Movers and shakers give Brown middling grade at midterm
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The city's movers and shakers find more good than bad, but also reason for concern, in Mayor Byron W. Brown's first two years in office, according to a Buffalo News survey of almost 150 government officials and business and civic leaders. 

Six in 10 give the mayor a satisfactory job rating. But he drew middle-of-the road grades for his personal and professional skills and attributes. 

Overall, he grades out in the vicinity of "C+." 

Survey respondents said Brown displays many of the personal skills you would want in a mayor: He's smart, hard working and even-tempered. 

One civic leader described Brown as a "steady hand at the helm. He treats everyone equally, professionally."
"He works hard and cares a lot," said attorney David Colligan. 

But respondents also fault him for being inaccessible and too shy about shaking up City Hall. 

"His fear of making the unpopular or wrong decision has resulted in no decision, which, of course, is the worst scenario," said Joseph Foley, president of the city firefighters' union, which has been at odds with Brown and the previous mayor. 

And more than a few respondents question who is really running City Hall, saying the Brown administration has a strident personality more reflective of Deputy Mayor Steve Casey than the mayor. 

"Steve Casey runs the show. Not very well. His way or no way," said one government official. 

Brown earned a satisfactory job approval rating from 61 percent of respondents, and he earned an average 3.3 out of a possible 5 points for 18 personal and professional attributes. 

He earned his best scores, the equivalent of a "B," for work ethic, speaking ability and temperament. His worst grades, akin to a "D+," were for accessibility and willingness to take unpopular stands. 

The News has conducted similar surveys of elected officials for nearly 20 years, and Brown's ratings put him slightly below most of those holding executive office and on a par with the typical Common Council member or Erie County legislator. 

Here is how the movers and shakers see him: 

-- Forty-seven percent of respondents rated Brown's job performance as above average, while 15 percent said it was satisfactory, and 39 percent said it was below average, with one in five respondents giving him a "poor" rating. 

  
-- Half of respondents said city government operations improved since Brown took office. A quarter said they remain about the same. Another quarter said they are worse. 

 
-- Blacks are much more likely than whites to regard Brown favorably. His job approval rating was 54 percent among white respondents, 88 percent among blacks. His rating, on a scale of 1 to 5, for personal and professional attributes, was 3.2 percent among whites and 4.1 among blacks. 

-- Brown's scores are similar among business, government and civic organizations. He earned a 3.3 out of 5 points from civic leaders, 3.4 each from government and business officials. 

 
Brown's overall score of 3.3 out of 5 is similar to that of his predecessor, Anthony M. Masiello, when The News conducted a similar survey two years into his first term. 

The two share some similarities, according to survey respondents. Both were lauded for being hardworking and sensitive to all ethnic groups. Both drew modest marks for independence and willingness to take unpopular stands. 

Where they differ: Masiello was regarded as more accessible, Brown as smarter and a better speaker. 

Brown, who a year ago gave himself a grade of "A" for his first year in office, declined to give himself a mark this time around. The mayor said, however, he believes he has been "successful" accomplishing his mission as mayor "to improve the economy, improve city services, improve quality of life in the City of Buffalo." 

Brown and his top aides said that what people may perceive as a lack of boldness is actually his administration working on improving city government without depending on a "silver bullet" approach. 

Brown took exception to complaints he is not accessible. 

"I think I'm incredibly accessible. I think this is probably one of the most accessible city governments ever," he said. 

The mayor also dismissed claims that Casey has too much power. 

 
"It's not Mr. Casey who sets that direction or shapes that policy, it's me who sets that direction and sets that policy, in consultation with the deputy mayor and all my senior staff," Brown said. 

    

Positives noted 

    

Survey respondents portray the inner workings of the administration as an often bruising affair, for better and worse. 

There is a consensus that Brown has hired better than Masiello -- "fewer examples of egregious cronyism," as one civic activist said -- holds his department heads more accountable and generally runs a more professional operation. 

"There seems to be a higher level of professionalism and accountability," said Andres Garcia, a longtime leader in the Hispanic community and retired health care administrator. 

"Decisions appear to be based more on a process and objective criteria rather than who knows the mayor," said attorney Adam Perry. 

Brown's implementation of the CitiStat program, an accountability tool based on a model developed in Baltimore that aims to measure city efficiencies in various core service areas, gets some of the credit. 

"I believe CitiStat has added an element of accountability previously missing from city government," said Colligan, the attorney. 

 However, many inside City Hall said the Brown administration has used CitiStat more for show than substance. 

 
Foley, president of the firefighter's union, said the program "has failed to expose the inefficiency in city government." 

And one former city official, noting public access television repeatedly broadcasts CitiStat meetings involving the mayor, said, "The CitiStat program is a TV show, not a management tool." 

    

Casey a negative 

    

The administration's more businesslike tone has come at a considerable price, according to some survey respondents. The boss is off limits to almost everyone, and there is a considerable degree of disillusionment. 

