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TML Board meets; updated on pertinent municipal issues
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BY LINDA BRYANT

	 When Tom Rowland was elected mayor 
of Cleveland in 1991, he was a well-known 
regional broadcaster who didn’t have political 
aspirations. Now, with 23-years under his belt as 
the city’s most prominent leader, he is the longest 
serving mayor in Cleveland’s history. 
	 Rowland didn’t grow up in Cleveland, but 
once he found the city he made it his home. His 
childhood was nomadic because his parents 
were in the hotel business, a profession that 
required them to move around. He was born 
in a hotel in Florida, and his first bassinet was 
actually a hotel room drawer. By the time he 
graduated from high school, he’d attended 19 
different schools. 
	 Rowland eventually landed at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee, where he studied communica-
tions. After college he started his broadcasting 
career in Cleveland, and he never left. 
	 “I would not have ever predicted in 1991 
that I’d still be mayor,” Rowland said. “Going 
into politics was not my plan, but I was asked 
to run by a former mayor who had decided not 
to pursue office again. As a broadcaster and a 
newscaster, I had covered all of the Cleveland 
City Commission meetings, so I had knowledge 
of the workings of local government. I proba-
bly attended more meetings than some of the 
city commissioners. I appreciated Governor 
McWhorter’s saying at the time —  “Give me a 
vanilla wafer and a glass of milk, and I’m ready 
to go to work.” I felt like I was prepared.
	 It’s not an understatement to say Rowland’s 
leadership is profound for a local political fig-
ure, and it’s not only because of his long tenure 
as a mayor. He has been involved in many key 
state and federal organizations, and he has 
founded, or been involved in numerous chari-
ties. 
	 He currently is serving his second term as 
president of the Tennessee Municipal League. 
He also serves as vice chairman of the Tennes-
see Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental 
Relations, board member of the Tennessee Risk 
Management Pool, and vice chairman of the 
Tennessee Municipal Bond Fund. He has re-
mained active  for many years in the National 
League of Cities and the U.S. Conference of 
Mayors. In 2009, he was named Tennessee’s 
Community Leader of the Year. He was TML’s 
Mayor of the Year in 2004. 
	 Rowland is a military veteran and is the only 
mayor in Tennessee who serves on the Homeland 
Security Council. He and wife, Sandra, founded 
the Empty Stocking Fund, an annual drive that 
provides Christmas gifts each year to foster 
children in his community. 

TT & C: You’ve been the mayor of Cleve-
land for more than 20 years. How has the 
city changed? What are some of the biggest 
issues you’re facing and what are some of 
your successes? 
TR: When I came into office in 1991, Cleveland 
was like many towns. As malls evolved, our 
downtown areas were getting deserted. Now, 
downtown Cleveland is starting to regenerate 
itself. We have a lot of loft living. Our restaurants 
have just about doubled. It all adds up to down-
town Cleveland becoming a destination. We are 
in a pilot program with University of Tennessee 
called the Smart Cities Initiative. They send 
students in teams to our city. Each team takes 
a different segment of the city  — downtown, 
areas for revitalization, homelessness etc. It’s 
good to have the outside people come in and look 
and see what the outside possibilities in our city 
that we might be blinded to. 
	 When Whirlpool built a new manufacturing 
plant here a few years ago, they were basically 
located downtown. Although the buildings 
aren’t completely empty, they will be as they 
evolve from downtown to the new plant. With 
the help of Smart Cities, we are looking into 
the revitalization of that area with ideas such as 
recreation and parks. It will be a boon if all this 
can happen downtown. 
	 We also have urban bus service, which is 
something we didn’t have 20 years ago. The 
ridership continues to increase almost weekly. I 
didn’t realize that so many people would depend 
on bus service to get to work, to the doctor and 
so on. I’m really pleased with the bus service. 
It’s been one of our great success stories. Our 
population has also continued to grow — it’s 
probably doubled since I’ve been here. We’ve 
become a metro area, one of 10 in the state. 
	 Lee University has also helped put us on the 
map. Everything they do is superb. 

TT & C: It appears that we have made it 
through the Great Recession. How did Cleve-
land fare through it all? 
TR: During the recession, Forbes issued a re-
port that said we survived the recession better 
than any of the 10 metro areas in Tennessee. A 
later report came out that said Metro Nashville 
may have done a little better than us, but we 
were close. Unlike our neighbor Dalton, Ga., 
who depends on the carpet business, we aren’t 
dependent on one industry for our economy. In 
Dalton, when homebuilding and carpet sales 
are down, it affects their whole community. We 
are blessed to have a variety of businesses here. 

