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IN THIS ISSUE 

  

W
e have a little bit of everything for you in our 
April issue, starting with our cover story on DNA 
expansion. In cities such as Dallas, Denver and San 
Diego, police and prosecutors are expanding their 

collection of DNA from violent crime scenes to include more 
mundane sites such as robberies and burglaries. By collecting 
forensic evidence and matching it with fast-growing state DNA 
databases—which increasingly include both convicted criminals 
and suspects—local police have dramatically increased arrest 
rates. Though civil liberty groups worry that the DNA net is being 
cast too wide, police say this will reduce crime and pay for lab 
expansion. John Buntin examines both sides of the DNA expan-
sion debate.

In our emerging technology feature, Zach Patton previews a col-
lection of exciting new tools that may—or may not—be on the cusp of 
wider adoption in the public sector. Smartphone apps, for example, 
deliver real-time information like transit schedules, and massive 
data centers provide critical services through Internet clouds. But 
there’s more—one day, we just might live in City 2.0. 

And it wouldn’t be April without a mention of taxes. With rev-
enues declining to record low levels, most states are looking for ways 
to stem the tide. One idea gaining traction—again—is the taxing of 
services. Proponents say a major advantage to taxing services is that 
states can lower rates on income, sales and personal property taxes. 
The idea, however, has repeatedly been snubbed by powerful inter-
est groups. Josh Goodman examines the pros and cons of revisiting 
the taxing of services. 

And fi nally, check out our special photo essay, a collaboration 
between John Buntin and David Kidd that details Elkridge, Md.’s 
material recovery facility, whose 75 employees are proud of the work 
they do: helping our planet. Today’s trash is no longer just waste—
used milk cartons, wood, newspapers, glass, metal and plastic are 
now part of a recycling stream that adds jobs and resources while 
removing waste from the environment.

Enjoy our April issue and, as always, let me know how we’re 
doing by sending me an e-mail at publisher@governing.com.

GOVERNING |  April  20104

Publisher  Fred Kuhn

Editor Tod Newcombe
Editor-at-Large Paul W. Taylor
Managing Editor Elizabeth Daigneau
Associate Editor Jessica B. Mulholland
Photo Editor David Kidd
Chief Copy Editor Miriam Jones
Staff Writers John Buntin, Josh Goodman, Zach Patton, Tina Trenkner
Correspondents Katherine Barrett, Richard Greene, Jonathan Walters
Contributing Editors Blake Harris, Steve Towns
Columnists William Fulton, Peter A. Harkness, Donald F. Kettl, 
Alex Marshall, Girard Miller, John Petersen
Manager of Web Content Wayne Hanson

Creative Director Kelly Martinelli
Design Director David Kidd
Senior Graphic Designer Crystal Hopson
Graphic Designer Michelle Hamm
Illustrator Tom McKeith
Production Director Stephan Widmaier
Production Manager Joei Heart

Director of Marketing & Product Development Amy Fisher

Events & Program Manager Heather Kerrigan
Offi ce Manager Tracie Davis

Founder & Publisher Emeritus Peter A. Harkness

Advertising

West: Account Director Chris Hempel 818-445-4451
South/Midwest: Account Director Jennifer Gladstone 281-888-4125
East/Advocacy: Account Director Erin Waters 202-862-1453
Online Advertising Coordinator Whit Walker 202-862-1456

Marketing/Classifi ed advertising@governing.com

CEO Dennis McKenna
COO Paul Harney
CAO Lisa Bernard
Executive Editor Steve Towns
Executive VP Cathilea Robinett
VP Strategic Initiatives Marina Leight

Reprint Information 
governing.com/reprints-and-linking-policies

Subscription/Circulation Service

Gosia Colosimo, 916-932-1460, gcolosimo@governing.com
http://governing.com/subscribe

Governing (ISSN 0894-3842) is published monthly by e.Republic Inc., with offi  ces 
at  1100 Connecticut Ave. N.W., Suite 1300,  Washington, D.C. 20036 and at 100 Blue 
Ravine Road, Folsom, CA 95630. Telephone: 202-862-8802. Fax: 202-862-0032. 
E-mail: mailbox@governing.com. Web: Governing.com. Periodical postage paid in 
Washington, D.C., and at additional mailing offi  ces. Copyright 2010 e.Republic Inc. 
All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without written permission of 
the publisher is prohibited. Governing, Governing.com and City & State are regis-
tered trademarks of e.Republic Inc.; unauthorized use is strictly prohibited. U.S. 
subscription rates: Government employees—free for one year; all others—$19.95 
for one year. Foreign subscriptions: $74.95 in U.S. funds. Post-master: Send address 
changes to Governing, P.O. Box 3535, Northbrook, IL 60065-9887. Subscribers: 
Enclose mailing label from past issue. Allow six weeks. Member: BPA International. 
Made in the U.S.A.

 By Fred Kuhn, Publisher

Collection: 
From Evidence to Taxes

GOV04_04.indd   4GOV04_04.indd   4 3/16/10   9:53:40 AM3/16/10   9:53:40 AM

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



2010

Nominations are now open for GOVERNING’s 2010 

Public Offi cials of the Year.  Take a moment to tell us 

about an outstanding offi cial from state, city and/or

county government who has demonstrated 

extraordinary leadership, courage, innovation, 

creativity, excellence and/or management expertise.

 

CALL FOR 
NOMINATIONS

Deadline: Friday, June 4, 2010
Nominations must be submitted

through our Web site: 
www.governing.com/POY

For more information, contact 

Josh Goodman at (202) 862-1439 

or jgoodman@governing.com
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LETTERS

Reality Trumps Optimism
I read your recent article in Governing

on snow removal in Syracuse, N.Y., (Snow 
Job, p.36, February 2010) and really enjoyed 
the great photos. As a resident of Syracuse 
for the past 20-plus years, I agree that our 
city has a good history of removing snow 
from our city streets.

However, we now have a new 
mayor (Stephanie Miner) and her 
newly appointed Commissioner 
of Public Works Pete O’Connor. 
Since taking offi  ce in January 
2010, their performance with 
regard to snow removal has been 

very poor. Seventy-two hours after a recent 
12-inch snowfall (a nonevent for Syracuse), 
many streets in our city remain impassable 
to residents and—more importantly—to 
emergency vehicles.

I always enjoy reading an optimistic 
article about our city. But reality trumps 
optimism.

Peter A. Ensminger

Syracuse, N.Y.
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“As a local board of education member in 
Connecticut, one of the biggest things I 
saw [from stimulus monies taking eff ect] 
was use of funds to forestall drastic cuts 
in state education aid, thereby saving 
jobs for teachers and others in the 
education system. We are going to be in 
for one heck of a cliff  after this fi scal year 
when the federal money is gone.”
—from a fan of the Governing Facebook page

“I believe [privatization] should be pursued 
only if it offers government the ability to 
deliver the same or better quality services 
at a lower cost. But the other part to this is 
the move to privatization cannot cripple the 
city or set the agency up for problems in 
the future. And all that is dependent on the 
agreement established with the private 
company. Also, in some cases, privatization 
should not be considered at all if it 
compromises national security.”
—from a member of Governing’s LinkedIn group

“There are a multitude of factors that 
prevent individuals and families from 
transitioning out of homelessness and/or 
‘poverty.’ Some of these same issues actu-
ally cause folks to become homeless or 
fall into the need for services as well. The 
federal guidelines and policies wrapped 
around poverty need to be updated with a 
formula for income.”
—from a fan of the Governing Facebook page

 Join Governing’s LinkedIn group at linkedin.com

 Fan Governing on Facebook at facebook.com/governing

 Follow Governing on Twitter at twitter.com/governing

 Put Governing in your RSS reader at governing.com
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Right: Newly elected Mayor 
Stephanie Miner shows off the 
latest addition to the city’s fleet. 
The truck was on display at her 
outdoor inauguration ceremony 
in early January. Below: A crew 
of welders and mechanics is kept 
busy repairing damaged equipment 
and keeping the plows on the road. 
Bottom: The airport has a number 
of specialized snow removal 
vehicles. Despite the amount of 
snow that falls, runway closures 
are a rare occurrence.

Left: Though it’s known as the 
Salt City, Syracuse imports its 
road salt from Lansing, 50 miles 
to the south. In 2009 the city used 
nearly 41,000 tons to combat 149 
inches of snow. Below left: Operat-
ing heavy equipment in dangerous 
conditions can sometimes lead to 
accidents. This plow slid down an 
icy hill and snapped a telephone 
pole, trapping the driver and wing-
man in a tangle of live power lines. 
Neither was injured. Below right: 
John Ostune enjoys a few minutes 
of warmth before heading out into 
the freezing weather.
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On March 30, 1992, after Syracuse, N.Y., had seen record snow-

fall in excess of 162.5 inches for the 1991-1992 winter season, the 

Syracuse Common Council unanimously approved the following 

resolution:  

“Be it resolved, on behalf of the snow-weary citizens of the city of Syra-

cuse, any further snowfall is expressly outlawed in the city of Syracuse until 

December 24, 1992.”

Though this resolution gave no power against the weather, as two more 

inches of snow fell on the city two days later, it did provide humor that helped 

residents make it to spring. 

The next winter was the snowiest ever—192.2 inches of the white stuff 

blanketed the town. 

There are places nationwide that get more snow, but among America’s 

cities with populations greater than 100,000, Syracuse’s snowfall is supreme. 

Yes, there are years when Buffalo and Rochester do better, but if you want to 

bet on it, put your money on Syracuse. An average year finds total accumula-

tion of 115.6 inches covering this city, which is 25.6 square miles and home to 

approximately 150,000 residents. 

In good economic times and bad, snow is a fact of life for central New 

Yorkers. If the snow is not moved off the streets—and fast—life would come 

to a halt here. How do they do it? They push it aside with plows, cart it away 

with dump trucks and melt it with salt—just like they’ve been doing for 

100 years. And when necessary, they do it around the clock every day.

The only place you’ll see things done a bit differently is at Syracuse Han-

cock International Airport. There, due to Federal Aviation Administration 

regulations, salt is forbidden on the runways. To keep from breaking the lights 

imbedded in the tarmac, small wheels mounted under the plows keep those 

plows just off the ground. The airport also has giant sweepers and snow blow-

ers, which wouldn’t work on city streets.

Let’s face it, if you need to move a lot of snow, you’ll need a lot of good 

equipment. But you’ll also need a lot of hearty people who are willing to go 

out there and get it done. Syracuse, thank goodness, has both.  G

E-mail dkidd@governing.com

SNOW JOB
S t o r y a n d p h o t o g r a p h s b y Dav id  K idd

Snow plow driver 

Eduardo “Paco” 

Huertas, left, stands 

with his wingman, 

Stanley Gardynski, 

who operates the 

side-mounted plow, 

Jan. 9, 2010.

KEEPING THE STREETS OF

AMERICA’S SNOWIEST CITY CLEAN.

ebruary 2010

ght: crewleader Rich DeMarzo 

ands out assignments for the 

ght. Below: Syracuse may be 

nder a foot or more of snow, but 

he citizens expect their roads to 

e clear. Bottom left: The driver 

nd wingman perform routine 

checks of their equipment before 

heading out. Bottom right: If there 

s snow and ice on the streets, 

23-year veteran Mike Politis is 

going to take care of it.

Correction: 

The March issue of 

Governing identifi ed 

Bill Alexander as the 

chief development 

offi cer for Invenergy, 

which was incorrect. 

Alexander is the 

chief development 

offi cer for NaturEner. 

We sincerely regret 

the error. 
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T he signing or submitting of IRS 
Form 1040 is the one thing 141.3 
million U.S. residents have in 
common this and every April.

The 1040 is simultaneously the most 
ubiquitous and reviled government form 
in the United States. Since its introduction 
in 1913, the form has been at the heart of 
the country’s voluntary tax system, which 
allows taxpayers to take a fi rst shot at cal-
culating the correct amount of tax and 
completing the returns, rather than hav-
ing the government fi ll out both forms for 
them from the outset. Voluntary does not 
apply to the legal obligation to pay tax or 
fi le a return, a popular if incorrect tenet of 
many illegal tax-evasion schemes.

The temptation to evade or avoid 
taxes has a fi nancial dimension—tax-
payers deciding they can’t pay what they 
don’t have. But it is more than dollars and 
cents. The value of the government and 
its programs refl ects what taxpayers iden-
tify with or are alienated from. Tax fi ling 
compliance is a blunt instrument for mea-
suring the taxpayer mood, so it is helpful 
to use the prism of three similar-sound-
ing approaches—citizen initiative, citizen 
engagement and community attachment—
to gauge the spirit of our times at ground 
level in communities across the country.

In its many variations (including refer-
enda, propositions and ballot measures), 
the citizen initiative is a common form of 
direct democracy in local government and 
is also used by 24 states and the District of 
Columbia. The initiative can force a vote 
or oblige governing bodies to confront a 
particular issue. On one hand, the initia-
tive is used to authorize and fund specifi c 
public projects. On the other, it’s used to 
prescribe restraints on government’s tax-
ing or place a cap on spending. 

Many communities have seen multiple 
measures on a single ballot that succeed 

By Paul W. Taylor

Ground-Level Engagement
Tax season is a good time to examine how citizens interact with government.

DISPATCH

Gallup Organization adapted disciplines 
of measuring customer loyalty and sat-
isfaction, and added indicators of com-
munity pride and passion, to create an 
empirical measure of attachment.  

The result is The Arizona We Want, 
a unique think tank that describes a 
research-driven citizens’ agenda of pri-
orities, including education, employment, 
energy, health care and infrastructure. It 
also places a high value on the quality of 
civic leadership and involvement, from 
voting to volunteering. Using longitudi-
nal data, it found that communities with 
higher levels of citizen attachment enjoy 
higher levels of economic growth than 
their less attached neighbors. More-
over, the results connect what people 
want with what they’re willing to pay,  an 
indicator worth fi ne gold as elected offi  -
cials make their next otherwise lonely 
decisions.  G

E-mail ptaylor@governing.com
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despite pulling in opposite directions. 
In spite of its progres-
sive roots, the citizen 
initiative has become 
a creature in large mea-
sure of what has been a 
permanent tax revolt over 
the last couple decades. 

