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A Detailed Analysis of Moscow, Latah County, and the University of Idaho - a Reality Check

I) City of Moscow- problematic areas

Historically, the City of Moscow has been dominated for the most part by resource industries and the University of Idaho and as such, has been the commercial center for Latah County.  Moscow is not an easy city to set up/expand a business in. Moscow has a reputation of being anti business throughout the state.

1) Recent examples: A Moscow auto dealership has recently acquired an option on land in the Moscow/Pullman corridor since there exists virtually no land for expansion in Moscow.  The owner has little choice but to relocate to Washington since the dealership is required to update the facility to the manufacture’s specifications or lose the franchise.   Potting Shed Creations had to move to Troy due to the lack of land/facilities and Moscow’s lack of flexibility. 

2)  Past example:  Bearable Dentistry was extremely difficult to locate/ build in 1981 due to the lack of land and the tenuous process of having to rezone from Neighborhood Business to Motor Business. The process took 1.5 years and was turned down at P&Z, the Board of Adjustment and finally passed by the city council with the use of an attorney.  The office is on highway 95 on South Main. The property could have been used by Arby’s or a 7-11 store without the zone change. At the time 7-11 was willing to purchase the property and the owners were going to specialize and relocate to Coeur d Alene if the Dental Office could not be accommodated.

3) Gritman Memorial Hospital finds it challenging to attract and retain professionals.  In my profession (Dentistry) there have been 18 practitioners that have come here and left to practice elsewhere.  This is out of the norm in the dental industry.

4) Another past example: Safeway desired to move to its present location at the East Side Mall during the time I was trying to build/locate my dental office.  I observed the mayor and elements of the city council trying to persuade Safeway to stay downtown and not upgrade by withholding its beer and wine license. Bill Lambert, a present City Councilperson, was the Safeway manager if further detail is needed. The Food Coop presently occupies the building.

5) The Alturas Park and the UI Business Incubator have had very poor results by any standard. Pacific Simulation’s building is vacant and for sale. Historically, the LEDC has been very unresponsive/ineffective with: out of the norm business, retention of incubator startups, lobbying the city, and recruitment of new businesses.   For example: Last summer the LEDC was asked for assistance in the acquisition of Lake Aircraft Company.  The local acquisition group has the expertise, financial resources, and motivation for the purchase.  The full aircraft company, its type certificates, intellectual property, tooling and about $4,000,000 of spare parts were up for public auction at the Oshkosh Air show.  Key employees were willing to relocate and in 2004 the acquisition group’s highly modified Lake aircraft took judge’s choice at Oshkosh. No response came from our local EDC, however Lewiston’s EDC was extremely helpful and had arranged for this company to be placed at the Lewiston airport.  An after the fact brief was given to the LEDC for their consideration with copies of pertinent communication to help this EDC to become effective if another opportunity arises.   The auction was called at $3,000,000 since the owner was not willing to sell for less. Look up Lake Aircraft auction on the web for more detail. 

Another example was the recruitment possibility of Germany’s second largest dental software company (DampSoft) who site visited twice. Local officials cordially met DampSoft; however, Moscow did not have appropriate immediate space to lease. Travel connections proved to be problematic for the business. Having two Universities in reference to their workforce needs impressed DampSoft.  

6) Moscow lacks stability in zoning due to arbitrary political whim.   Three recent examples: 1) The regional Alternative High School was given an eviction notice one week before school started.  The Alternative High School, leased to the School district for one dollar a year, was granted a building permit and occupancy permit for the remodel that reads retail to high school. Yet after years of success, the city was willing to sacrifice the Alternative students to evict a small religious college in the central business district. 2) Years after a building permit and occupancy permit were honored; the New Saint Andrews (a small religious college) was given an eviction notice. 3) The Thompson property adjacent to the Alturas Park is in the process of a potential zone reversal because of Wal-Mart’s relocation desire, although it appears that Wal-Mart maybe a dead issue on this particular parcel, since Wal-Mart may have the option of locating immediately across the state line. 