TT & C: Can you describe your business and 
industrial sector in a little more detail? 
TR: We are the fifth largest manufacturing com-
munity in Tennessee. We have nearly a dozen 
Fortune 500 companies here  —  Whirlpool, 
Mars Chocolate, Merck, Hardwick Clothes, 
Duracell, just to name a few. We have great 

employers in our community.
	 Wacker Chemie company in Germany is 
investing about $2.4 billion. They will be up and 
running in about another year and making the 
raw material for solar panels. They have 2,000 
construction employees on site right now. We 
just received a report from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics released last week that the Cleveland 
Metro area is the sixth largest community adding 
construction jobs in the United States. We are 
very proud of that.
	 Three years ago we were about to lose 
Whirlpool. They had to make a decision whether 
to expand here or expand in Oxford, Miss. The 
one thing they stressed about choosing Cleve-
land was the work ethic of the people here. 
Our workers are proud of the merchandise they 
produce. That made a big difference on their 
decision to stay. 
	 We are also blessed with the expansion of 
our existing industries. When they expand, it 
sends a strong message to outsiders that it must 
be a good community in which to do business. 
Duracell has also done a major expansion here. 
Mars Chocolate makes 55 percent of the world’s 
M&Ms here. All Twix Bars are made here. 
	 We also have a Kroger warehouse here for 
the entire Southeastern United States. They 
ship products from Texas as far as Virginia and 
South to all the Kroger stores. It’s a tremendous 
operation. 
	 One problem we have is that we are out of 
industrial property. The city and county have 
purchased property in the south end of Cleveland 
along the interstate for a new industrial park. In a 
year–and-a -half to two years that property will 
be available. That’s a tough problem but it’s a 
good problem to have. Right now it’s kind of like 
selling a house with no driveway to get to it.

TT & C: You have remained active in the U.S. 
Conference of Mayors for years. How has the 
organization been helpful to you as a mayor? 
TR: I love to talk to local officials from across 
Tennessee, but it’s good to talk to people from 
other states, too. Cities and counties operate dif-

ferently from state to state, but it’s interesting to 
meet these folks from New Jersey and Colorado 
and see how they are addressing their problems. 
You can learn a lot from their successes. 
	 I have served on the Conference’s Social 
Justice and Parks and Recreation committees. 
Social Justice actually ties into Homeland 
Security. We talk about security threats, but 
we also talk about local problems facing law 
enforcement in big cities and small cities. I’ve 
had several opportunities to go to the White 
House for lunch. My first was with President 
Clinton. I was there for the signing of the famous 
crime bill. We had applied for a grant from the 
Department of Justice that was provided under 
the Crime Bill (The Violent Crime Control and 
Law Enforcement Act of 1994). We were turned 
down. I got a call when we got back from Sen. 
Jim Sasser. He said because you were at the 
White House they are going to approve it — 
resubmit it today. It was approved. Those were 
small grants they first offered where you could 
hire 4-6 police officers. They paid 100 percent 
the first year, then it reduced to 25 percent, and 
finally the local governments had to pick them 
up. It was a big help. That was the first federal 
law enforcement grant the city has ever received. 
We were at the right place at the right time. 

TT & C: You serve on the Homeland Security 
Council. From a state perspective, what ap-
pears to be our biggest concerns and how can 
local governments play a role in the council’s 
overall mission.
TR: I was first appointed to the Security Council 
by Governor Sundquist. I served under Gover-
nor Bredesen and now Governor Haslam. We 
have a great director — David Purkey. He really 
keeps the folks in Tennessee in the loop on issues 
of national and local security. 
	 Commissioner Purkey sends the Council 
members information that’s called “law enforce-
ment sensitive.” We are asked to share these 
with our area law enforcement. These are usu-
ally things he’s learned about from the national 
side of Homeland Security — threats that have 

come locally, threats to our nation, state and 
community. Commissioner Purkey was in town 
just a week ago, and we convened a meeting of 
local law enforcement and emergency responder 
leaders to meet with him. 

