Maricopa: A 21st Century Growing Wonder  

By Teya Vitu


Maricopa, Arizona, is the true 21st century city, the self-designated city of the future that wants to follow a new model: suburbia with a self-contained, commute-free, high-wage economy.


Barely a speck on the map with 1,500 people in 2000, Maricopa today tops 40,000 residents. Planned developments could take that figure to 167,000 people in the next 20 or 30 years within the 45-square-mile city. Maricopa is strategically located SW of Chandler and is minutes from the I10 freeway with direct access to I8.  


Maricopa sports two modern shopping centers with Fry’s Marketplace and Bashas’ supermarkets across the street from each other; upscale housing developments lining lakes and lagoons; and a bustling new library, opened in 2009, that had patrons glued to all 20 computers on a scorching, mid-week summer afternoon.


“When I moved here in 2003, we had zero traffic lights, zero grocery,” Mayor Anthony Smith said. “In five years, we have been able to truly change the face of Maricopa.”


Bashas’ opened in July 2004. Wal-Mart followed in May 2009, Fry’s Marketplace arrived in 2008 and was the No. 1 store in volume among Fry’s 120 stores in Arizona in 2009. Even more important on the city’s economic development front, Yulex Corp, a natural rubber latex manufacturer, and Pinal Energy, Arizona’s first ethanol production plant, both arrived in 2007. The community was already home to Volkswagen’s North American Proving Grounds, as well as the United States Department of Agriculture Arid Land Research Facility, to name a few key industries.


“We had one Shell station and a Circle K in 2004,” remembered Danielle Casey, Maricopa’s economic development director, who has been a staff member with the City since June of 2005.


“It’s all new. Everything is new,” said Barry Albrecht, executive director of the Central Arizona Regional Economic Development Foundation. “They have new facilities and new retail. It’s a new city. They have a great advantage of planning job centers for future growth.”

“Maricopa is unique in the fact that it consists of new, state of the art, telecommunications infrastructure and is well positioned to become the one of the most sophisticated Cities in Arizona,” said Keith A. Kirkman, President/CEO of Orbitel Communications, L.L.C. Maricopa based Orbitel is the leading provider of broadband communications services to tens of thousands of Maricopa residents and businesses. “It is easy to become engaged in the business community and contribute to the growth in Maricopa,” said Kirkman.

Maricopa loudly contrasts itself from the sprawling suburbia of the 20th century, where planners and residents were content with bedroom communities that forced one-, two- and three-hour drives to work.


“We have a highly educated and skilled workforce that commutes largely to locations in Chandler, Tempe and Ahwatukee,” Smith said. “If they were to have a choice, they would take a cut in pay and work in Maricopa rather than drive to the Valley.” 


City leaders are working full-speed to provide that choice. A hospital for Maricopa is in the talks; so is a hotel; Central Arizona College has acquired 200 acres to build a community college branch a full build out is estimated to be capable of serving up to 15,000 students; and intense focus is on 900-acre corridor along Maricopa-Casa Grande Highway that is foreseen with thousands of industrial jobs on land that Casey remembers as a feed lot occupied by180,000 cows.


Central Arizona College is in the design phase of a new regional campus in Maricopa. Central Arizona College offers more than 80 certificate and degree programs and over 50 university transfer programs.


“With the continued growth in the Maricopa area we have served the educational needs by development of an educational center, but this was just the initial step in serving a larger educational need,” College President Dennis Jenkins said. “We are at a point where we need to better serve the local area by expanding educational, job training and lifelong learning opportunities.

“The future for the Maricopa area is very bright and Central Arizona College is very excited to be expanding our partnership with the City of Maricopa and Maricopa residents.”  


“We are ready for the next level,” said Jim Rives, chief executive of the Maricopa Economic Development Alliance (MEDA), a private nonprofit founded in 2009 to partner with the city.


MEDA brings together the CEOs of all the utility companies and other key stakeholders to give developers a one-stop shop to deal with utilities issues and city leaders with the comfort of confidentiality because it’s a private entity.


“It’s the key stakeholders coming to the table with one mission in mind: sustainable economic development,” Rives said. “We want companies to locate and expand here, have employees live here.”


