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CROOZIN’ WITH A:BC

Dayna Dealy + Roger Gula, 
Action:Better City

T h e re is a gap of energy usage in the

world: the United Sta tes uses 24% of the

wo r l d ’s energy with only 5% of the popula-

tion. Only in the past 40 ye a rs as America n

cities have gotten flabby on the edges and

empty in the middle has that gap emerg e d

to be our co u n t r y ’s biggest source of

g lobal embarra ssment. An uncanny “white

flight” from dow n towns of America infe st-

ed our culture with sprawl and car depen-

dency in the late part of the 20th ce n t u r y ,

and only now are we beginning to under-

stand the connection between the attra c-

tion of healthy urban co res to the

h a p p i n e ss of our people and the earth.

At the ce n ter are teams of people

a round the country that spark, cre a te ,

mold, envision and navigate the changing

path of urban ce n te rs. In the fall of 2002,

A c t i o n : B e t ter City decided to hit the ro a d

for seven months to meet these people in

34 cities around the country that wo u l d

m a ke their cities more attra c t i ve .

Wa tching them tra n s form their co m m u-

nities, perhaps we can learn how to

b e come team playe rs that can shape

A m e r i can cities in the future .

week 6 07 january 2003 las ve g a s

Las Vegas rises out of the sand quickly ,

and sometimes I think it should just sink

back in.  The Las Vegas Bouleva rd “Strip”

c le a vage ta n talizes with its lights, circ u s

acts, and $10 buffets, but behind the

s cenes, behind the stage set, and behind

the fancy hotels, the sweaty derriere of

Ve g a ss dumps you into a world of home-

le ss n e ss, pawn shops, abandoned mini-

malls, and libertarian sta te politics. In fa c t

“Las Vegas” isn’t re a l ly “Las Vegas” afte r

all: the majority of the glitz lies outside of

the city limits in “uninco r p o ra ted Clark

C o u n t y.” That tra n s l a tes into “quick

permits” by the sta te ’s “neo-libera l”

hands-off “government” for the next mote l

shaped like New York City. Next bachelo r

party, you’ll be bringin’ your buddies to

U n i n co r p o ra ted Clark County to drink,

g a m b le, and pick a nice gal to exe rc i s e

with. We spoke with the Real Las Ve g a s’

urban planner, Margo Wheele r. We have

o f f i c i a l ly nominated this ex h a u sted wo m a n

for Action:Better City’s Pe rson of the Ye a r :

she tra n s fe r red from her position as a Los

A n g e les County urban planner (frying pan)

to her position in Las Vegas (the fire). She

w a n ted to le a ve this place and join our trip,

but the Croozer is packed to the gills with

all of our moisturizing lotions to get our

skin through the re st of the desert.

weeks 11 03 feb 2003 texas

E verybody's talkin' 'bout Texas, beca u s e

t h e re's a lot of Texas to talk about. In fa c t ,

t h e re's actually two sta tes of Tex a s .

S i m p ly ca tegorized: Old Texas, and New

Texas. The Old Texas is the land of reve r-

e n ce for the earth. Respect for the land

was the rule: a man knew God's will and

Mother Nature's moods. The modest

communities grew to pro tect their heart

and soul: the town ce n te r. Under Live

Oaks, people stop to chat and clasp

hands to trade stories of neighbors '

ca t t le. The luscious green Old Texas is

a l i ve and well in the sco res of small

towns that dot the countryside. Under the

bright Texas sta rs, Old Texas is served by

Lyndon B. Johnson, Stephen F. Aust i n ,

L loyd Bentsen, and Daniel Boone.

Together they roam through the Tex a s

wild flowe rs, fighting for the dignity of

H u m a n k i n d .

The New Texas brings shiny new Chev y

Tahoes and Fo rd Explo re rs to the thou-

sands of asphalt prairies that lead to the

b u m p e r - to-bumper air-co n d i t i o n e d

P romised Land. Those pesky pothole s

j i g g le beer bellies just enough to chafe

w a i stlines near that Texas-shaped belt

b u c k le. Mother Nature bare ly penetra te s

the brownish afternoon sky as co m-

m u te rs ro a d - rage their way acro ss a

f ra n c h i s e - f i l led suburban nightmare. The

s p o kesmodels for New Texas, headquar-

te red in Houston, are Karl Rove, To m

Delay and Enron. Together they roam off-

s h o re tax havens, still claiming that eco-

nomics "trickle dow n " .

The two sta tes of Texas collide in

A u stin. Struggling to keep its histo r y

a l i ve, the boot-stompin' ro c k - a - b i l ly sta te

ca p i tol is quickly succumbing to the eve r -

g rowing drive-in culture of New Texas. As

national chain vultures circ le in the sky,

the lo cal mom-‘n-pop business le a d e rs

a t tempt to circ le the wagons for a high
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noon show d own at 6th and Lamar. Stev i e

Ray Vaughn (Old Texas) ve rsus King of the

Hill (New Texas). With Karen Hughes and

the sta te G.O.P. as the re fe ree team, dark

c louds may be looming over Aust i n .

Citizen groups like Liva b leCity, Keep

A u stin We i rd, and the Dow n town Aust i n

A l l i a n ce may be staging a 21st ce n t u r y

A l a m o .

week 15 02 mar 2003 atlanta

All we’d heard of Atlanta was ra c i a l

tension, highways, CNN, sprawl, tra f f i c ,

air conditioning, segregation and the

O lympics. But we we re surprised to find

a c t i ve dow n town neighborhoods with

good st reets and pro g re ss i ve ideas.