Citizen engagement is 
also reform-minded, but has 
manifested itself in softer, 
less adversarial ways. The 
work is often harder and mess-
ier than the initiative process, 
and the goal is loftier and harder 
to measure—(re)establishing 
trust between the governed and 
their government. The nonparti-
san AmericaSpeaks helpfully defi nes 
engagement as a way “citizens and 
elected offi  cials come together around 
tough public issues.”  

When it works, engagement tran-
scends the conventional public hearing
model, which is characterized by a one-
way information exchange between 
experts and a self-styled group of usual 
suspects. It can become a deliberate 
forum in which a wider cross section of 
people, who will have to live with the 
policy decision actively, process infor-
mation together. 

Add to the mix an emerging model 
of community attachment that seeks 
to shape public policy from the neigh-
borhood up. Attachment seeks to take 
everything of value from the engagement 
model, while capturing the sentiments 
that drive initiatives before they become 
codifi ed as a ballot measure. It combines 
classic economic and social indicators 
with original research on the level of 
attachment people have to their com-
munities. In recently released work for 
the Center for the Future of Arizona, the 
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OBSERVER   By Josh Goodman

Axing the Taxman 
Arizona isn’t the only state to follow this course. In California, 

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger pushed forward with furloughs to 
the Franchise Tax Board, despite complaints. The state’s Senate 
Offi  ce of Oversight and Outcomes released a report estimating 
that the furloughs are costing the state $7 for every $1 saved in 
payroll expenses. 

In contrast, lawmakers in other places, such as Georgia, are 
talking about adding tax collectors in response to the fi scal crisis. 
And now, elected offi  cials in Arizona are reversing course, having 
already brought some collectors back temporarily. Even though 
Arizona’s fi scal problems haven’t abated, Gov. Jan Brewer is pro-
posing a larger budget for the department so it can reinstate more 
auditors and collectors on a permanent basis. 

Besides being a testament to the importance of tax collectors, 
the story out of Arizona refl ects the need for carefully conceived 
cutbacks. Across-the-board budget cuts can seem fair or conve-
nient, but they rarely make the most fi scal sense.  G 

   T
 ax collectors might not be the most popular government 
offi  cials, but as Arizona recently discovered, they might 
be the very worst to cut in a fi scal crisis.

Beset by one of the nation’s worst budget short-
falls, Arizona forced every state agency to cut its budget in early 
2009. That included the state’s Department of Revenue, which 
is charged with collecting taxes. Revenue offi  cials complained 
that the move would be counterproductive, but to no avail. “We 
explained that if we lost auditors and collectors,” says Anthony 
Forschino, assistant director of the Department of Revenue, “that 
there would be less auditing and less collecting.”

That’s what happened. The department nixed 115 audi-
tors and 93 collectors, and lost revenue is estimated at perhaps
$100 million in 2009, far more than the $25.6 million the state 
saved. Forschino estimates that each auditor brings in $400,000 a 
year and each collector brings in $800,000—far more than they’re 
paid in salary.

Politics+Policy
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A look at the people, events and ideas that shape state and local government
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   S
exting is a source of angst for 
parents and public schools. But 
should it be a crime?

That’s the question that, 
almost overnight, state after state is con-
fronting. Modern cell phones make it 
easy to send pictures, and a study by the 
National Campaign to Prevent Teen and 
Unplanned Pregnancy indicated that 
20 percent of teens reported sending nude 
or semi-nude images.

Sexting comes with real concerns: 
Teens often send the photos to a boy-
friend or girlfriend, but the images can 
quickly go viral, spreading to the Internet 
or strangers’ cell phones. Several suicides 
have been linked to sexting.

Despite concerns, there’s a debate 
over how—or whether—law enforce-
ment should handle the problem. State 
laws on child pornography weren’t 
written with sexting in mind. Still, 
some prosecutors have interpreted the 
laws to mean that sexting is a felony sex 

  F
or years, California cities have 
debated whether their city 
treasurers should be elected or 
appointed offi  cials. Now a new 

paper provides empirical evidence as to 
which choice is right.

The advantages of elected and 
appointed offi  ceholders is a classic, if 
largely theoretical, debate. Which is better: 
public accountability of elected offi  ces or 
professionalization of appointed ones?

For Alexander Whalley, an economist at 
the University of California, Merced, Cali-
fornia’s city treasurers provided a good test 
of that question. That’s because treasurers’ 
performance can be measured empirically: 
One of their jobs is to keep borrowing costs 
as low as possible.

California traditionally has had elected 
city treasurers, but under state law, cities 
can vote to make the offi  ce appointive. 
Many cities have held these votes in recent 

years, which was convenient for Whalley. 
When comparing borrowing costs, he 
looked at cities where the votes had been 
close, with the theory that cities that nar-
rowly approved the switch to an appointed 
offi  ce weren’t much diff erent than ones 
that rejected the change—that 49 percent 
isn’t much diff erent than 51 percent. After 
the votes, the only relevant diff erence 
between the cities would be whether they 
had an elected or appointed treasurer. In 
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‘Sext’ Crime?   
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A Vote for Appointed Offi ces 

crime, even when teenagers send photos 
of themselves.

Most lawmakers believe treating sex-
ters like child pornographers goes too far, 
and results in bills like the one state Rep. 
Seth Grove is proposing in Pennsylvania—
where teens convicted of sending nude 
photos would face misdemeanor charges. 
They’d have to perform community ser-
vice and attend an educational program, 
but wouldn’t be subject to jail time. Grove 
thinks this approach strikes the right bal-
ance between sending the message that 
sexting is serious, and acknowledging 
that many teens do it without malicious 
motives. “It defi nitely shouldn’t be a fel-
ony off ense,” Grove says. “We don’t want 
to ruin their lives.” Around 10 states are 
contemplating similar legislation.

Grove’s bill seems to be gaining sup-
port in the Legislature, but has found an 
adversary in the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU), which argues that Grove’s 
approach is still too punitive. “The idea of 

putting 20 percent of Pennsylvania’s teen-
agers into the criminal justice system,” 
says Andy Hoover, legislative director of 
the Pennsylvania chapter of the ACLU, “is 
a terrible idea.”

Hoover thinks when teenagers send 
photos via cell phone, they’re engaging in 
a protected form of free speech, even if the 
photos contain some nudity. Only truly 
sexually explicit images aren’t covered by 
the First Amendment, he says. That view 
is being tested in a much-watched federal 
court case out of Wyoming County, Pa. In 
that case, the ACLU sued after a district 
attorney threatened to charge accused 
sexters with felonies if they didn’t attend 
a class about the dangers of sexting.

What’s clear is that the policy debate 
over sexting is just beginning. If the 
current crop of laws proves unconsti-
tutional or unworkable, lawmakers will 
have to refi ne their approach. “It shows,” 
Grove says, “how technology has passed 
our laws.”  G
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 In a year when Republicans are expected to make gains, the best hopes for Kansas 
Democrats are two unlikely candidates: Though Dennis McKinney is the state 
treasurer and Steve Six is the attorney general, neither was elected to either offi  ce. 
In fact, neither has even run for statewide offi  ce before.
The new jobs for McKinney and Six are only two parts of a complicated shuffl  e of 

offi  ceholders. Of the six statewide offi  cials Kansas elected in 2006, the most recent 
year the state held constitutional offi  cer elections, only the state insurance commis-
sioner remains in the offi  ce for which she was elected.

In 2006, Democrats looked as though they were on the rise in Kansas, a long-
time bastion of rock-ribbed Republicanism. Democratic Gov. Kathleen Sebelius won 
re-election easily, with the help of Republican-turned-Democrat Mark Parkinson 
as her running mate. Paul Mor-
rison, another former Republi-
can, ousted Phill Kline, the GOP 
attorney general and nationally 
noted abortion foe.

For Democrats, the good 
times didn’t last long. Morrison 
departed in a scandal. Sebe-
lius joined President Barack 
Obama’s administration. Parkin-
son decided not to run for offi  ce 
this year, nor did the Democrat 
who replaced him as lieutenant 
governor. Republicans are heav-
ily favored to win the governor-
ship and the state’s open U.S. 
Senate seat. In a state that still has three Republicans for every two Democrats, the 
Sebelius years increasingly look less like a Democratic renaissance and more like a 
short deviation from Republican rule.

That leaves McKinney and Six, both of whom are running for full terms at their 
current offi  ces, as the strongest Democrats left standing. Just how strong they are is 
an open question. Before Six took offi  ce in early 2008, after the resignation of Paul 
Morrison, he was a judge and a political unknown. McKinney, a former Democratic 
leader in the state House of Representatives, took over in early 2009 after the state 
treasurer, a Republican, was elected to Congress.

As appointed offi  ceholders, McKinney and Six have some advantages of incum-
bents, but not others. They’re raising a lot of money, but still aren’t as well known 
around the state as previously elected candidates. Republicans are targeting both for 
defeat, with Derek Schmidt, the state Senate majority leader, running against Six.

Victories by Six and McKinney—and perhaps for secretary of state—would give 
Democrats a bench of strong future aspirants, even if Republicans won the big prizes 
for Senate and governor. In retrospect, that’s what the party lacked in 2006, even 
with its big wins. “If the Democrats were able to win two or three statewide offi  ces, 
they would say this was not a disastrous year,” says Bob Beatty, an assistant pro-

fessor of political science at Washburn 
University, “because it could have been 
much worse.” —Josh Goodman

Clinging to Kansas
Democrats hope this political year isn’t a disaster.

Get your state and
local politics fi x at:
governing.com/ballotbox
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Treasurer Dennis McKinney

this way, he was able to conduct “quasi-
experimental” research in the real world. 

Using this approach, Whalley, whose 
work was published by the National 
Bureau of Economic Research in Janu-
ary, found that borrowing costs were 13 to 
23 percent lower for cities with appointed 
treasurers. In particular, appointed trea-
surers were more successful at refi nancing 
their debt to secure lower interest rates. 
“Debt management policy is pretty tech-
nical. Not a lot of people understand it,” 
Whalley says. “For very complicated pol-
icy tasks, appointed offi  cials do better.”

Brock Arner, city manager in San 
Pablo, agrees. And his city of 31,000 peo-
ple in Northern California’s Contra Costa 
County will be the next to put the treasurer 
question to the test. The San Pablo City 
Council voted unanimously to ask voters 
in November whether they want to move 
from an elected treasurer to an appointed 
one. “The trend has been more and more 
to appointed city treasurers,” Arner says, 
“so that you can pick someone who pos-
sesses the requisite skills and abilities.”

Arner adds a couple of additional rea-
sons for the change: Elected offi  cials must 
reside in the city they serve; appointed offi  -
cials don’t, allowing for a wider range of 
candidates. Plus, San Pablo’s chief fi nancial 
offi  cer could simply assume the dual roles 
of CFO and treasurer. That move, Arner 
says, would save the city $18,000.

Still, the message from Whalley’s work 
isn’t that appointed offi  cials are always 
better than elected ones. It isn’t necessarily 
even that, in every case, appointed treasur-
ers are better than elected ones. The cities 
he looked at were all quite small. Bigger 
cities generally have larger, more profes-
sionalized staff s—staff s capable of assist-
ing with tasks like refi nancing even if the 
treasurer lacks expertise.

Instead, the lesson is that people inside 
and outside of government must keep 
thinking hard about which offi  ces should 
be elected and which shouldn’t. “The bot-
tom line is that government structure mat-
ters,” Whalley says. “We should pay more 
attention to that.”   G
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Stuck in the Devil’s Triangle
Financial, policy and political problems are hurting efforts to fi x our infrastructure.

By Donald F. Kettl

I
t didn’t take long for Scott Brown, the newly elected senator 
from Massachusetts, to go from tea party darling to Repub-
lican rogue. When he cast a vote for the $15 billion jobs bill, 
his Facebook page quickly fi lled with complaints that he 

was trading in his pickup truck for a liberal limousine.
The jobs bill that created political potholes for Brown was also 

aimed at fi lling some of the nation’s nastiest infrastructure pot-
holes. The looming crisis is no secret to drivers in Minnesota’s 
Twin Cities who got stuck in hopeless traffi  c following the 2007 
collapse of the I-35W Bridge over the Mississippi River, or to 
San Francisco Bay Area commuters mired in gridlock when the 
San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge emergency repairs failed and 
the bridge was shut down. Riders of Washington, D.C.’s troubled 
subway system have suff ered through collisions, derailments and 
maintenance problems, and four U.S. senators warned that the 
system had suff ered “an institutional failure.” 

The problem is huge—and it’s growing. The American Society
of Civil Engineers (ASCE) estimates that the nation faces a 
$2.2 trillion infrastructure backlog. One of every eight bridges 
is “structurally defi cient,” and 85 percent of public transit sys-
tems are struggling to carry the growing number of riders. As 
ASCE President Blaine D. Leonard puts it, “We are still driving 

on Eisenhower’s roads and sending our kids to 
Roosevelt’s schools.”

The problem isn’t just devilish. It’s stuck in a 
devil’s triangle of cross-pressures conspiring to 
make a solution incredibly tough. On one side of the 
triangle is the deep and ongoing state budget crisis. 
Job recovery from the Great Recession is slow, and 
so too is the revival in state revenues. Medicaid con-
tinues to drain state budgets, and the hemorrhage 
is increasing as aging baby boomers begin drifting 
into government-funded nursing homes. Rising 
public debt, especially from the feds, threatens to 
crowd out other spending. The Center for Best Prac-
tices at the National Governors Association pointed to 
the risk of a “lost decade” for state government, with 
an ongoing budget crunch hanging state policy. It’s 
time, the center warned, to redesign “state govern-
ment for the new normal.” Will this new normal have 
room for infrastructure repair before more bridges 
crumple, roads crumble and mass transit stumbles?

On the triangle’s second side is the feds’ struggle 
to fi gure out what national transportation policy 
should look like. In the George W. Bush admin-
istration, the U.S. Department of Transportation 

focused on reducing congestion. Anyone caught in a rush-hour 
clog—and the ASCE estimates that we spend 4.2 billion hours a 
year stuck in traffi  c—can certainly applaud that goal. The Barack 
Obama administration, as part of its urban policy agenda and Vice 
President Joe Biden’s middle-class initiative, has tried to integrate 
this goal into a broader focus on the quality of life. Transportation 
Secretary Ray LaHood has honed the department in on creating 
“livable communities, the hometowns Americans deserve.” 

