons, etc.; and consolidation of core services [i.e. 
forensic, canine, etc.]. While public safety is used as an example here, the same can be said 
for region-wide governmental and educational services. And these services are relatively small 
compared to important strategic issues like regional transportation, land use planning, waste 
water treatment, poverty, aging of the population, etc. 

One doesn’t see in the minds of leaders a “sense of the possible” that generates the optimism 
needed to move forward toward common goals. People approach situations suspecting “win-
lose” instead of being confident of “win-win.” People don’t enter the room with a sense of 
working together. There is little belief that reciprocity will happen. 

In the final analysis, regional cooperation is primarily a government issue but it will take the 
business community as arbiter to bring them together. The nature of most governments and 
their politicians is to protect their turf; a characteristic not unique to the Richmond metro area. 
Part of it is the parochial nature of government. Looking beyond their feet is not what they were 
designed to do. They want local independence and the benefits that the region can provide. And 
so they hop back and forth. That vacillation shows itself in virtually every major decision in the 
area. Government bias is to focus on the urgent. When you are so focused on the urgent, you 
never have time to get to the important. It takes unusual leaders who step above the fray and see 
the linkages that others don’t. Regionalism is not just about projects, but about relationships. 

At the end of the day, the questions are all the same: Where do we grow? How do we grow effectively 
and efficiently? How do we accommodate growth and meet the rising service expectations of 
citizens? How does what I do affect you, which causes you to do something that affects me? The 
nature of growth is that rural areas become increasingly urbanized. And that brings with it the 
same problems that come with greater density – poverty, congestion, rising citizen expectations, 
pressure on the schools to accommodate growth, and changing demographics. In short, the 
counties will experience the challenges that the city has been dealing with for some time. They 
will not be exactly the same, but they will require increased cooperation to solve.
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The metro area will never maximize alignment unless its leaders and citizens believe they are a 
region. Assets and liabilities need to be assessed from a regional perspective. It is the difference 
between thinking in terms of 190,000 [the city’s population] and 1.5M [the region’s population]. 
People all across the region want to succeed badly. The real questions are: Do they want to do 
it together? Do they do it alone? Who goes first? Who takes a leadership role? Young leaders 
want to do it, but older leaders have been risk averse. No one wants to give something up to get 
something. As one young business leader said: “If you want to debate, then debate. If you want to 
play, then play.” Change is hard because people overestimate what they have and underestimate 
what they may gain by giving it up. Most make a decision to hold on to what they have. That is 
a freeze frame decision. It is backward looking. It is about protecting the back side. 

The region is rapidly increasing its population in the suburbs, the racial and ethic composition 
is changing, and its population is aging. Success depends on the area’s ability to make sense of 
these changes and put all the pieces together. The basis of all good relationships is reciprocity. 
When the vision or the task is clear – it can assume the burden of leadership because people 
orient and build around what they observe. Those orientations create decisions. The key insight 
is that people orient around what they see. Regional success depends on common regional goals, 
functional city government, outstanding schools, an exciting urban cultural and entertainment 
core, public transportation, focused social services for an aging population, cross-cultural 
understanding, and a sense of possibility that breeds optimism. 

A recurring theme in all discussions was the need to plan around a vision for the area. Leaders 
need to develop a regional vision and tie projects to it, not develop projects and try to get them 
to fit together. Otherwise, the region will just be another area typified by urban sprawl that is 
generated by disjointed development.  It isn’t that the leaders don’t have an idea of what needs 
to be done. They just don’t do it. If you don’t manage growth, it will eat you up. Almost 59,000 
acres were developed in the region in the last five years-outpacing land conversion in Northern 
Virginia and Hampton Roads. Unmanaged development at that pace will create a magnitude of 
challenges. Costs rise when services must be delivered across scattered development. 