7) The city does not support public or private k-12.  There is little question that school facilities need to be updated or replaced on occasion.  Recently, the City Council over rode P&Z and refused the Catholic elementary school’s request to build a gymnasium.  Elements of the council said it was a quality of life issue for the neighborhood. The Catholic School has been in existence almost 100 years and was recently awarded Blue Ribbon status, designated one of the nation’s 295 best schools by the U.S. Department of Education.  This unnecessary action has cost the school over $250,000 in increased construction cost plus delay.  The public school cannot pass facilities bonds.  The present public high school lacks parking, good labs, ventilation, athletic facilities/fields, and space for a skills curriculum.  Russell elementary is the oldest elementary in the State, lacks ventilation, good plumbing, has poor electrical service, a half size gym, lacks parking, is ADA non-compliant and has pavement for a playground.

8) Moscow is not proactive in using surface water for its needs as Walla Walla. Walla Walla is prospering, optimistic and thriving. Walla Walla has less rain fall than Moscow yet they use a collective reservoir for 80% of their needs. This concept was discussed about 35 years ago, yet nothing occurs in Moscow other than turning the city into an unaesthetic brown zone during the summer.

Incidentally, Walla Walla promotes business, education and well-planned infrastructure.  Walla Walla unlike Moscow is very tolerant of the left and right. They promote and lobby for safe highways and Moscow does not. Walla Walla has walkways and wonderful parks while Moscow protests and does not support parks.  Walla Walla’s streets are wide enough to accommodate bicycle routes while some in Moscow desire to narrow the streets since they believe the era of the auto is over. 

Years ago, Walla Walla bypassed its state highway system to lessen traffic.  Walla Walla supports its public and private k-12s, its two private and a public college.  The city has over 900 acres for industrial development.

9) Moscow has little long range planning and does not envision the potential for growth and its implications. Portions of the populous stop safe highways, which will cost taxpayers $5-7 million as Idaho’s governor promotes its improvement.  A vocal Moscow group complains bitterly about every new housing development, new parks, the ice rink, etc…. 

10) Moscow is in upheaval and is a classic case study of what happens when the main employer (UI) is weakening. UI recently lost the equity funding issue which negates UI’s favored funding status over the other state schools and lost its reputation in a funding scandal that caused a complete administration change and severe cut backs.  Harvard Economist Benjamin Friedman’s new book “The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth” takes the position that the lack of growth or the even the perception of a declining economy cause most societies to become incivil, lose democracy, tolerance and some to dissolution. Economic gains, writes Friedman, are crucial for any social advance. Presently, some in Moscow go around breaking or spitting on windows of the religious right. Some in Moscow have editorially justified the writing of Hitler Youth in front of the New Saint Andrews College for church stands on slavery which they say is biblical although they do not believe in slavery. Moscow fines a Mall for improving its landscaping, as the Mall spent $250,000 to plant trees internally.   Negativity seems to be the unfortunate rule.

11)   Moscow does not appreciate folks who donate. A family in the process of donating to the Moscow School District 30 acres and sell at or below market value another 10 acres, received undo criticism. The Hamilton gift for Moscow’s youth that has been used thus far in the building of a gymnasium, partial funding of the Ice Rink, and a potential park south of town receives protest and challenge.  The air-conditioning of two public elementary schools from private sources garnered criticism and little thanks.  The partially finished 1912 building has been effectively road blocked by negativity.  The press poorly scrutinized the building’s main anonymous donor. The ice rink was difficult to bring to town and had to be down sized to 3/4th due to city encumbrance and hurdles.

12)  Moscow exports its youth and students.  Moscow’s children do not have employment opportunities that give them the choice to live here and raise a family. UI grads seek employment elsewhere.  From here you can go anywhere (UI motto) and Moscow’s anti development/ anti business philosophy essentially reinforces to Moscow’s youth and students- From here you can go anywhere, but please do not stay.
II) University of Idaho and 21th Century Higher Ed Challenges

The University of Idaho has diminished partially due to alleged 

mismanagement of its finances with the Boise fiasco. Audrey’s1966 book “The Territorial Imperative” outlines the expected response of “invading another’s territory.” The fiasco cost the University its previous administration and caused severe funding restraints. Most recently, the University lost the battle in funding equity this legislative session; hence UI no longer receives higher support over the other state institutions.  UI’s status is being challenged. 