The two strategies are related, but haven’t run parallel. 
That’s made it hard for the transportation department to set a 
clear course through the devil’s triangle. And in both cases, the 
national strategies are miles above the bridge, roads, buses and 
subways below. That’s made it hard for the feds to link their broad 
strategies to the operating realities of state and local infrastruc-
ture managers. Most of the nation’s transportation system is a 
federal-state-local hybrid. The feds provided most of the funds 
to build the original interstate system, create mass transit sys-
tems, and help with highway and bridge repair. But the feds have 
sidestepped the big question of how much of the looming infra-
structure problem they want to own—and fund.

On the triangle’s third side is Congress, where all politics is 
local and all transportation debates are tactical. Congress funded 
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Cars and roadway litter the Mississippi River where the I-35 Bridge 

in Minneapolis collapsed.
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AT ISSUE: Gun Rights

infrastructure because the Obama admin-
istration needed a quick win to demon-
strate its commitment to jobs. Members 
of Congress voted for the bill because it 
funneled money into the right congres-
sional districts. Of course, roads have 
been handed out as pork as long as Con-
gress has been dipping into the barrel. 
The problem is that Congress’ penchant 
for seeing transportation as pork steers 
money to fl ashy new projects and away 
from repairing crumbling infrastructure. 
That makes it tough to put wheels on 
any eff ort to deal with the growing repair 
backlog, and it guarantees Congress will 
become even more reactive to the infra-
structure crises we can’t escape. 

It’s the job of engineers and planners 
to build strategies. It’s the job of politi-
cians to fi nd ways of doing what needs 
to be done. “Infrastructure” is a label 
only wonks can love. The Dwight D. 
Eisenhower administration solved that 
problem by championing the interstate 
highway system as a defense program, 
making it easier to move troops and sup-
plies. But it’s much tougher today. The 
nation’s transportation future depends 
on sailing through a Bermuda Triangle 
of states with no money, federal planners 
with shifting strategies, and a Congress 
that seems able to act only if projects are 
converted to pork. That’s a rickety plan 
for rebuilding an infrastructure that will 
only crumble if it’s not fi xed.  G

E-mail kettl@umd.edu

By Tina Trenkner

Campus Divided  
Could bills allowing faculty members to carry guns 
change college campus gun prohibitions?

After the 2007 Virginia Tech tragedy and in the wake of the recent University 

of Alabama in Huntsville shooting, people who study or work on a campus won-

der if having a gun could prevent another tragedy. In 26 states, the sentiment 

is moot: It is illegal to carry a concealed gun on college campuses. In the 23 

states that allow the schools to decide, most campuses ban guns. That leaves 

Utah as the only state where it’s legal to carry a concealed gun on its public 

college campuses.

By the close of this year, how-

ever, that could change. At least 

three state legislatures have debated 

whether to allow permit-holding fac-

ulty to carry concealed weapons on 

campus. Since 2007, bills have tried 

to expand gun rights on public col-

lege campuses and failed. So if these 

bills pass, it could be the fi rst step 

toward guns on campus. 

While Virginia’s faculty-carry bill 

was left in committee, legislation 

in Oklahoma and Arizona was still 

pending in March. David Burnett, 

spokesman for Students for Con-

cealed Carry on Campus, says the 

group would rather not divide who 

can and cannot carry a gun. But 

the group is supportive of legisla-

tion that could further its goals. “Any 

step toward defense on campus is a 

step away from being defenseless,” 

he says.  

But the organization GunFreeKids

.org has recruited the support of 

more than 130 colleges that have 

signed a resolution to keep guns 

off campus. “I think if we introduce 

more guns, we’re just asking for more 

trouble,” says organization President 

Andy Pelosi. 

It’s too soon to tell if faculty-carry 

bills will be successful in relaxing col-

lege fi rearm laws, but it is clear the policy of banning guns on campus is under 

attack. Five other states considered broader guns-on-campus bills so far this 

year, and it’s expected that more states will follow. By the end of this year, pro-

ponents and critics of more lenient gun laws may fi nally see their views put to 

the test. “I can see these bills passing,” Pelosi says of the bills’ chances. “I can 

see these bills defeated.”

April  2010  |  GOVERNING 15

One of every eight 
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the growing number 

of riders. 
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By Jessica B. Mulholland 

A Lesson In Quitting
A new report gives federal and state governments poor grades on tobacco control.   

 D
id you know smoking costs the U.S. economy 
more than $193 billion each year? This includes 
$96 billion in health-care costs and $97 billion 
in lost productivity, according to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 
Then there’s the pain and suff ering that smokers—and the 

people around them—endure, which is a lot: Cigarette smoking 
increases the risk for heart disease; stroke; emphysema; and can-
cers of the lip, mouth, pharynx, esophagus, pancreas and kidney, 
to name a few. Tobacco use is also the leading cause of preventable 
death in the U.S.—443,000 annually—of which more than 393,000 
are from smoking-related diseases.

To alleviate this burden, the American Lung Association (ALA) 
is calling states out on their tobacco control laws and regula-
tions—or lack thereof. The State of Tobacco Control report grades 
the federal government, the 50 state governments and the District 
of Columbia on their tobacco control laws and whether they’re 
adequately protecting citizens.

Each state is given an A through F grade in four categories: 
smoke-free air, tobacco tax, program spending and cessation 
coverage. And each state’s grades, according to the report, 
“refl ect how well the state’s tobacco-control laws measure up 
to the best in the nation or to goals set by federal agencies such 
as the CDC.”

The truth is, the majority of states received F grades in at 
least one category—Arkansas and Maine were the only excep-
tions. But let’s look more closely, starting with the smoke-free 
air category. In January 2006, the ALA issued the Smokefree 
Air Challenge, in which states and localities were asked to pass 
comprehensive legislation prohibiting smoking in all public 
and work places. As of early January, 22 states and Washing-
ton, D.C., received A grades. However, 13 states failed, mean-
ing millions of nonsmokers in those regions are still exposed to 
secondhand smoke, increasing their chances of heart disease 
and lung cancer. 

When taxes on tobacco products increase, many smok-
ers groan about it: On average, smokers pay $1.34 in taxes on 
every pack of cigarettes they buy. A lot of that average comes 
from states, 14 to be exact, adding tobacco taxes in 2009 to help 
balance their budgets, according to the report. On the whole, only 
four states received an A for cigarette tax grades, one being Rhode 
Island for its tax of $3.46 per pack. The majority of states (41) 
received C’s, D’s and F’s, including South Carolina, which only 
taxes 7 cents per pack.

Not surprisingly, increased tobacco taxes are actually linked 
to prevention and cessation—but in a rather surprising way. 

Tobacco prevention and cessation programming was cut in 
the same states that raised their taxes in 2009: Wisconsin, for 
example, increased its cigarette tax by 75 cents, and simulta-
neously cut funding for its tobacco prevention and cessation 
programs by more than 50 percent. And aside from their fund-
ing link, tobacco taxes and cessation programs are intertwined 
in another way: After a tobacco tax increase, some smokers can 
no longer aff ord to smoke—but with cessation programs being 
cut, they aren’t getting the help they need to quit. 

And for prevention and control programs, the num-
bers are similar: 40 states and the District of Columbia 
cited budget defi cits as the reason they received fail-

ing grades, while only two states received A 
grades for their prevention and control pro-
grams. Those deep cuts to state tobacco control 
programs are having two detrimental eff ects: 
Kids aren’t being deterred from smoking, 
and current smokers aren’t being 
encouraged to quit. 

“We’d like everybody to stop 
smoking or never start in the fi rst 
place,” says U.S. Health and Human 
Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius on July 15, 2009. “It would 
save an enormous amount on health-care costs.”

But by cutting prevention and cessation programs, states 
aren’t realizing savings that can come from more productive 
workers and lower health-care expense for smokers, and are 
instead spending funds on costs that needn’t exist. Will this 
Catch-22 ever be remedied?  G
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in the fi rst place. It would 

save an enormous amount 
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

Losing Its Luster
Are Energy Star products always the most effi cient?

G
reen-minded consumers looking for certifi ed energy-
saving alternatives can fi nd the Energy Star logo on 
products such as refrigerators, freezers, light bulbs, 
TVs and windows, to name a few. But environmental 

offi  cials say the program isn’t nearly as green as is portrayed.
This new scrutiny comes at a time when people are switching 

to energy-effi  cient appliances more than ever before. As part of 
the government’s rebate program, which is popularly known as 
Cash for Appliances, consumers nationwide are trading in old, 
kilowatt-guzzling refrigerators and dishwashers for shiny, new 
Energy Star-rated appliances. And states are handing out some 
$300 million in stimulus funds to encourage citizens to trade up 
to greener alternatives. 

Already a familiar logo, the Energy Star seal is stamped on 
more than 1 million homes, and is marked on 79 percent of all 
TVs, 75 percent of dehumidifi ers and 67 percent of dishwashers 
sold in the U.S., which has some observers asking if Energy Star 
is at risk of becoming energy irrelevant.

There’s no doubt the program saves energy. As a major force in 
the push for greater effi  ciency, Energy Star has tested thousands 
of products since 1992. And in 2008, the program claims to have 
slashed greenhouse-gas emissions equivalent to those of 30 mil-
lion cars, and saved Americans $17 billion on their utility bills.

But the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) could 
not “be certain Energy Star products are the more energy-
effi  cient and cost-eff ective choice for consumers,” according 
to a November 2009 report by the EPA’s Offi  ce of Inspector 
General. The audit found that some products without the Energy 
Star label were more energy effi  cient than ones carrying the logo. 
That shortcoming “could reduce consumer confi dence in the 
integrity of the Energy Star label,” the report concluded. 

Similarly a study in 2008 by Consumer Reports found fl aws 
with the program. It concluded that qualifying standards for 
products were lax, rules for standards were out of date and 
because manufacturers test their own products for compliance, 
there’s no independent verifi cation of what they report. The 
magazine warned that if the program’s standards don’t keep pace 
with the times, the market will be fl ooded with Energy Star prod-
ucts. Beyond diluting consumer confi dence, an infl ux of rated 
products could weaken pressure on manufacturers to innovate 
and improve.

If Energy Star has lost its luster, the implications for states 
and localities are huge. Just as the U.S. Green Building Council 
gives points based on the number of Energy Star light fi xtures 
installed when rating a house, states and localities have numerous 
programs that give tax credits and loans for Energy Star products. 

Like California’s Berkeley and Palm Desert, San Francisco has 
established a green fi nancing program, called Property Assessed 
Clean Energy, to allow businesses and homeowners to pay for effi  -
ciency, water conservation and renewable energy improvements 
through future property taxes. Those renewable energy improve-
ments include the installation of Energy Star-rated appliances, 
light fi xtures, doors and windows. New York state’s Energy Star 
Financing program off ers loans for the installation of energy effi  -
cient and renewable energy measures in homes, and Texas hosts 
a sales tax holiday on energy-effi  cient products that meet federal 
Energy Star requirements.

What would be the point of singling out Energy Star appliances 
for rebates, loans and tax credits if the label does not necessar-
ily assure superior energy savings over products that lack labels? 
The scrutiny may be short-lived. Beginning this fall, Energy Star 
offi  cials promised to update their criteria more frequently, which 
would ultimately result in the loss of the logo on lower-performing 
products. The program has already updated standards for dish-
washers and plans to do the same for TVs this year.  G 
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cities. Then the 9/11 terrorists attacks hit 
the airline industry hard—in 2004, US Air-
ways closed Pittsburgh International as a 
hub. Total traffi  c to the airport was down 
to 7.9 million in 2009, almost one-third 
of what it once was. Many of the 75 gates 
in the four terminals are boarded up. US 
Airways’ severe shift away from the steel 
town is particularly poignant, given the 
company’s start there as Allegheny Air-
ways, named after Pittsburgh’s Allegh-
eny County. In 2005, US Airways went 
through bankruptcy and merged with 
America West.

In the late 1990s, Lambert-St. Louis 
International Airport was one of the top 
10 busiest airports in the country. The 
city began an expansion program to add 
an additional runway, which cost $1 billion 
because it required demolishing hundreds 
of surrounding homes. The city envisioned 
steadily rising traffi  c, as many economic 
development forecasters were predicting. 
But in 2001, midway through the expan-
sion, American Airlines bought TWA and 
ended St. Louis’ status as a hub. Today 

Terminally Ill
Big city airports need federal regulations to help weather airline instability.

B
ack in the late 1990s, St. Louis 
and Pittsburgh had two of the 
hottest airports in the country. 
Jammed with fl ights, Lambert-

St. Louis International Airport embarked 
on a billion dollar expansion program, 
while Pittsburgh International Airport 
pioneered the concept of an airport as a 
shopping mall, with plenty of selection 
and fair prices. 

But all of that has changed. To visit 
either airport today is to fi nd closed-off  
gates and half-empty corridors. The rea-
son is clear: St. Louis is no longer a hub 
for the now-defunct Trans World Airlines 
(TWA), and Pittsburgh is no longer a US 
Airways hub. Usually a city or county 
owns the airport either directly or through 
an authority, and in these two cases, both 
cities now struggle to reinvent and adapt 
these economic and community assets.

Both airports also illustrate the 
damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don’t 
dilemma many cities face these days. 
With huge tracts of land and expensive 
facilities, airports are a region’s economic 
linchpin—they are essential to businesses 
that need easy access to the world. Yet air-
ports are at the mercy of airlines—private 
companies focused on profi t-making and 
that are caught up in one of the planet’s 
most competitive and unpredictable busi-
ness environments. This scenario can be 
likened to states building highways, and 
then having General Motors, Ford and 
other auto companies suddenly telling 
their drivers to use diff erent roads. 

Historically airports can be risky bets 
by governments. After its opening in 
1962, Washington Dulles International 
Airport outside Washington, D.C., was for 
many years a white elephant—until traffi  c 
caught up in the 1970s. The huge and 
beautiful Denver International Airport, 
which began under Mayor Federico Pena’s 
leadership, was extremely controversial 

upon its opening in 1995: It experienced 
cost overruns and mechanical failures, 
and sat 25 miles away from the city. But 
now it’s about to expand because in 2008, 
a record 51.2 million passengers used 
the airport—and it was only built to handle 
50 million. 