Today, there is no structure that aligns regional planning. The Greater Richmond Chamber has 
done an outstanding job of bringing issues to the fore and keeping key issues before its members 
and the community but has no real way to implement regional priorities around a common 
vision. The Richmond Regional Planning District Commission has a staff in place, and its board 
is made up of public officials from the city and surrounding counties. However, the commission 
in recent years has lost visibility and stature in the community, and its staff is perceived as overly 
bureaucratic. Many question whether it should be dissolved and its resources be directed to 
more productive efforts.

Given the natural conflicting political priorities of the jurisdictions, the business community 
should take the lead because they see the metro area as a region, while most political leaders 
do not. They also have the financial resources to coordinate the staff and consultants needed 
to organize the planning sessions and are use to working together on economic development 
efforts through the Chamber and the Partnership. Absent a common operating picture of the 
future and a plan to achieve it, the metro area will find itself dealing with more difficult issues at 
a much higher price down the road. The area has the talent to execute the process. The question 
is – does it have the will? 
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Actions

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” Margaret Mead (1901 - 1978)

Create a 2015 Metro Future Task force led by a business leader and give it a 12 month •	
deadline to come up with a vision and plan for the region. The task force needs to set 
a future-driven economic development goal, like what happened in the Silicon Valley 
or in Massachusetts. For Example:  “Central Virginia will utilize the biotechnical/VCU core 
to become the medical nanotechnology center of the world.” Or “Central Virginia will capitalize 
on its geographic location and become the hub of an East Coast high speed rail system that moves 
people and goods across the region.” It needs to dream a BIG dream and then set the tools in 
place to reach it. 

The effort needs a non-partisan champion to drive the process and a time table for 
completion. Fifteen years ago a recommendation was made to develop a similar plan using 
organizations in place. No plan was ever developed. The area has a fragile, inconsistent 
approach toward regional issues and has lacked an energized, visible leadership to 
proactively move regional issue resolution forward. Fifteen years later, many projects 
have been completed, but there is no clear picture of where the region is going and why. 
In many ways, the stakes are higher because now there is less room for error. Too much 
is at stake and the second and third order effects of indecision can have tremendous 
consequences. 

The key questions a plan should address are: What are the key features that should define 
the metro area in the year 2015? What steps are needed to bring that vision to reality? 

Other important questions the plan must answer are:

–	 What are the key economic components of the metro area’s future?

–	 What types of new business should be recruited to balance its economic base? What 
resources are needed to recruit new and emerging industry sectors? 

–	 How can the area manage its economic growth without sacrificing its high quality of life?

–	 What are the metro area’s transportation infrastructure needs?

–	 How does the city speed the development of a vibrant urban core? 

–	 What image should Richmond have? What can be done to attract more tourists and 
conventions? 

–	 How should Richmond develop the recreational and economic potential of the James 
River without destroying the very beauty it provides?

–	 How can race relations be improved? How can minorities [African-Americans, Hispanics, 
and Asians] be brought into the economic mainstream?
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–	 What mechanisms do the major local governments need to [1] jointly address the critical 
issues that impact the entire metropolitan area, [2] achieve governmental efficiencies that 
maximize the value of the resources it has, [3] handle the needs of an aging population, 
[4] meet rising citizen expectations and costs for government services, and [5] handle the 
increased need for public safety given the projected growth in population in the next 5 years.

–	 How does the city improve its K-12 public educational system and how does public 
education across the entire metro area prepare its students for an increasingly competitive 
and multi-cultural global world?

–	 How does the area ensure that there 
is affordable housing for a growing 
population, especially for teachers, public 
safety personnel, government workers, 
and low income private sector workers 
when the medium price of a home is 
increasing in the region approximately 50 
percent every five years?

–	 How does the region cooperate to 
address poverty and its impact on crime, 
education, and social services?

–	 How does the region solve the looming 
workforce crises and plan for the extensive 
leadership turnover the region will experience in the next five years?