1) The University of Idaho has recently less than optimal rankings. The Princeton Review lists UI as one of the 122 best western colleges, however UI ranks in the top twenty in four categories out of 361compared: 1) #7 Classroom discussions rare, 2) #4 Students almost never study, 3) #1 Students are the least politically active, 4) #10 Dorms like dungeons. UI once was listed as a Princeton Review Best Value College, however UI did not make the top 100 this year. 

2) US News rankings: UI- National University, third tier Business program rank 141 out of 141; WSU-National University, first tier, best business program rank 87, engineering rank 67; BSU- University-Master’s (West) ranked 57 and its Engineering program ranked 45; LCSC-top comprehensive bachelor’s degree-offering public colleges in the West including being ranked No. 1 in 2002 and 2005.

3) Yahoo! Internet Life ranked UI 13 out 200 most wired universities in 2000.Intel ranked UI 33rd on its list of the 100  “Most Unwired College Campuses” in 2004. However, Intel’s 2nd Annual “Most Unwired College Campuses” does not have UI listed for 2005. 

4) Consumer Digest as of 2004 ranked UI 24th on its list of “Top 50 Best Values for Public Colleges and Universities”.  BYU Provo and Hawaii ranked 1 and 2 on the private list.  BYU-Idaho with its recently appointed President Kim B. Clark, the former Dean of Harvard Business School, will be catching up to the other BYU’s with his three outlined “imperatives” for the University (BYU-Idaho): raise quality, serve more students, and lower relative costs. 

5) Kiplinger’s ranked UI among the top 50 best values in public universities in 2002, however UI was not listed in the top 100 for 2006.  Further, UI was consistently listed in such older publications as How to Get an Ivy League Education at a State University Published (1988) however, UI is not on the 2006 list as one of the Best Value Colleges in America according to the Princeton Review. BYU, Montana Tech., Evergreen, University of Utah, and University of Wyoming are area institutions listed.

6) UI has fallen to fourth in enrollment behind BSU, ISU and BYU-Idaho.  BYU- Idaho plans on greatly increasing its size and scope of education. BYU-Idaho has been a great feeder school for UI since it was based more or less on the community college model.  How BYU’s current direction as a University will affect UI is up to conjecture.  Further, as BSU grows and fulfills its objective of becoming a metro research university of distinction, UI may have stiff competition and declining research dollars. 

BSU has powerful local industry support; Moscow lacks local industry support. BSU attracted  $19,611,467 in research dollars and UI attracted $105 million as Land Grants OSU and WSU attracted $208.9 and $249.6 million respectively.   Moreover, UI Coeur d Alene is the logical location for industry-UI collaboration and the stage has been set.  The CDA area is planning for a population of 250,000.  Latah County lost population (–0.41%) 1 July 2004 to 1 July 2005.  Six Idaho urban counties account for 61.5% of Idaho’s population. 

Boise Metro is expected to reach 611,300 by 2025.  With the trend of little or negative growth in the rural areas, it is expected that the Urban Higher Ed’s budget will grow to meet the urban population’s needs.  Where this leaves a rural land grant is open to debate, however the present trend of UI’s contraction is problematic for Latah County.

7) Southwest Idaho represents 43% of the state’s population and is lacking two-year community college programs as reported in the media, in business reports, by the Governor and by the legislature.  Southwest Idaho’s industries are pushing hard for two-year technical programs since most believe good jobs coupled with an educated workforce are vital for a good economy. Will the demand for two-year tech in higher Ed cause increased funding for UI? Moscow rejected a protech/voctech program in conjunction with LCSC, the Albertson’s Foundation, and the National Guard. 