Then there’s the grand failure that is 
Canada’s Montréal-Mirabel International 
Airport: It opened in 1975 some 25 miles 
outside Montréal, and hosted all inbound 
and outbound international fl ights until 
1997, when its distant location and lack of 
transport links became problem enough 
to stop passenger fl ight operation. It has 
since been used only for cargo and as a set-
ting for motion pictures.

St. Louis and Pittsburgh are their own 
cautionary tales. 

A decade ago, Pittsburgh International 
Airport had 20 million passengers and 
615 daily fl ights to 114 destinations, and 
its “AirMall” bustled with people visiting 
more than 100 stores. US Airways handled 
almost 90 percent of the traffi  c. Direct 
fl ights were available to several European 

By Alex Marshall

Politics+Policy | ECONOMIC ENGINES

Intended to be Canada’s eastern air gateway, the 

Montréal-Mirabel International Airport ended passenger 

fl ight operations in 1997 and has since been used

only for cargo and as a motion picture setting.
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The birth of Holyoke, Mass., is a classic tale of American capitalism. In the 1840s, 
fi nanciers from Boston, looking for a new way to make money, decided to build the 
country’s fi rst planned community along the banks of the Connecticut River. They 
dammed the river and built canals to create a massive hydro-energy system for a 
complex of mills that turned out everything from paper to textiles.

Today the dam, canals and many of the mills are still there, but jobs have van-
ished, leaving a decaying city with one of the highest poverty rates in the state and 
an unemployment rate above 12 percent. Holyoke has tried to fi nd a new purpose, 
but with only limited success (a massive mall sits next to the interstate highway that 
bisects the city). And its heart, where the 
mills and canals lie, and where many of its 
residents still live, remains on life support.

Fortunately Holyoke’s 19th-century infra-
structure is about to give the city a new lease 
on life. It turns out the water power that 
helped give birth to the Industrial Age is 
about to power the Information Age. In Janu-
ary, state offi  cials announced plans to build 
an $80 million high-performance computing 
center in the city, in large part because of the 
abundant, clean power that can be delivered 
cheaply through the nearby canals.

Piggybacking on that announcement, 
Cisco Systems, one of several corporate 
partners in the project, signed a deal with 
Holyoke to change the mill town into what 
the technology fi rm calls a Smart+Connected Community. Cisco will use informa-
tion technology to help the city rebuild itself with better services for education and 
health care, as well as improved access to government.

Cisco isn’t the only tech fi rm that announced a new business venture to create 
smart communities. In 2009, IBM inked an agreement with Dubuque, Iowa, to use 
technology to build a “sustainable” place to live and work. IBM plans to integrate 
fi ber networks, hardware and software with smart devices that will allow Dubuque’s 
residents and businesses to monitor energy consumption and manage water usage 
while taking advantage of online government services.

The question is whether these projects are just high-profi le, headline-
grabbing projects or the start of something really new and transformative for 
America’s smaller cities. Clearly IBM and Cisco foresee a business opportunity. Big 
Blue points out that there are 1,200 cities in the U.S. with populations of less than 
200,000 that hold 40 percent of the country’s population (Holyoke has a approxi-
mately 40,000 residents; Dubuque: 60,000). Every one of these urban communities 
has outdated energy, water and waste systems, along with transit, education, health 
care and government services that could benefi t from the effi  ciency and value that 
technology can deliver—if applied correctly.

That’s a big if, given the public sector’s mixed record on adopting technology. 
But there’s a hopeful symmetry to the idea that the nation’s fi rst planned city might 
become its fi rst truly sustainable community. And if a city like Holyoke can fi gure 
out how to mix technology, sustainability and economic development, it bodes well 
for smaller cities, which make up such a big part of this country.  G

 E-mail tnewcombe@governing.com 

the expensive second runway is hardly 
used. In 2009, traffi  c to Lambert-St. Louis 
was 12.5 million passengers, down from 
30 million a decade ago. 

Both Pittsburgh and St. Louis are try-
ing to adapt. The Allegheny County Air-
port Authority has plans to expand cargo 
operations to China and South America. 
And St. Louis is aff ected by the Barack 
Obama administration’s announcement 
of $8 billion for high-speed rail projects 
across the country, which could bring 
service between St. Louis and Chicago, 
relieving some pressure from Lambert-St. 
Louis. To attract more carriers, the city is 
also also sprucing up Lambert-St.Louis 
terminals for roughly $100 million.

There is, however, a bright side to 
these non-hub airports: With one car-
rier leaving most gates open, low-cost 
carriers such as Southwest, JetBlue and 
AirTran have moved in. The downside 
to hubs is that the dominant carrier typi-
cally uses its semi-monopoly position to 
charge monopoly level prices. So although 
fl ight numbers are now far less in both cit-
ies, ticket prices are much lower—down 
26 percent since 2000, according to a 
Pittsburgh International spokesperson. 

The St. Louis and Pittsburgh situations 
also should be placed in context: With 
the recession, there’s been an overall 
decline in air travel the last two years—
6.2 percent from December 2007 to 
December 2009, according to the Bureau 
of Transportation Statistics. 

So what policy prescriptions do I have? 
Not all risk can be removed from airports, 
or any infrastructure building for that 
matter. States and cities, however, should 
lobby the federal government to be more 
active in managing air traffi  c, ensuring 
that most cities have reasonable air access 
at reasonable prices. One carrier shouldn’t 
be allowed to dominate any city or region. 
Low-cost carriers are constantly expand-
ing and changing this dynamic, but for at 
least 25 years, so-called “legacy carriers” 
such as United, Northwest/Delta and US 
Airways still handle the bulk of passen-
gers. One cannot wait forever.  G

 E-mail alex@alexmarshall.org  

By Tod Newcombe

| URBAN NOTEBOOK

From Canals to Computers
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Detective Phil Stanford stands 

in the alley where Denver police 

stopped their fi rst suspect in the 

string of burglaries that plagued 

Washington Park.
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 I
t was as if, Detective Phil Stanford sometimes thought, 
Washington Park was being burglarized by ghosts.

Most burglaries follow a pattern. Typically they occur dur-
ing daytime hours: In this country, you are most likely to be 
burgled between 11 a.m. and 2 p.m. But Washington Park—a 

rapidly gentrifying neighborhood south of downtown Denver 
where modest ranch houses mix with lovingly restored, million 
dollar bungalows—was being victimized day and night. That wor-
ried Stanford. Nighttime break-ins were reckless. The men who 
burglarized—and burglars are usually men—were the sort who 
might graduate to sexual assault or worse.   

Then there was the volume of off enses: It is quite common for 
a burglar to commit many break-ins. Criminologists estimate that 
for every burglary conviction, 10 others go undetected. But since 
the incidents began in October 2004, Washington Park had been 
hit almost daily through March 2005. At that point, the greater 
Washington Park area had experienced more than 120 burglar-
ies—but no one had seen anything. Patrol offi  cers responding to 
the break-ins talked to neighbors and asked the questions police 
ask in these situations: Do you have any neighbors who might be 
involved? Did you see an unfamiliar car? 

But as he reviewed the patrol offi  cers’ reports, Stanford, 
a property crimes detective in district three at the time, could 
fi nd nothing.

GHOSTBUSTERS
Police and prosecutors in Denver 

use DNA to close cases that once 

seemed unsolvable. But is the 

forensic tool too effi cient?

By John Buntin
 P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  D a v i d  K i d d
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“For all we knew, it was a ghost on all of these burglaries,” says 
Stanford. “We had literally nothing.” 

Except intense pressure. District Attorney Mitchell Mor-
rissey and Police Chief Gerald Whitman had recently appeared 
together at a neighborhood gathering and were grilled about the 
crime wave. Now both the DA’s offi  ce and police headquarters 
were turning up the pressure on districts three and four, which 
shared responsibility for policing the Washington Park area, to 
end the crime spree. But in the absence of any sort of lead, how 
were the police to proceed?

  That’s when Stanford got an idea. It was spring 2005, and 
Denver was riveted by the trial of a serial rapist. The case against 
him was based in part on DNA, the analysis of which added about 
$4,500 to an investigation’s cost. As such, it was used mainly for 
homicides or sex crimes, cases worked out of the police admin-
istration building downtown. But Stanford wondered if it might 
not be helpful here too. He recalled that patrol offi  cers located a 
cigarette butt at one of the fi rst Washington Park break-in scenes 
three months earlier. They’d bagged it because the homeowner 
insisted she didn’t smoke. There’d been something at the most 
recent break-in too—a bloodstain from a broken window. That at 
least proved the burglar wasn’t a ghost. Could DNA be collected 
from either of these crime scenes and used to aid Stanford’s inves-
tigation? He decided to call the crime lab to fi nd out.

 D
NA—deoxyribonucleic acid—is the double-helix-shaped 
molecule that contains the genetic instructions by which 
every organism develops and functions. The best known 
and most important part of DNA are the segments that 

carry the genetic code—the genes. However, genes make up only 
a small part of the much larger chromosome. Much of the rest 
consists of repeating sequences of nucleotides like short venable 
number of tandem repeat (VNTR) minisatellites. These patterned 
repeats are unique to each individual, yet these variations’ signifi -
cance on organism function (if any) is unclear. As a result, geneti-
cists tended to ignore them.

That changed in September 1984, when a British scientist 
examining an X-ray of DNA samples from his lab technicians 
had a fl ash of insight. He realized that the VNTR minisatel-
lites he was examining were very much like the “minutiae” of a 
fi ngerprint, and that they could be used for a similar purpose: 
to identify people. Three years later, the geneticist in question, 
Sir Alec Jeff reys, helped Scotland Yard use DNA to identify 
the murderer of two teenagers. With that case, forensic DNA 
analysis was born. 

In 1988, forensic DNA analysis came to Denver after Mor-
rissey tried a case involving a burglar/rapist. Early in the trial, the 
defense approached Morrissey with a request: Though virtually 
untried in U.S. criminal prosecutions, the defense wanted to use 

G H O S T B U S T E R S

Denver District Attorney Mitchell Morrissey has been a forceful advocate of broader use of forensic DNA analysis.

GOVERNING |  April  201022

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



Windows®. Life without Walls™. Panasonic recommends Windows.

IN MY WORLD, 
I’M THE KEY TO 
THE BUILDING.

FOR A TOUGHWORLDTM

Toughbook notebook PCs are covered by a 3-year limited warranty, parts and labor. To view the full text of the warranty, log on to 
panasonic.com/business/toughbook/support.asp. Please consult your Panasonic representative prior to purchase. Panasonic is constantly 
enhancing product specifi cations and accessories. Specifi cations subject to change without notice. ©2010 Panasonic Corporation of 
North America. All rights reserved. Building_SL_PS_FY10-1

TOUGHBOOK H1FIELD

A GO-ANYWHERE, DO-ANYTHING ULTRA-MOBILE-RUGGED SOLUTION.
When deadlines need to be met, construction goes through you. Panasonic’s NEW Toughbook® H1 Field 
streamlines the inspection process by enabling the inspector to collect, organize and transfer information 
straight from the construction site. A lightweight 3.4-lb. design delivers the mobility to climb ladders or ride 
platform hoists without worrying about bulky equipment. Built with a comfortable molded hand strap for one-
handed use, the inspector can easily access the dual-touch display for documentation of inspection information 
on pre-built checklists. A sealed all-weather design and six-foot drop approval ensures your data remains safe 
despite the conditions. Add to that hot-swappable twin batteries for maximum uptime, and you’ve found the 
most ef� cient way to open the door on construction.

Learn more:  1.888.357.1126  /  panasonic.com/toughbook/state&local

PAN2520-1_SL_Governing_Apr10_P4CB.indd   1 3/10/10   1:59 PM

GOV_Apr10.indd   7GOV_Apr10.indd   7 3/12/10   6:00:03 PM3/12/10   6:00:03 PM

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



GOVERNING |  March 201024

DNA to show that the defendant didn’t 
commit the rape. Intrigued, Morrissey 
agreed. The two sides would split the 
test’s cost. 

The fi rst step was determining 
whether there was suffi  cient DNA in 
the semen sample to establish a match. 
There was, but at that point, the defense 
tried to back out. Morrissey, however, 
already had a sample and received per-
mission from his superiors to proceed. 
The sample matched. At the time, DNA 
was so new that it wasn’t admissible in 
court. Morrissey had to bring in a doc-
tor from the University of Colorado 
Hospital to explain why the matches 
were tantamount to a smoking gun. 
The man was convicted. 

The use of DNA in homicide and 
rape cases quickly caught fi re. In the 
mid-1990s, the federal government cre-
ated the Combined DNA Index System (CODIS), a software pro-
gram linked to state and local databases that allowed authorities 
in possession of DNA evidence to search nationwide for a suspect 
match. CODIS went live in 1998; today it links to nearly 8 million 
DNA profi les, which are housed in federal, state and local data-
bases. Every state—save New Hampshire—now routinely enters 
DNA profi les of convicted felons into their databases. Most law 
enforcement agencies, however, continued to run DNA off enses 
on only the most serious violent crimes. 

By 2005, when Stanford was wrestling with his “ghost” bur-
glar (or burglars), a growing number of offi  cials in Denver—

and at the National Institute of Justice (NIJ) in Washington, 
D.C.—were interested in changing that. Offi  cials wondered what 
would happen if police responding to routine criminal acts—like 
commercial and residential burglaries, and auto theft—started 
looking for and analyzing DNA evidence. That year, the NIJ 
announced a fi ve-site grant project to fi nd out. When Morrissey 
and Whiteman heard about the grant, they leapt at the opportu-
nity. Denver’s grant application was successful, so when Stan-
ford called the crime lab and explained what he had, he soon 
found himself with an appointment to see crime lab Director 
Greggory LaBerge.

“We got 30 or so matches the day we turned it on,” says crime lab Director 

Greggory LaBerge of helping tie Denver’s DNA database to the national system.  

If you think offering more  
benefits will cost you more,  
you don’t know quack.

NAD1018
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 I
f forensic law enforcement in Denver were a DNA double 
helix, with the DA’s offi  ce as one strand and the police depart-
ment as the other, LaBerge would be its mitochondria—its 
energy source. A statistician by training, LaBerge started at 

the crime lab as a volunteer in 1995 as a hair and fi ber techni-
cian. He quickly talked himself into a job as a DNA technician, 
and in 1998, he helped tie Denver’s local DNA database to the 
national CODIS system. That was his eureka moment.