      Source: US Census/Southern Environmental Law Center

Initially focus effort on areas where interests are common.•	  Key future areas are: waste 
water purification, environmental protection, tourism, public safety, transportation, and 
education. Some of these areas will, by definition, create discussions and decisions that 
involve regional revenue sharing. The value will come when people determine the areas 
where they can achieve regional efficiencies by working together and where they cannot. 
For example, there could be regional jails, courthouses, training centers and other mixed 
use facilities. The debates should be passionate but dispassionate. The focus should be 
on creating win-win solutions for the metro area. These are easy comments to make, 
but often difficult to achieve. The default position should be to find those areas where 
agreement comes easy and act on them. Over time, dealing with the more difficult issues 
will become easier - either because dealing with them will become more urgent or because 
working together to resolve one issue makes it easier to tackle the next one.

Focus Task Force efforts on pulling the best talent together and getting it focused on •	
the key issues affecting the region’s future that address the questions outlined above. 
The task force should be subdivided into issue groups. Each issue area should have a 
task force leader responsible for organizing and managing the process. For example, 
one sub task force could focus on achieving regional governmental efficiency. County 
managers, the city’s CAO, and key department directors could look for ways to share 
approaches to common problems and opportunities. An example of an outcome would 
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be to jointly establish a regional training center for government employees. Chesterfield 
County’s Chesterfield University could become that metro training center. Chesterfield 
is the first local government to earn national recognition for employee training and 
development. Its training focuses on eight core competencies and is built around six 
schools that cover such areas as public safety, technology, business skills, leadership, 
and continuous improvement. Consolidating training of government employees could 
reduce training and administrative costs across all jurisdictions, streamline government 
policy and procedures, build government relationships across the region and increase the 
professionalism with which government employees across the region approach their jobs 
and promote best practices. 

Another example is to consolidate public safety forensic labs across the region. Such a 
decision would enable the region to consolidate costs, modernize technology and ease 
workforce recruitment and retention. None of these decisions will come easy because 
they go up against long established ways of operating. But the leaders of the region owe 
it to themselves and their constituencies to look at innovative ways to meet their needs 
in cost effective and efficient ways where they can. Similar decisions could be made with 
respect to those who work, teach, and administer the public schools across the region.

Existing staff from the Chamber of Commerce, VCU, the University of Richmond and 
Virginia Union as well as designated volunteers from companies and the community 
could be used. The process will be as important as the outcome because the relationships 
built, and the insights gained, will be invaluable when it comes time to execute.

Establish a Regional Transportation Authority and fund it with a 1 cent regional sales •	
tax. Transportation is about development. It drives development and land use more that 
any other factor. The metro area is already a major transportation hub with I-95, I-64, the 
port, two major railroads [CSX/Norfolk Southern], and the airport. Transportation is the 
number one issue affecting the quality of life in the two other metro areas - Northern 
Virginia and Hampton Roads. The Greater Richmond area is doing very little to prepare 
for the transportation nightmare that awaits it. If metro leaders don’t plan sufficiently, 
they will be singing the same sad songs a decade from now. Access and mobility will 
solve a number of current and future problems [job, movement, workforce development, 
traffic, etc.]. Many of the effects of current political silos would be overcome simply by 
enabling access to commerce, jobs, and services. The citizens of the metro area need to 
understand that if investments are not made in a comprehensive transportation network 
now, the area will lose the cost and flexibility it has today to respond to a rapidly changing 
global marketplace, and to maintain a quality of life.

Most transportation discussions in the metro area only focus on mass public transit 
and this focus has resulted in a myriad of studies. In short, they all come to the same 
conclusions:

–	 The Richmond metro area has the highest amount of motor vehicle travel per 
capita among Virginia’s major metro areas.

–	 Between 1983 and 2003, the total number of vehicle miles traveled in the metro 
area increased by over 104 percent, more than twice the rate of population increase 
according to the Texas Transportation Institute.


