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Small Cities’ Corner

Navasota:  A Texas Success Story

By Dr. Peter Tarlow, Founder and President, Tourism and More, College Station 

With Brad Stafford, City Manager, Navasota; and Rory Gesch, Interim Superintendent, Navasota Independent School District

The City of Navasota has come a long way in a few short 
years. Even a short visit to Navasota shows that in this down 
economy, concerned citizens and caring leadership can come 
together to turn a city around. As recently as five or six years 
ago, many saw Navasota as a place to make a pit stop, at 
best. Its downtown was dying, its people had given up hope, 
and its schools were failing. Now, due to hard work and a 
concerted effort by citizens and local leadership, Navasota 
has produced a model that is a beacon of light for smaller 
Texas cities across the state. 

Navasota—the Last Five Years
As noted above, Navasota was a city beset with problems 
merely five years ago. Its customer service was lacking, the 
city was poorly kept and beset by racial tensions, its schools 
were seen as substandard, and its school district faculty 
was demoralized. More than anything, however, the many 
people of Navasota had simply given up on their city. The 
city suffered from lack of community self-esteem and a 
mindset of “not.” Navasota was a place that lived in the 
past, where problems never seem to leave, and anger became 
inter-generational.

Three Years Ago
About three years ago, Navasota City Manager Brad Stafford 
and Dr. Peter Tarlow of Tourism and More met to see if 
something could be done to change not only Navasota’s 
image, but also its economy. Stafford and Tarlow quickly 
developed a model for Navasota based on principles.  

A blue ribbon committee would be established from a 
cross-section of the city’s population, and the committee 
would be independent of city government. Navasota’s city 
government tasked the committee with the goals of help-
ing Navasota to choose a direction that would appeal to the 
majority of its citizens. The committee was to work closely 
with city government, but not be held to city government. 
The city manager and mayor chose the initial committee 
members, who were then encouraged to incorporate other 
interested community members. The Navasota Blue Ribbon 
Committee (NBRC) sought out citizens who had com-
plaints and emphasized the fact that committee members 
were expected to work. Committee meetings were held in 
the presence of Dr. Tarlow, who assumed the role of both 

facilitator and father figure, helping the committee to stay 
on track and holding committee members accountable. 

The NBRC’s initial work consisted of: 
• Identification of community goals; 
• Identifying Navasota’s challenges and strengths; and 
•  Developing positive thinking methodologies so as to 

permit creative problem solving.

The committee made the decision that this was to be a 
long-term project of at least one year and possibly three to 
five years. It also understood that not every problem would 
be solved immediately and that there was a great need for 
prioritization. It also came to the realization that it would 
need to establish close cooperation with the Navasota 
Independent School District if the city hoped to attract 
middle- and upper-income families. After some debate, the 
NBRC decided that its first priority was customer service. 
Rather than criticize local merchants, a customer service 
course was developed and was first mandated by the city 
manager for all city employees. The four-hour course created 
enough community buzz that local merchants became inter-
ested. The merchant’s course was offered on the Monday 
prior to Thanksgiving. Once again, the emphasis was on 
a sense of community, and the course was given in such a 
way as to show a direct relationship between good customer 
service and improved sales. At the same time, the town’s 
mayor and city manager joined Dr. Tarlow in visiting every 
Navasota merchant, listening to complaints and asking each 
merchant for advice.  

While listening was an essential component of Navasota’s 
search for renewal, the committee soon realized that a 
wide range of data was needed. The guiding principle was 
that, rather than take a defensive posture, Navasota would 
identify problems, bring them into the sunlight, and fix 
them. Tarlow sent an upper-class, mixed-racial couple to 
every store in Navasota to act as mystery shoppers and to 
determine if Navasota had a racial problem. The commit-
tee’s findings were provided to the public at a town meeting. 
To ensure full attendance, the Navasota Police Department 
went door to door speaking to citizens and encouraging 
them to attend the town meeting. 