“We got 30 or so matches the day we turned it on,” LaBerge 
says. It was clear at once that “this was a powerful technology.”

When LaBerge started working at the crime lab, a police 
commander ran the unit. Because police commanders typically 
served for a two-year rotation, this frequent turnover, says Whit-
man, resulted in  a lack of focused attention on lab operations. 
In 2005, Whitman changed that by making LaBerge the crime 
lab’s fi rst civilian director. Denver’s NIJ grant allowed the lab 
to purchase a robotic DNA extraction machine and hire a new 
DNA technician devoted wholly to property crimes. LaBerge 
was happy to test Stanford’s samples.

Stanford had two DNA samples and one very lucky lead. One 
of the burglar’s victims had spotted her stolen earrings, purely 
by chance, at the Denver Merchandise Mart. The victim called 
the police, and Stanford contacted the jewelry vendor, who 
referred the detective to a gold coin store where he’d procured 
the earrings. The store’s paperwork was, in Stanford’s words, 
“loose,” but when the detective pushed for more information, 
he got a name—Dina Weller.

“That was a red fl ag for me,” Stanford says, “because I don’t 
get a lot of female burglars.” Of course, Stanford didn’t really 
know that Weller was the burglar. Not only was she a woman, she 
also lived on the opposite side of town from Washington Park. 
(Most burglars select areas close by.) Then, the next morning, 

Sanford got a second break when a patrol offi  cer walked into the 
district three stationhouse and told Stanford they just stopped a 
man in an alley down the street—he had an outstanding warrant 
and a bag containing assorted property. The man’s name was 
David Weller; he was Dina’s husband. 

Several days later, the DNA results came back. Investigators 
found co-mingled DNA on the fi rst cigarette—a fi nding that can 
greatly complicate an investigation. In this instance, however, 
the two people turned out to be Dina and David Weller, both 
of whom had DNA profi les in Denver’s local database. The two 
apparently shared a cigarette at the scene of the fi rst crime. The 
crime lab’s computers found a match with the blood sample 
too—David Weller.  

D
enver’s experience with the Wellers wasn’t unusual. 
When the police started looking, they found biological 
evidence at about 400 of the 6,538 reported burglar-
ies—about 7 percent. Almost all of the biological evidence 

collected—86 percent—yielded a DNA profi le. Half of the hits 
produced a CODIS match, pointing police toward a previously 
convicted felon. As a result, the police doubled their arrest rate, 
tripled the number of cases accepted by the DA’s offi  ce for pros-
ecution, and took many professional criminals off  the street.

The four other localities in the NIJ’s DNA fi eld study—Topeka, 
Kan.; Orange County, Calif.; Phoenix; and Los Angeles—had 
similar results. The FBI estimates that nationwide, fewer than 
13 percent of burglary cases are cleared. But in the fi ve cities that 
began processing DNA evidence in property crime cases, the bur-
glary clearance rate soared to 31 percent. Moreover, the police 
were arresting dangerous people: at least twice as many felony 
arrests and convictions as those identifi ed in more traditional 
investigations. Not surprisingly, when the NIJ grant expired, the 

G H O S T B U S T E R S
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Denver Police Department scrambled to keep funding for a dedi-
cated property crimes DNA analyst in place. Patrol offi  cers in the 
department now routinely search for and bag biological evidence, 
from soda pop cans to half-eaten sandwiches.

Morrissey believes that the property crime crackdown played 
a signifi cant role in Denver’s crime drop over the past four years. 
Not everyone shares this enthusiasm for the broader use of DNA 
evidence, however.

“There is a public perception that DNA profi les are black and 
white,” says Wright State University molecular biologist Dan 
Krane. “The reality is that easily in half of all cases—namely, those 
where the samples are mixed or degraded—there is the potential 
for subjectivity.” 

Krane’s quote is exemplifi ed by a California conviction based 
solely on a degraded DNA example, which the Washington 
Monthly and the Los Angeles Times have questioned. Though 
Denver police rely heavily on DNA evidence, they are among the 
fi rst to concede that criminal investigations shouldn’t be based 
solely on it.

“DNA is everywhere; it is omnipresent in this world,” says 
Division Chief David Fisher. “The presence or absence of detect-
able DNA does not mean someone did or did not do a crime. It 
is not a magic bullet. … This is a very powerful tool that has to be 
used by highly trained people with restraint.”

Shoddy collection methods and faulty analysis are clearly 
appropriate concerns. However, the biggest problem likely 
to emerge from wider use of DNA evidence in property crime 
prosecutions isn’t an increase in false positives—it’s the problem 
of success. 

In Denver, police found biological evidence in only about 
7 percent of their cases. But in the United Kingdom, where DNA 
testing in property crimes is now routine, authorities fi nd biologi-
cal evidence at 15 percent of all crime scenes. 

Even so, the impact of broader DNA testing in prop-
erty crime cases quickly becomes evident when you 
consider the numbers involved. According to the FBI, 
there were 9.7 million property crimes in 2008, includ-
ing 2.2 million burglaries. John Roman, an Urban Insti-
tute criminologist who led the evaluation of the DNA 
fi eld study, estimates that if U.S. police departments 
expanded the use of DNA collection aggressively, they 
could arrest another 200,000 people per year. 

“That’s 200,000 potential felons entering the crimi-
nal justice system, where we only send 700,000 people 
to prison a year on felony convictions now,” he notes. 
“That would put enormous pressure on the criminal 
justice system.”

Nonetheless, in Denver, police and prosecutors 
alike say the focus on property crimes and the police 
department’s reliance on its crime lab is appropriate. 
A departmental cost-benefi t analysis found that for 
every dollar spent on DNA analysis—analyzing DNA 
adds about $4,500 to most cases in Denver—$90 in 

additional costs are avoided. That number is infl ated. (It doesn’t 
include the cost of incarceration.) But when confronted by crimi-
nals like the Wellers, it’s easy to understand police enthusiasm for 
the new approach. 

B
y the time Stanford caught up with David Weller, he was 
already in custody on another warrant. Stanford went 
to swab him to confi rm the match. Several days later, 
Weller’s wife and accomplice, Dina, was arrested.

It was Dina who confessed, blurting out at the end of the 
interview, “He told me we wouldn’t be caught.” The Wellers had 
indeed been careful. Instead of using a car that someone might 
recognize, they took the bus. They stole only small items that 
couldn’t be traced—jewelry, prescription drugs and cash—and 
after their robberies, they took the stolen items to a fence (some-
one who knowingly buys stolen material) downtown, avoiding the 
pawnshops of south Denver. But it wasn’t what they took that got 
them caught. It was what they left—their blood and saliva.

“How many did you do?” Stanford asked. 
Dina didn’t answer.
“Did you do more than 25?” 
She nodded. 
“More than 50?”
“Yes.”
“More than 100?”
“Yes.”
“More than 125?”
“Yes.”
“More than 150?”
“No.”
The “ghosts” of Washington Park had been found. Under 

Colorado’s habitual off ender law, Dina and David were sentenced 
to 36 years in the state penitentiary. In the aftermath, burglary 
rates in districts three and four fell by 40 percent. G

E-mail jbuntin@governing.com
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David and Dina Weller were convicted by what they 

left behind: a shared cigarette butt.
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If you serve thousands of people 

and come in under budget, are 

you running a successful govern-

ment program? It’s hard to tell unless 

you measure what the program actually 

achieves. 

“You can monitor the dollars you 

spend, or the number of people who 

come in the door, and really have no 

idea if you’re meeting needs in a way 

that is cost-effi cient,” said Melissa 

Pullin, Director of EHSResults, a pro-

gram of the Massachusetts Executive 

Offi ce of Health and Human Services 

(EOHHS). 

For the agencies that make up 

EOHHS, the real needs that their pro-

grams meet are no longer a mystery. 

Thanks to its EHSResults initiative, 

which began in 2007, EOHHS is devel-

oping a business culture that focuses 

not just on budgets and processes, but 

also on performance management and 

measurable results. 

Managing performance has been a 

tough challenge in the past for EOHHS, 

in part because the Secretariat is such 

a large enterprise. Composed of 17 

agencies, EOHHS has approximately 

23,000 employees and an annual 

budget of $13.5 billion. It serves 

more than 1.5 million Massachusetts 

residents through hundreds of pro-

grams, delivered by the agencies 

themselves and through community-

based service providers. 

Operating on this scale has made 

it hard for EOHHS to coordinate strate-

gies, avoid duplication and make sure 

agencies’ programs complement one 

another. “There were a lot of opportuni-

ties there that we didn’t want to miss,” 

Pullin said. “Without reliable perfor-

mance measures,” she added, “such 

opportunities often slipped away.”

EOHHS had made previous attempts 

to report on outcomes and do cross-

agency planning. But those initiatives 

were narrow in scope and tended to 

arise ad hoc, rather than emerge from 

a coordinated strategy. Problems 

obtaining data to support outcome-

based decision-making also hampered 

those efforts. 

It’s All About Results
Developing a government business culture based on performance management. 

ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT

A                  Case Study: Accenture
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Data Supports Decisions
The transition to a truly perfor-

mance-based culture started in 

January 2007, when Dr. JudyAnn Bigby 

arrived as the new Secretary of EOHHS. 

“I found there was a need for our 

priorities, budget decisions and pro-

gram initiatives to be guided by data,” 

she said.  

In the fall of that year, with help 

from Accenture, EOHHS launched 

a business transformation program 

designed to make performance-based 

decision-making the standard operat-

ing procedure throughout the 

Secretariat. The initial step was to iden-

tify performance goals and create tools 

for measuring progress.

As they launched the EHSResults 

initiative, offi cials at EOHHS defi ned six 

major goal areas: Building Safe 

Communities, Educating Kids in Our 

Care, Promoting Self-Suffi ciency 

Through Employment, Improving 

Wellness and Quality of Health Care, 

Putting Community First and Support-

ing Effective Government. Secretary 

Bigby formed six cross-agency working 

groups to tackle those areas, assigning 

senior-ranking representatives of the 

Secretariat to head each group.

Members used the working groups 

to defi ne the outcomes they wanted 

to achieve, and develop measures to 

refl ect the extent to which their targets 

were met. The groups divided broader 

goals into subgoals to ensure that they 

identifi ed goals they could reasonably 

measure success with, using approxi-

mately three to fi ve outcome measures.  

For example, the Promoting Self-

Suffi ciency Through Employment group 

created a subgoal: to maximize the 

number of targeted adults who get jobs 

with health-care benefi ts. Agencies that 

provide employment services track the 

progress of their clients who get jobs 

with health-care benefi ts.

Top Priority for Leadership
“One of the main challenges,” 

Pullin said, “was that many agency 

leaders had diffi culty making time to 

participate in working groups.” But 

Bigby stressed that EHSResults was a 

top priority, and she expected senior 

executives to get behind it. “She was 

constantly messaging that this was 

very important to her,” Pullin said. 

While support from the top was 

essential, EHSResults also needed 

commitment from the operational staff. 

“We have worked very hard to involve 

business representatives—people in 

the agencies who are doing the pro-

grammatic work,” Pullin said. 

Throughout the program, the EHS-

Results team emphasized its own role 

as a facilitator, not a director. “We 

are constantly reinforcing with our 

programs, operations and leadership 

teams that they’re the experts,” Pullin 

said. “We’re here to help provide a 

strategic alignment structure, central-

ize the outcome data and provide tools 

to evaluate performance.” 

Pullin and her staff have gone out 

of their way to show how performance 

management helps agency employees 

succeed in their jobs. “It’s pretty easy to 

make this just another layer of work—

another person to report to—as opposed 

to something that could really be useful 

and helpful to them,” Pullin said. 

Once the working groups identifi ed 

their goals and more than 470 outcome 

measures, EOHHS worked with 

Accenture to organize those elements 

into strategy maps. “The strategy maps 

are the backbone of the work we do,” 

said Pullin. “They’re the articulation of 

the strategy.” 

The maps, in turn, provided the 

foundation for performance dash-

boards. Based on data entered 

manually by staff at the agencies, the 

dashboards give a quick, easy view of 

outcome measures, both current and 

historical. A user can see, for example, 

the percentage of adults and children 

who visited the dentist in the past year, 

and how the current number compares 

with fi gures collected over the last few 

years. The user can also see an expla-

nation of the trend in that measure 

from the agencies that supplied the 

data. “You also see the target we’re 

trying to meet,” Pullin said. 

The dashboards offer much detail 

and multiple viewing options. For 

example, a smoking cessation dash-

board breaks down the percentage of 

adults and students who are smok-

ers, and within that group which are 

pregnant women or adults with serious 

psychological stress. Users can see the 

dashboard numbers for the entire state 

or specifi cally for Medicaid or mental 

health inpatients. Also, the dashboards 

let users view outcomes within one 

agency, or see data from multiple 

agencies merged into a single view.  

EOHHS fi rst developed dashboards 

in two goal areas: Promoting Self-

Suffi ciency Through Employment, 

and Supporting Effective Government. 

After working out the details in 

those pilots, EOHHS added Putting 

Community First, and Improving 

Wellness and Quality of Health Care. 

Eventually EOHHS will add dashboards 

“I found there was a need for our priorities, 
budget decisions and program initiatives to 
be guided by data.”
—Dr. JudyAnn Bigby, secretary, Massachusetts Executive Offi ce of Health and Human Services

ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT
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for Building Safe Communities and 

Educating Kids in Our Care.

Besides using the data internally, 

EOHHS recently incorporated informa-

tion from the dashboards into a new 

public Web site, to let residents see how 

the state is performing on 45 measures, 

including academic achievement for 

youth in its care and transitioning indi-

viduals with disabilities from institutions 

to communities of their choice. This site 

will display a graph representing each 

measure; it also will explain why each 

measure is important and how the state 

is progressing toward that goal. Early 

plans call for EOHHS to update the Web 

site with new data annually. 

“Our goal in launching a public-

facing EHSResults Web site is to 

make the work of state government 

more transparent, so that consumers, 

stakeholders, legislators and policy-

makers have access to concrete data 

about our work,” Bigby said.