Brown earned his second-worst grade for accessibility, a shortcoming that was repeatedly commented on by survey respondents. 

One community leader described Brown as "isolated, insular." A government official complained the "mayor is never available to meet with." 

Added another government official: "People cannot get to the mayor. He governs by press conferences and photo ops." 

Many blame Casey, who they contend has limited others' access to the mayor to build his own considerable power base within the administration. Others say the mayor's office is simply disorganized, frequently losing paperwork and seemingly incapable of managing an appointments calendar. 

Some feel Brown has ceded too much power to Casey, whose demeanor and lack of administrative experience they say are ill suited for the city's No. 2 job. One civic leader described Casey this way: "Huge ego, bad temper, intimidates people." 

Said one government official: "Casey's old school leadership style of command and control, where capable people are treated like children and all decisions must flow through him is not bringing out the best performance among people. Any mistakes are pounced upon, making people hesitate on all decisions." 

As a result, commissioners, who are generally regarded as a solid, if not spectacular group, are disempowered and micromanaged, several respondents said. 

"He has some good staff; now he needs to listen to them," said Joel Rose, a community activist. 

There has been another consequence to Casey's heavy hand. It has stamped the administration as unnecessarily controlling and confrontational, despite Brown's reputation as being personable and even-tempered. 

"There is an arrogance to the administration that is disturbing," said one government official. "The mantra is control at all costs. Honest debate or discussion by anyone, including Council members, is viewed as an attack." 

    

Progress seen 

    

Has the administration's hard-nosed, top-down management style worked? 

To a degree. 

And at a price. 

Fifty-one percent of respondents said City Hall operates better under Brown than it did under Masiello. But the other half said the place is the same -- or worse. 

Respondents noted several accomplishments: The city's response to the surprise snowstorm in October 2006. Brown's success landing more state aid. The increase in development activity downtown and on the waterfront, although some respondents noted most of the projects were initiated during Masiello's tenure. 

Respondents indicated the spurt of construction activity is a big reason why they are generally upbeat about the city's future. Sixty-one percent said the city is headed in the right direction. One government official described his optimism this way: "Private sector investment is on the rise." 

Many respondents also feel good about some of the intangibles Brown has brought to the job. He is perceived as professional, optimistic and a good representative of the city. 

"I think he is the most professional, big-picture-thinking mayor Buffalo has had in decades," said Bill Sunderlinn, a civic leader. 

An attorney who has worked with Brown on community issues said the mayor "has represented Buffalo well locally, statewide and nationally." 

Respondents noted several disappointments. Some expressed disapproval over what they considered Brown's lack of candor in disclosing details of his son's auto accident earlier this year. 

On the policy front, many expressed frustration with the city's failure to reach contract settlements with its major labor unions and what they regard as a lack of attention paid to neighborhoods. 

"While the mayor talks a lot about addressing quality of life issues, it just doesn't look and feel like quality of life is improving in many neighborhoods," said one government official. 

In explaining why half of them think City Hall is not better off two years into Brown's tenure, respondents expressed frustration at what they see as perhaps Brown's biggest shortcoming. 

"He is too cautious in seeking change," one government official said. 

Or, as one business leader put it: "A politician, not a leader." 

    

Not enough change 

    

Why the lack of boldness? 

Some see Brown as instinctively conservative -- not one to rock the boat. 

Others feel he and the small inner circle he trusts to make decisions are not skilled enough in the issues and machinations of city government to chart a different course. 

"The administration is unimaginative, and others are taking the lead on big issues. It lacks the vision and fortitude to make the hard decisions," said one housing official. 

But most of all, respondents see a preoccupation with image: The less you do, the less you can be criticized for, and Brown's relatively squeaky clean image is seen as a foundation of any future, and widely anticipated, runs for higher office. 

"In caring too much about not making mistakes in order to further his career, Brown does not take any risks, has no real plan to improve the city," said one community leader. 

One civic leader, echoing a common sentiment, described Brown as "very thin-skinned [with] a need to look good all the time." 

Brown's middling reputation as a change agent is borne out in many scores he received for personal and professional attributes. 

He received his worst score for "willingness to take unpopular stands." And for the most part, his lowest scores, involved abilities and attributes related to change-oriented management: independence, willingness to challenge the status quo, and effectiveness implementing policy and legislation. 

His ratings for leadership and vision were marginally better, 3.3 out of a possible 5 points. 

His best ratings as a manager came for sensitivity to all ethnic groups and fiscal management. 

And the debate rages. 

"Buffalo is in a better place than it was [in the] two years ago before Brown," said one business leader. "He's identified and addressed problems and at least has begun to fix them." 

"Overall, he's a giant disappointment. I expected more," said someone involved in government and civic circles who described Brown's first two years as a "triumph of style over substance." 
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