M i d town is one of the best ex a m p les of

an adaptive re-use neighborhood fille d

with all the sta n d a rds: dense housing,

p e d e strian sca le re tail with co f fee shops,

book sto res, new sstands, galleries and a

community theate r.

The Dow n town area is not quite as

rev i talized and was most impacted by

“ w h i te flight” forty ye a rs ago but is

changing. A few co r p o rations, we a l t h y

d eve lo p e rs and a lo cal co l lege have

shaped the deve lopment dow n tow n :

CNN, Home Depot, Atlanta Hawks, Coca

Cola, Georgia Tech and the Oly m p i c s .

With this new deve lopment came new

amenities such as a park, clean st re e t s ,

l a n d s caping, a dow n town gro cery sto re ,

i m p roved transit stations, dow n tow n

a m b a ssador system, new zoning, dow n-

town lofts and more safe t y.

weeks 24 05 apr 2003 detro i t

D ow n town Detroit has been shamefully

abandoned by eve r yone. After a succe ss-

ful launch of the auto m o b i le industry, the

city set the pace for the co n ve rsion to

m i l i tary equipment and helped win Wo r l d

War II. The racial st r i fe that fo l lowe d

divided Detroit into black and white. The

cow a rd ly whites fled to the safety of the

suburbs, while the discriminated blacks

we re left in an urban wasteland. That

w a steland remains today as physical ev i-

d e n ce to racial cow a rd i ce and irre s p o n s i-

b i l i t y. Beautiful stone and

te r ra co t ta - d e ta i led high rises support the

p ly wood industry by providing thousands

of bro ken windows to fill. The st reets are

o ccupied by lone Africa n - A m e r i ca n

d r i f te rs and hurried, frighte n e d

C a u casian SUV drive rs. General Moto rs ,

in the company's limited urban wisdom,

co n st r u c ted its headquarte rs and funded

a co n vention ce n ter on the water edge of

town. Ove r looking the separation fro m

d ow n town by a large highway, the

co m p lex only served to pull even more

e n e rgy from dow n town. Salt was officially

applied to the city's wounds with the co n-

struction of a ro o t y - tooty monorail that

guides co n ve n t i o n e e rs safe ly above the

st reets into the safety of the third flo o rs

of co r p o ra te offices sca t te red thro u g h o u t

the urban co re. There is some truth to

the Seattle Monorail's campaign slo g a n

"Rise above it all". Unfo r t u n a te ly, the "it"

is the life b lood of community- city st re e t s

and urban re a l i t y. Motown has beco m e

N o town, and the Saffron Cro o z e r ,

h owever sad, moved on.

week 28 13 june 2003 salt lake city

Finding the reason a city ex i sts is one of

the first steps in understanding a city’s

g rowth. For most cities, the answer is fur

t rading, ca t t le drives, ra i l roads, ports,

m i l i tary, natural re s o u rce or trade of

some kind. Not so in Salt Lake City. The

Mormons settled in this area that had

o n ly one tree, a harsh climate and isolat-

ed from other cities via any tra n s p o r ta-

tion or trade. Salt Lake City is the only

city in the United Sta tes cre a ted sole ly fo r

religious purposes. The diffe re n ce is

p retty obvious when walking around the

d ow n town; all the energy lies in Te m p le

S q u a re. Wa l led off by a ten foot co n c re te

wall, the two block “town ce n ter” co n-

tains the Ta b e r n a c le, Te m p le ,

A d m i n i st ration Building, Joe Smith

Memorial Building, three “visito r

ce n te rs,” sculptures, fo u n tains and five

young missionaries on each corner eager

to show you the way.

S i n ce the Mormons laid out the city on

a grid surrounding Te m p le Square with

ex t re m e ly large blocks and st reets, the

light rail fits nice ly in the middle of the

st reet without any traffic implica t i o n s .

The st reets are wide enough that the light

rail line and station sit between fo u r

lanes of traffic, para l lel parking and a

turn lane. When the signal says WA L K ,

you need to RUN in order to make it

a c ro ss the st reet in time. Surprisingly, in

a city with a small population and low

density, low parking co sts and not much

t raffic co n g e stion, the rider-ship has

t r i p led the original projections. The

D ow n town Salt Lake City Alliance hopes

to ca p t u re some of the exc i tement with

m o re dow n town residents so they ca n

le a ve the city open past 5:00 p.m.

The trip of 21,000 miles in a 1985 Toyo ta

Van and 210 nights away from home le d

us to find hope. We learned how change

starts with one idea. It could be the

Dallas deve loper who heads up a co m-

m i t tee to improve an historic st reet slow ly

fo rg o t ten or the activist in Boston who

fights for public park space in the big dig

p roject. Every city has a story to be to l d .

We just need to start listening.  ( A )

Roger, currently an Architect with Mithun

Partners in Seattle, has directed four films

with Action:Better City regarding urban

issues of connections, town centers and con-

textual studies in the Puget Sound. He alter-

nates between yellow or red pants

depending on the day.

Dayna has been involved in the real estate

development industry for the last 14 years.

She dove into Action: Better City with the

“Connections” film and followed with

“Where’s Your Town Center?” She enjoys

travelling in a van and sleeping in cheap

motels.

Action: Better City is dedicated to fostering

and exploring the ideas that link Seattle and

its environment, the connections of its

downtown neighborhoods, and the potential

for unique public spaces. 

Croozer Gula
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