8) Universities in the Marketplace authored by Derek Bok, former president of Harvard and acting interim, talks about the role of technology and the Internet in Higher Ed. Bok quotes Peter Drucker who stated: “due to technology alone location will be rendered less relevant for a number of disciplines and technology will make many mortar and brick institutions relics of the past.”                   Drucker authored more articles for the Harvard Business Review than any other individual. Both believe technology is a fundamental shift in education.  Rebel with a Cause, by John Sperling, takes the case further.  Sperling is the founder of the University of Phoenix, which has over 250,000 students. Recall that Sperling was discredited and run out of California by the California Education establishment for being successful in bringing user-friendly quality education to adults (non-traditional students). 

Quotes from Bok of interest: A) “Universities share one characteristic with compulsive gamblers and exiled royalty: there is never enough money to satisfy their needs.” B) “ In the first place, university administrators do not have as strong an incentive as most business executives to lower costs and achieve greater efficiency…like the threat of imminent execution, the fear of extinction works famously to concentrate the mind.” C) “A second important lesson universities can learn from business is the value of striving continuously to improve the quality of what they do…. Universities, too, need to learn to adapt more quickly…professors who look down on business would do well to bear this point in mind.”
III) Solutions for our region:

1) Follow the lessons of Ireland: A) All stakeholders ought to come     together and agree on a path to prosperity and not change course. B) Support education and keep the cost low for the student to regionally gain the most educated workforce around, C) support infrastructure to accommodate growth, D) become the most business friendly area in the region by instituting an industrial and tax policy which is consistently very supportive of business and de-politicize economic development, E) become fiscally astute by holding costs and corporate tax down.  Enclosed is an editorial authored by Thomas Friedman about the aforementioned.

2)  Develop our rural area as an example: Latah County has 1077 square miles with a population of 34,714.   Honolulu County has 600 square miles with a population of 899,593.  Latah County is not suffering from urban sprawl, nor lacks water, nor is the era of the auto over.

3) Glean lessons from Chicago as described in the special report in the March 18th, 2006 issue of The Economist. There was a painful period of industrial decline and political instability during which jobs, people and companies all left Chicago while the politicians bickered. Racial tensions flared.   Today. Chicago hums with prosperity and exudes vitality.  Not much different than the Boise area.  Boise boasts of being selected by Forbes Magazine Aug. 2005 as the “Best Place for Business and Career, “2nd Best City in America to do Business”-Inc. MagazineMay, 2005.“Boise No. 1 in Productivity”, Jan. 2004 - Bay Area Economic Forum. Boise No. 4 in top 10 “Best Walking Cities in America.” March 2006 National Geographic painted Boise as “a mecca for outdoor enthusiasts that offers plenty of urban pleasures, also including restaurants and outdoor cafes, art museums, and a Shakespeare festival.”
“Chicago has changed over the years. Politics has become more democratic and business less feral.  But it is no exaggeration to say that, when the place works- and for years Chicago has taken pride in being “the city that works”—businessmen and politicians pull in the same direction.” The Economist, March 18, 2006.  

Presently Moscow has followed Benjamin Friedman’s position that when growth stagnates there is “a rising intolerance and incivility and the eroding of generosity and openness…. The real benefit of growth, Friedman argues, is that it encourages a wide range of social virtues including dedication to democracy, tolerance of diversity, social mobility, and commitment to fairness… This in turn creates a more favorable environment for political and social advances.”   Change as Chicago has.

4) Visit other small college towns in the northwest that are vibrant and prosperous. A quick list: Bozeman Montana, Missoula Montana, Walla Walla Washington, and Corvallis Oregon. Examine and bring back their strengths of being pro-business, pro-education, pro-infrastructure, and tolerant.

5) Dennis Erickson states: “Vision begins with Goals.” He embraces a new set of challenges and those visions, which he believes will ultimately lead down the path to success.  Define the Vision, set goals, take action, measure and monitor, and modify actions until the goals are met.   Thus Vision becomes reality.  Life is short- do it now.     
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