 On the next page is a partial listing of the committee’s 
accomplishments during the last three years: 
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• Development of a town vision
• Festival development and enhancement
• Opening of a Navasota Tourism Bureau
•  Moving the members of the local chamber of com-

merce to develop a sense of independence and teach-
ing them that they could stand on their own without 
taxpayer help

•  Development of a Navasota Independent School 
District Blue Ribbon Committee to work with the 
NBRC

•  New and innovative presentations to land developers 
regarding Navasota’s potential for development

•  Meetings with the local media to learn how Navasota 
can better cooperate with the media and present a 
positive image

About a year ago, Navasota decided that the city could 
not continue its progress unless it has a top tier school 
district. This was not to be an easy task. The Navasota 
Independent School District (NISD) had multiple prob-
lems, from conflicting visions to, once again, low self-
esteem issues. The NISD Board of Trustees tasked Dr. 
Tarlow with developing a school program that would 
permit the City of Navasota and NISD to work in sync. 
This was especially challenging because Navasota and 
the Navasota Independent School District do not have 

common boundaries. Despite the many problems, another 
blue ribbon task force was developed. Dr. Tarlow presented 
the task force with a report on how the students viewed 
their school, what their hopes and dreams were, and what 
problems they encounter on a daily basis. The task force 
asked for citizen input and was able during the last year, 
under the guidance of Acting Superintendent Rory Gesh, 
to create a new vision/motto statement, a closer relation-
ship with the local media, and a new sense of school pride. 
A new brochure explaining what NISD has to offer is now 
being distributed to realtors and downtown merchants. 

This report does not mean that Navasota has now solved 
all its problems. It does mean that Navasota’s schools, citi-
zens, city government, and employees are now on the same 
page and working toward the same goals. Navasota can be 
proud of the fact that, during these past three years, it has:

•  Learned to see bumps in the road as merely challenges 
to overcome

•  Developed a cooperative approach to problem solving 
• Adopted a city council Leadership Policy
•  Vastly improved appearance of the main streets, with 

improved streetscapes
• Developed a City Strategic Growth Plan for 2027

(continued on page 43)
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Citizen Corps is a nationwide grassroots movement to actively
involve every American in making our communities and our

nation safer and better prepared for emergencies of all kinds.We all
have a role in hometown security and Citizen Corps provides local
opportunities for everyone to prepare, train, and volunteer.

Citizen Corps – How you can make your

community safer and better prepared.

www.texascitizencorps.org

GET INVOLVED NOW.
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•  Filled downtown buildings with new stores and 
restaurants

• Opened new hotels in the city
• Increased opportunities to hear live music downtown
•   Constructed a new municipal building, including 

associated streetscapes, with a planned completion in 
spring 2011

•  Involved citizens, who now realize that problems 
brought to the city’s attention will be dealt with in 
the fairest and most efficient manner possible

•  Developed an ethnic sensitivity course so that people 
of all races, creeds, and nationalities will feel welcome

•  Developed joint training of NISD and Navasota city 
employees so that employees of both entities not only 
know each other, but also know how to work together

Over the last five years, Navasota has made a complete 
turn-around with multiple accomplishments, from its new 
football stadium to its Blues Festival, from being accepted 
by the Texas Historical Commission into its Visionaries In 
Preservation (VIP) program to downtown beautification. 

These accomplishments, which have not come easily, are 
based on the following principles:

1.  Navasota allowed an outsider to act as a “town dad” 
who demanded excellence while exhibiting fatherly 
love.

2.  Navasota developed good problem-solving techniques.
3.  Navasota decided to put its negative image behind it 

and chose to accentuate the positive.
4.  Navasota realized that it would have to work with Dr. 

Tarlow with a limited budget; therefore, in an effort 
to cut costs, its citizens have accomplished much of 
the work.

5.  Navasota came to realize that either it controlled 
change or change would control it.

6.  Navasota citizens decided that they wanted to leave a 
better city for their descendents.

If you would like to learn more about the Navasota 
miracle, please contact Navasota City Manager Brad 
Stafford at bstafford@navasotatx.gov. �
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FOR ALL WASTEWATER SERVICE AND INSTALLATION
NEEDS, THE CHOICE IS CLEAR

9217 Hwy. 290 West, Suite 100, Austin, Texas 78736  
Phone: 512.707.7027 • Fax: 512.617.1524 

www.wastewater-solutions.net

Design/Build On-Site Wastewater 
Treatment and Disposal Systems

Service and Maintain On-Site Wastewater
Treatment and Disposal Systems

Site Utilities, Storm, Water, Wastewater

General Repairs

Septic Tank Pumping
www.globalcolorses.com
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