MEDA is collaborating with the city to produce a full-blown economic development strategic plan, an element of which will be designed to attract growth industries in the Maricopa-Casa Grande highway at White & Parker Road at the city’s southeast corner.


“We want to have an industrial complex in place in the next five years,” Rives said.


The heart of MEDA’s strategic plan will ask residents which types of industry they wish to see in Maricopa from the 50 to 60 growing industries identified in a recent cluster study commissioned by the city and made possible via state grant funds. The plan should be complete in spring 2011.


“Let’s involve the community and figure out what it wants to be,” Rives said. “Where are we, where do we want to go, how do we get there? It’s not going to be pie in the sky fluff. How do we come up with a detailed strategy on how to make it happen in five years?”


Economic development has also been a primary priority for the City Council since Maricopa incorporated in 2003. The council empowered Casey to build a robust economic development program that includes an Enterprise Zone, and Industrial Development Authority, fast-track permitting, cutting-edge data sets and research, a Green Business Program and a redevelopment district area plan.


“Strategic planning involving the creation of job centers will resolute in new services in retail,” said Albrecht 


This year, the city council assembled its own four-year strategic plan with economic development spelled out first, ahead of quality of life, transportation connectivity, public safety and management the future. The city strategic plan again relied on town halls and public surveys. 


“That was my idea to move forward,” said the mayor, a former Motorola strategic planner. “We understood the direction the residents wanted us to go. We don’t go far off on our own with public input.”


Unlike so many plans that quickly find a shelf, Maricopa lives its strategic plans.


“It’s a discipline,” Smith said. “You cannot write it and put it on a shelf. We have three reviews of the strategic plan a year. We apply action items with responsibilities and a time frame to accomplish them. You identify areas you want to progress and you go after them with assigned actions.


“When you get 40,000 residents coming into town in a short time frame, you have to have a city that is more than houses and rooms. You have to have localized jobs and services. We don’t want to be a bedroom community.”


Mayor Anthony Smith himself falls within the statistic that 48.7 percent of the population has at least a bachelor’s degree (nearly double the national average), and recent polls show 73 percent have lived in Maricopa for no more than five years, and nearly all would subscribe to Smith’s reason to look to Maricopa for “best value home” and easy connectivity to Phoenix metro, especially Chandler.


“That’s what kicked off the incorporation effort,” Assistant City Manager Roger Kolman said. “People here saw what was going to happen and they wanted a say of what was going to happen.”


Maricopa erupted in the early 21st century in large part due to the efforts of Mike Ingram, chief executive of Phoenix-based El Dorado Holdings. Ingram saw booming opportunity in Maricopa in the late 1990s, and, starting in March 2002, unrolled more than 5,000 homes in the Rancho El Dorado, Province and The Villages of El Dorado subdivisions.


“He was responsible for the development of approximately 4.5 square miles of residential subdivision,” Kolman said. 


In its heaviest month, Maricopa issued 791 new single family home permits, but the building boom crumbled in 2006, and these days the city averages about 30 residential building permits a month – still an astonishing number.


“We continue to draw people,” Casey said. “We’ve never had a negative growth month.”


Nearly 35 residential developments are in various stages of construction, planning, or classified as “current planned developments.”


“If we were still building as we were building before, we would be built out in 2020,” Kolman said. “More realistically, expect a build out in 20-30 years.”


  Maricopa took a knock on the chin in 2008 as ABC News proclaimed it “the poster child of the mortgage crisis,” but Maricopa’s situation in 2008 matched several cities in the Phoenix metro, said Jim Rounds, senior VP at Elliott D. Pollack & Co., a Phoenix economic consultant firm. 


What’s more important to Rounds is what Maricopa has done in the two years since. Rounds much prefers criticizing cities’ economic development efforts, but he allows himself rare praise when discussing Maricopa.


“With them, I did a complete 180 from two years ago,” Rounds said. “What I really like about Maricopa is they are, in my experience, one of half dozen cities in the Valley that really understand economic development. That includes the staff, the city council and the mayor. They fund economic development at an adequate level. What I like about Maricopa, and Pinal County as a whole, they are unusual. They understand you have to build on your community’s strengths. They understand you don’t give away more than you get in return.”

####
Teya Vitu is a freelance writer with 20-plus years of daily newspaper experience in Arizona, Nevada and California.
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