TT & C: You founded the Cleveland 100. 
What is this organization and why is it im-
portant?
TR: I got the idea from Nashville. A deputy sher-
iff had been killed in the line of duty. Nashville 
100 provided scholarships for the children and 
paid off the family’s mortgage. It’s a great pro-
gram, and I thought we could do it in Cleveland. 
I came home and shared it with a friend of mine 
who was a retired special agent with the ATF. 
He spent a lot time with the folks in Nashville 
learning about their organization. 
	 We formed a board of directors, and shortly 
after that a firefighter was killed in an accident 
here.  Naturally, we wanted to help that family, 
but at the time we didn’t have any money yet. 
I went to one of my board members and said, 
“We need to pay for the funeral of this young 
man.” He put in the difference; I think it was 
$5,000. Now, we probably have $250,000 in our 
reserves.
	 People will think things will be covered 
because insurance kicks in, but when there is a 
death or tragedy people need immediate cash. 
There are people who have to travel. There’s 
clothing that has to be purchased. The chairman 
of Cleveland 100, Brenda Lawson, and I go to the 
family immediately if something happens. We 
have arrangements with our bank to withdraw 
the cash we need. A city officer was killed about a 
year ago, and we paid a lot of their expenses. We 
also paid the North Carolina patrol for bringing 
the caisson that hauls the casket. 
	 We have an annual awards banquet. We ask 
each emergency department to submit nomina-
tions for those who’ve gone above and beyond 
the call of duty, and we cover all of them. I started 
looking across the state and there are memorials 
for firefighters and police officers but none for 
emergency services. I put a committee together, 
and we now have a memorial wall in downtown 
Cleveland that honors all of our emergency ser-
vices. If someone loses their life in the line of 
duty we put their name on the wall. 

TT & C: You are vice chair of the Tennessee 
Advisory Commission on Intergovernmen-
tal Relations. TACIR takes on some pretty 
interesting and difficult issues. What have 
been some of the toughest issues the Com-
mission have addressed in your time on the 
Commission and what does this upcoming 
year look like.
TR: I’ve been vice president of TACIR about 
eight years now. I feel really honored to sit in 
that seat, along with Sen. Mark Norris, who’s 
the chairman. 
	 I enjoy serving on the commission because 
it provides a lot of insight into proposed legisla-
tion as it affects local government. When some-
one introduces a bill it can sound like a good 
piece of legislation until you really examine the 
pitfalls and the advantages and disadvantages of 
the bill. That’s where TACIR comes in.
	 The most current issue we are dealing with is 
annexation. When TACIR meets this month, the 
commission is charged with making recommen-
dations on annexation procedures to the General 
Assembly.

TT & C: How as the annexation issue impact-
ed Cleveland? 
TR: There is now a moratorium on annexation 
by ordinance. So far, we’ve been fortunate in 
Cleveland. Since the moratorium has been in 
existence, we have annexed some property at 
the request of the property owner. Developers 
have found out they can build a lot more houses 
if they have sewer than if they have septic tanks. 
They want to be in the city. So if folks want our 
product, which is providing municipal services, 
we will certainly consider annexing the property.
 	 Most people think that cities are making 
money on annexations, but we don’t. It’s quite 
expensive. It does help build your population, 
which helps with state and federal funding. 
But it takes awhile before the property taxes 
the annexed property generates catches up with 
some of the operational expenses of providing 
municipal services. 

 TT & C: You have remained active in the Ten-
nessee Municipal League (TML) for many 
years. Why is this organization important to 
you and to Cleveland?
TR: The networking opportunities at TML are 
outstanding — the annual meetings, the legis-
lative conferences and their district meetings. 
It’s an opportunity to discuss the issues coming 
up in the next legislature. Because we aren’t in 
Nashville, it’s hard for us to realize sometimes 
the implications of certain pieces of legislation. 
We rely on TML to advise us and act on our 
behalf. TML is led by a board of directors. The 
board votes on issues and direct the staff on what 
action to take. It’s a democracy. 

TT & C: As a “seasoned veteran” in munic-
ipal government, what would you say to a 
newly elected official. Any sage advice?
TR: First of all, you don’t know it all. I have 
found out that networking with our counter-
parts across the state is extremely important. 
This is where TML is very important. I’d tell 
newly elected officials, to get to know your 
counterparts across the state. Learn from their 
successes and failures. It helps you to be a better 
administrator in your hometown. 
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State Rep. Kevin Brooks, right, presents a resolution to name the TN De-
partment of Transportation APD-40 Interchange in Cleveland in honor of the 
Honorable Mayor Tom Rowland. 

Mayor Rowland with his wife Sandra, left, and Cleveland Assistant City Manager 
Melinda Carroll at TML’s Annual Conference in Chattanooga.

Tom Rowland still forging state, national connectivity 
in his role as Cleveland’s longest serving mayor