Culture Change
Although the dashboards provide deep 

insight into program performance at 

EOHHS, the Secretariat’s work on perfor-

mance management doesn’t end there. 

“Throughout the process, we recognized 

that the strategy maps and dashboards 

weren’t going to give us all the cultural 

change we needed,” Pullin said. EOHHS 

is also using performance management 

to ultimately govern more effectively. 

For example, the Secretariat has 

started using outcome measures in 

some employees’ individual perfor-

mance evaluations. “We have made 

a tie between the strategic goals that 

come out of EHSResults and senior 

managers’ individual goals for the 

year,” Pullin said. 

EOHHS is also using the measures 

as a basis for setting program priorities 

and budgets. Performance data helps 

to show which programs are working 

and which merit investment.  

All this helps make EOHHS more 

successful in its work. “EHSResults 

allows EOHHS and its diverse agencies 

to track our effectiveness, and improve 

services and supports on behalf of 

our consumers,” Bigby said. 

While it has brought important 

improvements to EOHHS, the 

EHSResults program also has 

brought a few surprises. One involves 

the true nature of the initiative. “We 

originally thought it was a technology 

project,” Pullin said. “It’s really not; it’s 

a business project.” Emphasizing busi-

ness processes has kept EOHHS on track 

in its quest to develop a performance-

based culture.

Although managers can access a 

wealth of performance data through 

the dashboards, the EHSResults offi ce 

also publishes reports for many execu-

tives. Each presentation is tailored to 

each recipient’s needs and e-mailed 

as a PDF attachment.  

Pullin didn’t expect that she would 

need to publish these reports, but they 

have turned out to be the most effec-

tive way to get relevant outcome data 

to executives on a regular basis. “It 

was not realistic to expect them to 

log in,” she said.

However they’re delivered, outcome 

measures have become an essen-

tial part of the cultural fabric at the 

EOHHS. “As Secretary of Health and 

Human Services, I use the EHSResults 

performance management system 

regularly in my meetings with agency 

leaders to help guide their priorities, 

policies and programs,” Bigby said.

“That has made for a forum for good 

conversations,” Pullin said. “And all of 

that fl ows through to better results for 

state residents.”

“Our goal in launching a public-facing 
EHSResults Web site is to make the work 
of state government more transparent, so 
that consumers, stakeholders, legislators 
and policymakers have access to concrete 
data about our work.”
—Dr. JudyAnn Bigby, secretary, Massachusetts Executive Offi ce of Health and Human Services

EHSResults shows that Massachusetts’ current uninsured rate is less 

than half the rate of 2007. The state credits this reduction to health 

insurance reform in the state.
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Lessons Learned:
Get support from the top. Secretary JudyAnn Bigby continually stressed to the leadership at EOHHS that EHSResults 

was one of her top priorities. Executives needed to make time in their schedules to participate, and they needed to promote 

the initiative to their employees. She also assigned top executives to head the program’s working groups. 

Involve employees from all levels of the organization. The EHSResults team understood that the people 

who operate agency programs know better than anyone how those programs work and what they require to succeed. The 

perspective of those content experts was essential to the working groups. 

Keep participants engaged. By demonstrating how the program will help them become more effective in their work, 

managers and front-line employees could see that EHSResults wasn’t an abstract exercise. The more they got involved, the 

better they understood that a culture focused on using performance data to drive decision-making would ultimately allow 

them to deliver better services.

Don’t dictate, facilitate. Members of the EHSResults program offi ce always adhered to the principle that their job 

was to perform the legwork—to communicate, organize meetings and provide tools that would keep people aligned in the 

process. The decision-making role belonged to the content experts from the agencies and EOHHS leadership.

Focus on business transformation. Technology offers valuable tools, but technology development shouldn’t drive 

the program. “We could have spent a lot of time making spiffy-looking applications,” Pullin said, “but I think that would have 

missed the mark.” 

Build trust. “We spent a lot of time and effort communicating to the various stakeholders,” Pullin said. The development 

of close working relationships with working group members paid off in effective cross-agency collaboration. 

Produced by    Custom Media 1100 Connecticut Avenue, N.W., Suite 1300, Washington, D.C. 20036 © 2010 e.Republic Inc. All rights reserved. Printed in the U.S.A.
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Call it City 2.0: a metropolis where offi  cials instantly monitor 
all of the urban environment’s constantly changing dynamics—the 
outside temperature; snow or rainfall; traffi  c; and perhaps most 
importantly, people moving through the streets, fl owing from one 
neighborhood to the next. This system helps offi  cials send resources 
to the street corner where gangs are converging, manage traffi  c before 
it becomes congested, and respond to emergencies seamlessly—
automatically—before they’re even reported.
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CityBy Zach Patton

The Sentient

CAMERAS 
AND SENSORS 
CAN MAKE A 
CITY AWARE 
OF EVERYTHING 
HAPPENING 
ON ITS STREETS, 
HELPING IT DO 
MORE FOR LESS.
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It may sound like science fi ction, but the idea of a living, 
sentient city—one in which managers use real-time data to 
respond to events as they occur—isn’t the stuff  of fantasy anymore. 
By creating intricately linked networks of cameras and sensors 
throughout an urban area, cities in the U.S. and elsewhere are 
already making great strides toward tracking weather conditions 
and traffi  c fl ow, to name a few, and then using that data to govern 
more eff ectively.

The ultimate City 2.0 vision is of a “highly networked, highly 
metered environment so that an administrator can oversee the 
inputs and the outputs,” says Rob Enderle, a technology analyst 
with the Enderle Group. Tapping into all this real-time data, he 
says, means “you can run a city cheaper and have happier and 
safer citizens.” The city, in short, becomes a more effi  cient place 
for people to live and work. It also means a government can do 
more with less. 

The reality isn’t that far away. Many of the building blocks 
are familiar, even mundane: sensors that monitor weather 
conditions and air pollution; smart-grid technology that helps 
deliver energy more effi  ciently; cameras that track the fl ow of 
pedestrians and automobile traffi  c; devices that measure and 
relay snowfall to the public works department; and access to 
Wi-Fi and cloud computing.

Alone, each of these blocks performs one discrete function for 
one purpose. But if a city fused all of those diff erent data streams, 
it could create a place keenly aware of changes in the urban 
environment. With that awareness, a city could respond rapidly 
and effi  ciently where and when needed.

The sentient city is still an emerging idea, and managers will 
have to address many issues—technological and otherwise—before 

smart cities can fl ourish. But as more and more cities implement 
and refi ne the tools used to gather and assess all this data, the idea 
of City 2.0 is a vision that’s quickly coming into focus.

T
he genesis of these ideas is decades old. Enderle likens 
the vision of sentient cities to the concept of “arcolo-
gies,” the classic sci-fi  notion of megalopolises made 
up of gargantuan, self-contained structures that house 

thousands of residents in an all-encapsulating environment. At 
the arcology dynamic’s core is the idea that if you can contain 
all aspects of a city’s life and needs, you can monitor and control 
what happens there.
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Mayor Richard Daley 

said his goal is to have a 

camera trained on every 

intersection in Chicago.
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people moving through 
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While arcologies remain fi rmly ensconced in the pages of 
Utopian literature, cities have begun implementing technologies 
that approach somewhat similar ideals of monitoring the urban-
scape as a whole. Traffi  c-light cameras, for example, are ubiquitous 
in many places. Some localities have gone further, installing video 
cameras throughout the city and creating a network of video 
streams. Chicago is the most prominent U.S. city to outfi t itself 
with such a web of cameras. In 2004, the Windy City installed 250 
surveillance cameras at sites thought to be at risk of a terror attack. 
Those devices were linked to 2,000 other cameras already spread 
throughout the city and networked into Chicago’s emergency 
dispatch center. Mayor Richard Daley said his goal is to have a 
camera trained on every single intersection in the city.

Then there are gunshot location systems—a technology that 
uses audio sensors attached to rooftops and telephone poles to 
detect when a gun is fi red and pinpoint the location. In 1995, Red-
wood City, Calif., was the fi rst in the nation to test this system, 
which lets police respond to shots without receiving a 911 call. 
Today more than 30 U.S. cities, including Chicago, Los Angeles 
and Washington, D.C., rely on the same acoustic sensors.

Surveillance cameras and gunshot detection were the fi rst 
steps toward a fully sensor-equipped city. In more recent years 
as sensor technology has improved, the focus has broadened 
from public safety and emergency response to include subtler 

changes in environment. Matt Welsh, an associate professor of 
computer science at Harvard University, has spent the past four 
years designing and building a system of sensors to constantly 
monitor conditions in Cambridge, Mass. Welsh and his team 
have worked with the city to disperse nearly 30 sensors around 
the relatively small town. “We wanted to capture the ephemeral 
changes in environment,” he says. Using the sensor data, Welsh 
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Join The Council of State Governments for the 
2010 Economic Summit of the States, May 20–23 in 
New York City. Under the backdrop of one of America’s 
most celebrated and diverse cities, The Economic Summit 
will provide a platform for state leaders from across the 
country to discuss the current financial climate, methods for 
sound economic decision-making and strategies for leading 
citizens through these tough times. You’ll get first hand 
insights on how evidence-based, data-driven solutions are 
producing better results with fewer taxpayer dollars. For 
complete information on the agenda, accommodations and 
registration, visit www.csg.org/events.   

SPECIAL GOVERNING OFFER: REGISTER ONLINE using code 
GOV0410 and receive a 10% discount off one conference 
registration (does not apply to guest fee).
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hopes to gain understanding of how the city works on a minute 
level. He’s recently begun looking at air pollution levels in areas 
with high automobile traffi  c, for example, and how those levels 
shift during the course of a day. The information from monitoring 
those outputs continuously on a city block, he suggests, could be 
extremely useful in the city’s future decision-making.

Meanwhile, other cities are experimenting with moni-
toring residents’ energy use in real time. Pilot programs that 
let citizens view their individual energy consumption as it’s 
being used are up and running in Houston; Boulder, Colo.; and 
Dubuque, Iowa.

W
hile the technology for a sentient city is already 
available, what’s missing is the ability to connect 
all the diff erent data streams to form a compre-
hensive picture of a city’s happenings. Wilming-

ton, N.C., however, is trying. In February, the city and surround-
ing New Hanover County launched a pilot that could make it the 
nation’s fi rst true smart city. Using cameras and sensors, the city 

will analyze and respond to everything from traffi  c congestion 
and fuel consumption to water quality and sewage capacity.

For the most part, though, cities have yet to make the leap
to fusing diff erent kinds of sensor data. “The concept of City 2.0, 
is that all these things would be networked,” Enderle says. 
“But I don’t see anybody doing a great job of connecting all these 
things together.”

As with so many IT projects, the obstacles toward a fully 
networked sentient city aren’t really technological. The issues 
are much bigger than that, says Mark Cleverley, the director of 
strategy for IBM’s Global Government Industry. “It’s about how 
technology is changing,” he says, “but it’s also about how society 
is changing.”

It’s also about getting a city’s agencies to work together to 
share and analyze sensor data. And that can be a challenge. 
“The big problem is working through the political structure,” 
Enderle says. “It can be very turf-oriented and very fragmented 
when it comes to this kind of stuff .” And what works for one 
city may not work for another. Cleverley worked with Stock-
holm to build a congestion-pricing system that utilized radio-
frequency ID tags to track citizens’ automobiles throughout 
the city. Cleverley says there’s been widespread acceptance of 
the program and a general agreement that it’s had a dramatic 
eff ect on reducing traffi  c congestion. But when New York City 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg fl oated the idea of congestion pric-
ing in 2008, it took his citizens a New York minute to rebuke 
the notion.

Unsurprisingly there are privacy concerns. While most citi-
zens probably don’t mind the idea of pole-mounted devices col-
lecting data on rainfall or air pollution, they are likely to be less 
receptive to the notion of cameras or traffi  c sensors that follow 
their movements throughout a city. Those kinds of concerns are 

not insurmountable, but they must be dealt with, says Cleverley, 
who notes that Chicago adopted a policy with its vast network of 
cameras that individuals’ faces are, by default, blurred out. Law 
enforcement offi  cials must go through an approval process, akin 
to obtaining a warrant, if they want to look for a specifi c person. 

In the end, the collection of sensor data isn’t what’s impor-
tant—it’s how a city uses that information. “You can deliver bet-
ter outcomes for society if you think about a city as a system of 
systems,” says Cleverley. “What these technologies do is make it 
easier to track these systems. What they don’t do is guarantee 
success.”  G

 E-mail  zpatton@governing.com
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Houston is experimenting 

with monitoring residents’ 

energy use in real time, 

letting them see their energy 

consumption as it occurs.

Wilmington, N.C., in a joint pilot with 

surrounding New Hanover County, is 

trying to connect all different data 

streams to form a comprehensive 

picture of city happenings.
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Navigating today’s 
complex state and local 
government can be 
a challenge. 
GOVERNING management books provide practical tools and tips for 
success. Reserve your copy of these vital resources today!

“A fun read but, more importantly, a practical and pithy 
primer on the reality of media relations in the modern era.” 

Martin O’Malley, Governor, State of Maryland

“We Don’t Make Widgets has the potential to 
change how you lead your work team or organization and 
provides concrete steps for doing so.”  
Michael Lawson, Director, ICMA Center for Performance Measurement

“Government can deliver results — and our performance 
measures help us prove that we’re making a difference 
in people’s lives. Measuring Up 2.0 presents a very readable 
account of how leaders can transform agencies 
to do just that.” 
Christine Gregoire, Governor, State of Washington

Discounts are available for bulk orders. For more information, or to reserve your copies, 
visit www.governing.com/books or contact Drian Perez at 888.932.5161 or dperez@erepublic.com.
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This Old
Footprint
Older and historic buildings are primed 

to go green and stay that way.

B Y  T I N A  T R E N K N E R
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Dubuque, Iowa’s most sustainable buildings are 
a century old—and older. The Victorian homes, 
aging storefronts and 19th-century warehouses 
are sustainable in that they’re positioned to take 
advantage of the sun’s warmth in winter and the 

trees’ shade in summer. With their thick brick walls and old-
wood window frames, they are beautiful structures, and for the 
past 30 years, the city has been actively preserving them—as an 
economic-development strategy and as a way to remember its 
manufacturing past. 

Now it is upping the ante. In 2006, city offi  cials designed a 
plan to turn Dubuque into an economically, socially and environ-
mentally sustainable city. A key part of that plan relies on existing 
historic buildings for both good community design and green-
building ideas. In addition to the hundreds of old Victorian homes 
and storefronts that have been carefully restored by their new 
owners, Dubuque’s stock of old and sustainable buildings includes 
a group of commercial buildings—more than 1 million square 
feet of space—that make up the Historic Millwork District in 

downtown Dubuque. These old facilities—factories, warehouses, 
stores and loading docks—once were the driving force behind a 
thriving timber business. Wood products were made here and 
shipped all over the world via the Mississippi River, which fl ows 
right by entrances to some of the buildings. 

The millwork business is long gone; many of the warehouses 
and factories sit nearly empty and forlorn. But as part of the city’s 
overall revitalization plan, the warehouse district will capitalize on 
its infrastructure, developing a multiuse complex where residents 
can live, work and play. The project’s old buildings will, in short, be 
rehabbed to embody the new principles of smart growth. 

Cindy Steinhauser, Dubuque’s assistant city manager, says 
the city’s stock of old buildings showcases how the earlier set-
tlers and city elders knew how to place a building to maximize 
its effi  ciency, such as using sunlight for natural light and heat. 
“These are practices that our grandfathers and grandmothers 
used when they designed their storefronts,” she says, “so they 
could live above them and take advantage of natural lighting.” 
Combined with some modern tweaks, such as energy-effi  cient 

The Historic Millwood District in the center of Dubuque, 

Iowa, will soon be rehabbed as part of the city’s plan 

for economoic, social and environmental sustainablity. 

Inset: The area in 1962.
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heating and cooling systems, and adding insulation to walls, 
these older buildings could be as environmentally friendly as 
sleeker, shinier new construction.

Dubuque is one of a handful of cities featuring historic preserva-
tion as a key part of sustainability eff orts. As such, these cities are 
the opening wedge of a movement that believes older building stock 
could be the way to becoming a greener city—a means to becoming 
sustainable without wasting resources, energy and history. But his-
tory and policy may need to catch up to each other if other cities are 
to move in the same direction.  

More than 200 localities 
have adopted guidelines 
requiring that buildings 
become Leadership in 

Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) certifi ed—the recognized 
standard for measuring building sus-
tainability in terms of site develop-
ment, water savings, energy effi  ciency, 
materials selection and indoor envi-
ronmental quality. Many are targeting 
not only the basic LEED certifi cation, 
but also the higher levels. A look at 
some key statistics suggests, however, 
that a central part of any city’s eff ort in 
that direction should key in on exist-
ing building stock. Buildings, it turns 
out, are huge energy users and carbon 
dioxide emitters. According to the U.S. 
Green Building Council, buildings in 
this country account for 39 percent of 
total U.S. CO2 emissions and 40 per-
cent of energy consumption. 

In the pursuit of sustainability goals, 
however, there may be an unintentional 
focus on new construction. Many 
believe that to have a green building, 
everything must grow out of the new-
est technologies. This approach solves 
one problem by introducing another: 
Demolishing old buildings is ineffi  -
cient. When a building is torn down, its “embodied energy”—the 
energy already exerted to create and gather the materials, and then 
construct the structure—is wasted. Moreover, materials from that 
demolished building could end up in a landfi ll. The National Trust 
for Historic Preservation estimates that one-quarter of the munic-
ipal waste stream consists of construction debris. And according 
to a 2004 report by the Brookings Institution, such demolition 
could add up to a big problem: About one-third of the U.S. building 
stock will be taken down and replaced by 2030.  

Meanwhile many older buildings are as energy effi  cient as 
newly constructed facilities. According to U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration data, buildings constructed before 1920 
have about the same energy effi  ciency as buildings constructed 
between 2000 and 2003.  

Older, historic buildings have several energy effi  ciencies built 
into them: Window frames, for instance, are often made of old-
growth wood, which preservationists say is very durable and can 
have a high R-value, meaning the window is good at containing 
heat. “If you look at the life cycle of a vinyl or aluminum win-
dow,” says Patrice Frey, director of sustainability research at the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, “usually it lasts 10 to 20 
years tops, and then ends up in the landfi ll.” A wood window, she 
says, can be retrofi tted and used for up to another 100 years—sav-

ing a window from that trip to the landfi ll. 
Many older buildings also are positioned 

to catch sunlight, helping to heat and bring 
in daylight, and the fl oor plan may have 
been designed to maximize airfl ow and 
ventilation. In addition, older and historic 
buildings are often part of walk-able neigh-
borhoods or near public transit, reducing 
the need for cars.

In the LEED guidelines’ newest version, 
the U.S. Green Building Council allows for 
older and historic structures to achieve 
additional points toward LEED recogni-
tion by giving more weight to categories 
such as energy effi  ciency and sustainable 
sites. “Existing buildings,” says Roger Limo-
ges, director of advocacy for the U.S. Green 
Building Council, “are where we are going 
to see the transformation we need.” 

Green-building advocates and 
preservationists recognize that 
each other’s aims are self-com-
plementary, and preservation 

as a sustainability strategy has potential 
pitfalls. One challenge is that developers 
must fi nd ways to make the numbers work 
for fi nancing such a project. Federal and 
state historic tax credits help. But devel-
opers may not be able to use both a federal 
historic tax credit and a federal energy tax 
credit on the same project. At the state 
level, there are 30 states with historic tax 

credits on the books. At one point in 2009, Maryland had consid-
ered adding a 5 percent bonus if the commercial rehab achieved 
LEED Gold, but the legislation didn’t pass.  

Even if the fi nancing is successful, prevailing codes and policy 
may not recognize the means by which older and historic build-
ings are green. Cities’ prescriptive codes may require buildings 
to achieve energy effi  ciency or environmental sustainability in 
such a rigid way that the developer might have to compromise a 
building’s historic character. 

The National Trust for Historic Preservation, recognizing that 
there are minimal models cities can look to in “greening” historic 
buildings, launched in 2009 the Preservation Green Lab—a public-
private partnership that shows how cities deal with various 
challenges in helping historic buildings meet sustainability 

T h i s  O l d  F o o t p r i n t
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Flight test airplanes two through five for the Boeing 787 Dreamliner in the final

criteria. For instance, Seattle, where the Preservation Green Lab 
is based, is a partner in creating an outcome-based energy code. 
This would give older and historic buildings more fl exibility in 
achieving the right energy effi  ciency per square foot. 

Dubuque is also a partner with the lab in a project to create 
an energy-effi  cient heating system that would work throughout 
its Historic Millwork District. Previously the district’s build-
ings were connected by a system of tunnels and pipes; a steam 
system heated all the buildings. The majority of the district was 
eventually sold to four owners, who now must determine how 
they will heat their buildings: Should they all buy their own 
boilers? Or would it help to introduce a districtwide geothermal 
system? If the developers come together, there could be some 
cost-eff ectiveness. But then, the developers must decide whether 
to make it a “pump-and-dump” system, a “closed-loop” system or 
a hybrid of the two. And Dubuque will have to review what it will 
allow regarding fi ltration and entrenching for such a system. 

Despite the challenges, Steinhauser remains optimistic about 
raising Dubuque’s historic buildings to a solid green level. “Just 
because it’s an old building,” she points out, “doesn’t necessarily 
mean that it’s going to cost you more or it can’t be done.” 

Cities may have to take baby steps at fi rst, but Dubuque is 
betting it can lead to a giant step forward.  G

E-mail ttrenkner@governing.com

Buildings that were once 

home to a bustling 

manufacturing complex 

will soon be repurposed 

as homes, offi ces and 

shops, taking advantage 

of the construction 

methods and materials 

of an earlier era. 
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The question now is whether that’s about to change. 
Lawmakers in Arizona, California, Michigan and Pennsylvania 
have discussed taxing services within the last year. States face 
such unappealing choices between cutting core government 
services and raising taxes that suddenly broadening the sales 
taxes may, in comparison, look like a politically palatable way 
to balance the budget.

Still, discussions in most states haven’t gotten very far. The 
political obstacles remain formidable. In Kentucky, there’s a genu-
ine bipartisan discussion of broadening the sales tax to services, 
albeit a cautious one. Can states fi nally get the politics of taxing 
services right? In Kentucky, we may soon fi nd out.

 I
f there’s one point on which liberal economists, conservative 
economists and non-ideological tax policy wonks all agree, 
it’s that sales taxes should apply to services. Not surprisingly, 
the left and the right have somewhat diff erent reasons for 

advocating the same policy. Liberals complain that exempting 
services from sales taxes costs governments massive amounts of 
revenue—money that could be used for schools, health care or 
social services—for no good reason. Conservatives like the idea of 
getting more revenue from the sales tax because it can allow for 
reductions in income taxes, which they view as stifl ing economic 
investment and growth.
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Jim Wayne is getting an earful from Kentucky 
hot air balloon operators these days, and it’s easy to understand 
why. Wayne, a Kentucky state representative, wants to apply the 
state’s sales tax to hot air balloon ride purchases. They’ve never 
been taxed before in Kentucky. “We’ve had at least two hot air bal-
loonists call to say how awful their business is in this economy,” 
Wayne says, “and that this will only hurt them more.” Soon Wayne 
can expect calls from exterminators, dry cleaners, landscapers 
and people who drive armored cars for a living—he wants to tax 
all of them too.

In making these proposals, Wayne is embroiling himself in 
one of the great perennial debates in state tax policy: Why don’t 
sales taxes generally apply to purchases of services in addition to 
purchases of goods?

Virtually all economists say they should. But the reason they 
don’t is a combination of history and politics. When sales taxes 
were established many decades ago, they tended to ignore ser-
vices, which were then a far smaller segment of the economy. As 
the service sector has grown, bringing services into the fold has 
proven quite diffi  cult. Service providers that legislators are target-
ing tend to oppose proposals to expand the sales tax. Maybe hot 
air balloonists don’t have much infl uence, but lawyers, doctors 
and real estate agents do. Sales taxes apply to some services, but 
generally not the most lucrative ones.

AWAY
UP, UPAND

A TAX ON HOT AIR 
BALLOON RIDES MAY 
SOUND SILLY, BUT 
TAXING SERVICES IS 
GETTING SERIOUS 
CONSIDERATION IN 
SOME QUARTERS.By Josh Goodman
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Across the ideological spectrum, there’s agreement that the 
present policy distorts economic activity. The tax exemptions 
for services encourage the public to buy more services and fewer 
goods. There’s also agreement that the arrangement is com-
pletely unsustainable. For decades, the United States has been 
shifting to a more service-oriented economy—a shift that means 
sales taxes have been missing out on a broader and broader por-
tion of the economy.

States steadily have raised sales tax rates to try to keep up, but 
there are limits—both political and economic—on how high the 
rates can go. One of the most basic rules of tax policy is that the 
most effi  cient taxes have low rates and broad bases. Until services 
are included in the sales tax, in most states it will be the exact 
opposite: a tax with a high rate and narrow base. “It’s essential 
that states do this,” says Michael Mazerov, a senior fellow with 
the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. “Otherwise, their sales 
taxes are going to fall further and further behind.”

That argument hasn’t won the day yet. In 2008, the Federa-
tion of Tax Administrators released a 50-state survey of whether 
the sales tax applies to 168 diff erent service categories. Only six 
states had more than 100 of the service categories taxed. States 
stubbornly have avoided targeting service providers. And, in fact, 

there are some good reasons why.
One problem is that individuals aren’t 

the only consumers of services. Businesses 
are too. Taxing services raises the danger 
of what’s known in the tax world as “pyr-
amiding.” A food-processing plant, for 
example, might have to pay a sales tax for 
the accountant who handles its books, the 
mechanic who fi xes its machines and the 
exterminator who kills its bugs. These lev-
ies add up, creating a “pyramid” of hidden 
taxes that raise the cost of doing business 
for industries that rely on service-intensive 
processes for their production.

Pyramiding can have all sorts of unin-
tended consequences. For example, a state 
starts imposing a tax on legal services. 
Businesses would then have an incentive 
to keep lawyers on their staff s to avoid 
paying the tax, rather than hiring outside 
help. The fear is that these sorts of incen-

tives will lead to businesses being structured to avoid taxes, not 
to operate as effi  ciently as possible. “Every public fi nance expert 
in the world,” says David Brunori, a law professor at George 
Washington University who studies state tax policy, “will say you 
should not impose taxes on business purchases.” 

Another reason states are reluctant to tax services is that they 
don’t want to stand out. If one state makes the leap into taxing ser-
vices, its residents could respond by shifting their economic activ-
ity elsewhere. “If I make the sale of accounting services taxable, 
what I can do pretty well is collect that tax inside of the state,” says 
William Fox, a University of Tennessee economist. “What if the 
guy from India sells it to you? What if the guy in California sells 

it to the guy in Virginia? How does Virginia collect that tax? The 
answer is not very well.”

T
hese factors make taxing services technically challeng-
ing. Still, they’re challenges that can be overcome. Tax 
codes can be designed to minimize the service taxes 
that businesses must pay. States also can focus on ser-

vices that businesses rarely use—most businesses don’t need 
to go to the pet groomer or the dry cleaner. States also can be 
selective in taxing services that can only be provided locally. A 
Kentuckian can’t outsource his hot air balloon rides to India. 
Economists acknowledge the diffi  culties and still say most ser-
vices should be taxed.

The biggest reasons that states have been reluctant to tax ser-
vices aren’t logistical—they’re political. Most of the states that 
broadly tax services, such as New Mexico and Hawaii, have done 
so for decades. But tax policymakers speak in hushed tones about 
what happened in Florida and Massachusetts.

In the late 1980s, Florida broadened its sales tax to include 
most services. Lawmakers faced an impassioned uprising and 
reversed course soon after the law went into eff ect. Nonetheless, 
the controversy helped defeat Gov. Bob Martinez in 1990. Massa-
chusetts broadened its sales tax to include many new services in 
1990, but a backlash led the Legislature to quickly reverse course.

The lessons learned in Florida and Massachusetts still shape 
conventional wisdom about taxing services, even though the 
incidents are close to ancient history. The lesson seems to be 
that there’s no constituency in favor of taxing services. To any 
one individual, the benefi ts of taxing services—a more equitable, 
effi  cient tax code—are small.

In contrast, taxing services is seen as a major threat to indus-
tries that always have been exempt. They resist fi ercely. “These 
major overhauls are very diffi  cult to sell,” says Jim Eads, execu-
tive director of the Federation of Tax Administrators. “If you are 
in the group that is suddenly pulled kicking and screaming into 
the tax system, you will cry out. The people who are burdened 
make their feelings known.” Since the Florida and Massachusetts 
failures, change has occurred at a glacial pace. The topic has been 
something close to a political taboo.

 That is, until now. Michigan Gov. Jennifer Granholm pro-
posed a budget that relied on expanding the sales tax to services 
to balance her state’s budget. Gov. Ed Rendell did the same in 
Pennsylvania. The idea was part of the budget proposals of the 
Democratic minority in the Arizona Legislature. And a blue rib-
bon commission in California recommended instituting a Euro-
pean-style value-added tax (VAT)—another mechanism for taxing 
businesses regardless of whether they sell goods or services.
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Law professor David 

Brunori says experts 

agree that sales taxes 

shouldn’t apply to services 

purchased by businesses. 

Anytime you do any kind 

of tax reform, you’re going to 

have winners and losers. 
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Why are all these proposals coming at once? It’s not that taxing 
services has become any less politically perilous. It’s just that in 
the present fi scal environment, every budget decision that state 
lawmakers make comes with political risk. If the alternatives 
are angering voters by raising taxes or angering voters by cut-
ting funding for popular programs, suddenly expanding the sales 
tax doesn’t look like such a bad deal. If every state broadened its 
sales tax, states would collectively raise tens of billions of dollars. 
Many states would have enough money to plug their current bud-
get holes and mend their structural defi cits.

The potential revenue is enough, in fact, that Rendell and 
Granholm have sold their proposals with a silver lining: lower 
sales tax rates. By broadening the base, their states can add more 
revenue and still aff ord lower rates. The California VAT proposal 
was even more ambitious. It promised to generate enough money 
that the state could eliminate its sales tax and corporate income 
tax, and slash its income tax rates.

A
ll of that might sound like a great bargain—cutting 
taxes and boosting revenue at the same time—but it 
hasn’t sounded that way to state lawmakers. The Cali-
fornia VAT was instantly pronounced dead on arrival, 

opposed by both business and labor. The proposals from Gran-
holm and Rendell, both of whom are Democrats, were dismissed 
by Republicans. They note that the switch would raise the tax 
rate on the sale of services, since the rate is currently zero. Nei-
ther proposal appears likely to pass. The recession and accompa-
nying budget problems have been enough to get states to think 
about extending the sales tax to services. So far, they haven’t been 
enough to get them to act.

Wayne hopes the story plays out diff erently in Kentucky. The 
state has a narrow sales tax. According to the Federation of Tax 
Administrators survey, it only taxes 28 of 168 service categories. 
As the economy has shifted toward services, sales tax revenue 
has struggled to keep up. In response, lawmakers have used 
nonrecurring revenue sources to fund recurring expenses. “We 

go into a number of places stealing money,” Wayne says. “Every 
board and commission in the state has been robbed by the Leg-
islature.” Wayne’s pitch for taxing services is that this approach 
is unsustainable.

Wayne is a Democrat, but Republican Rep. Bill Farmer agrees 
with him. Farmer is an accountant, but he still thinks account-
ing services should be taxed. In fact, he supports taxing virtually 
all services that individuals use, other than medical care. “We’re 
broke,” Farmer says. “Our tax system is not keeping up with the 
economy. If the economy grows 6 percent, the revenue doesn’t 
grow 6 percent.”

This agreement has created promising signs for an overhaul. 
A bipartisan group of lawmakers has met to try to work out a 
deal. In a moderate-to-conservative state, could Democrats and 
Republicans come together in favor of a broader sales tax?

Maybe, maybe not. Wayne proposed his legislation to broaden 
the sales tax as a way to help Kentucky plug the $1.5 billion short-
fall in the upcoming biennium. Farmer prefers a plan that, at least 
in the short-term, would be revenue neutral. He’d use the extra 
money from taxing services to eliminate the state income tax. To 
Wayne’s disappointment, House Democratic leaders advanced 
budget plans without a broader sales tax in March.

Even if those diff erences can be ironed out, the end product 
will be controversial, especially with the businesses that are 
aff ected. David Adkisson, president and CEO of the Kentucky 
Chamber of Commerce, is skeptical that the Kentucky tax code 
is as broken as lawmakers make it out to be. He notes that general 
fund spending has consistently been between 5 and 6 percent of 
the gross state product for the last 20 years. “While revenues are 
tight, there’s a reason they’re tight. It’s called the national reces-
sion,” Adkisson says. “We don’t immediately conclude that the 
issue is lack of revenue or an outdated tax system.”

Adkisson is suggesting ways Kentucky could cope with run-
away spending on corrections, Medicaid and public employee 
health care. He thinks the biggest immediate need is to tackle 
those issues, not the tax code.

Due to the obstacles, there’s a better chance that Kentucky 
does something incremental than radical. The biggest money is 
in taxing professional industries: lawyers, doctors, accountants 
and real estate agents. But those groups tend to have the most 
political clout. Wayne’s bill doesn’t target those professions. He 
goes after a variety of lower-profi le businesses such as window 
cleaners, chartered pilots, landscapers, tailors and exterminators. 
He’d also tax greens fees and country club memberships.

Kentucky wouldn’t be the fi rst state to go the incremental 
route. Maine expanded its sales tax to include things such as car 
repairs and dry cleaning last year. In 2006, New Jersey targeted 
tanning salons, tattoo parlors and country clubs, among others.

But given the history of previous forays into this fi eld, there’s 
no guarantee that Kentucky will do anything at all. The hot air 
balloonists and their brethren may have more political power 
than they let on. “The politics of this is going to get really ugly in 
the end,” Farmer says. “Anytime you do any kind of tax reform, 
you’re going to have winners and losers.”  G
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Michael Mazerov, a senior fellow with the Center on 

Budget and Policy Priorities, says that it’s essential 

for states to tax services.
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I
n the historical Indo-Aryan language of Sanskrit, it’s called 
“samsara”—the cycle of life, death and rebirth. Just outside 
Baltimore, in Elkridge, Md., it’s called recycling—and the 
Waste Management Recycle America material recovery 
facility is where it happens.

Trash has always fascinated the most astute observers of 
human societies. Archaeologists dig it; novelists have long pon-
dered it. In Our Mutual Friend, Charles Dickens explored how 
money aff ects character by tracing the fortunes of rubbish-
hauling that descend on Noddy Boffi  n (a.k.a. the Golden Dust-
man). In his 1997 novel Underworld, Don DeLillo describes “the 
sting of enlightenment” felt by one of his characters, a waste 
management consultant, on his fi rst encounter with the (now 
shuttered) Fresh Kills landfi ll on New York’s Staten Island.

For DeLillo’s character, the question of “how to keep this 
mass metabolism from overwhelming us” was an existential one. 
But for the people who operate the Elkridge material recovery 
facility, it’s a technical one. Moreover, it’s a problem that has 
largely been solved.

Elkridge, the largest recycling facility in the world in 2007, 
can sort 65 tons of recyclable material per hour—enough to keep 
the Baltimore-Washington area from drowning in milk cartons, 
newspapers, junk mail, boxboard, and food and beverage con-
tainers. High-tech sorting machinery from Holland separates 
most of the trash that loops around the conveyor belts through-
out the facility, but ultimate responsibility—and the fi nal sort—
remains the province of people who work there. Hot and loud as 
it seems to the outsider, the work inspires intense loyalty among 
the facility’s 75 employees. 

Although the Elkridge facility itself opened just three years 
ago, many of the employees have worked at Waste Management 
for decades, making the apocalyptic end that DeLillo sensed 
and feared into something new—20,000 tons of recycled mate-
rials, shipped out from the Port of Baltimore every month to 
start anew. G

E-mail jbuntin@governing.com

WASTE

BY JOHN BUNTIN    |    PHOTOS BY DAVID KIDD

ELKRIDGE, MD.’S MATERIAL RECOVERY 
FACILITY SORTS 65 TONS OF RECYCLABLE 
MATERIAL PER HOUR.

NOT
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T
hough troubling, the recently 
leaked video of a Springfi eld, 
Mass., police offi  cer beating 
an apparently helpless suspect 

with a metal fl ashlight while three other 
offi  cers looked on highlights a chronic 
problem in mid- and large-sized cities 
nationwide: Who polices the police?

Data suggests that actual incidences 
of overzealous police offi  cers injuring 
or killing nonthreatening suspects are 
rare, but they can dominate the news 
for months. From Rodney King in Los 
Angeles to Abner Louima in New York 
City, such incidents sully reputations, 
tarnish whole departments and damage 

community relations, while sometimes 
costing cities millions of dollars in legal 
fees and restitution.

To reduce excessive use of force 
incidents, cities have devised various 
schemes for overseeing police, the most 
common of which is a citizen over-
sight board charged with investigating 

Citizen oversight boards may be the most common way, but aren’t the most effective.

Problem Solver
Real-World Solutions and Ideas for Government Managers
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Policing the Police By Jonathan Walters

GOV04_42.indd   42GOV04_42.indd   42 3/16/10   10:53:50 AM3/16/10   10:53:50 AM

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



reports of abuse. The battle surrounding 
these boards has always been over how 
much authority they have, and whether 
they have the expertise to do the job. As 
a rule, police don’t like being investi-
gated—or second guessed—by civilians. 
Meanwhile, community activists tend to 
not trust the police to conduct thorough 
internal investigations, particularly 
in cities where there is signifi cant ten-
sion between police departments and 
ethnic minorities.

In the Springfi eld incident’s imme-
diate wake, Mayor Domenic J. Sarno 
announced a new “community police 
hearing board,” consisting of a group of 
citizens he appointed. Some in Springfi eld 
wonder if this citizen oversight board will 
actually have any teeth. They worry that 
the board will be mere political window 
dressing rather than an eff ective mecha-
nism for investigations and discipline.

G
etting the balance right—
between ensuring rigorous, 
thorough investigations and 
protecting the police from 

overzealous or politically motivated out-
siders—has always been the trickiest part 
of police oversight. But one city seems to 
have devised a system that balances police 
rights with citizen concerns—a system 
that, since its creation in 2001, has proven 
remarkably successful in signifi cantly 
reducing excessive use of force incidents.

At Portland, Ore.’s low point in the late 
1990s, its police were shooting suspects at 
a rate of one per month. The bulk of those 
shootings, says former Portland City Audi-
tor Gary Blackmer, was taking place in the 
city’s heavily African-American commu-

nity, which was badly damaging city and 
community relations. “When you had 
one shooting a month,” says Blackmer, 
who is now with the state auditor’s offi  ce, 
“it made it pretty hard to go out there 
and talk to citizens about cooperating on 
crime fi ghting.”

At the city council’s request, Blackmer 
hired a consultant to look at use of force 
incidents and make recommendations for 
how to reduce them. Besides some fun-
damental tactical suggestions—Portland 

police were consistently putting them-
selves in unnecessarily dangerous situa-
tions where they had to shoot their way 
out—the most fundamental reform sug-
gested was to shut down the city’s exist-
ing police oversight board, which lacked 
clout and credibility, and replace it with 
a professionally run board within the 
city auditor’s offi  ce, comprising a smaller, 
carefully chosen group of highly qualifi ed 
members.

Since the oversight board overhaul, 
use of force complaints in Portland have 
plummeted by more than 60 percent, a 
number that Blackmer argues represents 
millions of dollars in savings in legal fees, 
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When you had one shooting a month, it 

made it pretty hard to go out there and talk to 

citizens about cooperating on crime fi ghting. 
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lost time and lost personnel. It has also 
led to an incalculable increase in com-
munity goodwill. 

Symbolic of the new approach, inci-
dences in which citizens reported being 
verbally abused by police decreased dra-
matically. “The department’s policy was 
that they used profanity to avoid use of 
force,” says Blackmer. “We said, ‘Fine, 
then we want police offi  cers to write up a 
report every time they use profanity and 
explain why.’” Profanity complaints went 
down 75 percent.

By the same token, the oversight board 
has come to the police’s defense: The 
board has explained to citizen complain-
ants that handcuffi  ng before arresting a 
subject is acceptable police procedure. It’s 
also perfectly legal for police to question 
a subject without reading the Miranda 
rights as long as the subject hasn’t yet 
been placed under arrest. 

E
ssential to credible, eff ective 
oversight is the concept of a 
professional, experienced inter-
mediary, says Richard Rosen-

thal, who as an “independent monitor” 
oversees investigations into use of force 
incidents by the Denver Police Depart-
ment. Only those who are experienced 
in both law and police work should ever 
investigate allegations of police miscon-

duct, says Rosenthal, who was the origi-
nal prosecutor in the Los Angeles Police 
Department’s infamous Rampart scandal 
in the late 1990s. The scandal involved 
extreme police misconduct that included 
bank robbery, and the shooting and 
framing of an unarmed gang member by 
an offi  cer.

Besides hard data on lowering and 
keeping the lid on use of force incidents, 
Rosenthal judges his department by the 
responses he gets from police and citizens. 

“I get criticized by the police union, which 
says I have way too much infl uence and 
I’m out to get them; and I get criticized by 
citizens who say I’m in bed with the cops. 
That’s the fi ne line we walk.”

 It’s a fi ne line worth walking, though, 
notes Blackmer. Far from the days when 
Portland was seeing one police shooting a 
month, today that number is down to one 
per year. G

E-mail jwalters@governing.com 
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background in education is not required – leadership and vision are.

Visit our web site or email governing@broadcenter.org to learn more.

Academy graduates have filled 156 school district leadership 
positions and are raising student achievement nationwide.

www.broadacademy.org
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L
ayoff s in government cause 
understaff ed programs and hurt 
morale, while requiring remain-
ing employees to work harder and 

diminishing quality of services to the public. 
But these potential ramifi cations of layoff s 
can be even worse thanks to a personnel 
practice known as “bumping rights.”

When a department or agency is told 
to shrink its work force, bumping gen-
erally allows a more senior employee to 
displace a lower-level employee from a 
job. The rules can be dictated by unions, 
civil service regulations or both. We 
talked to several people in government 
about this, and the response was rather 
uniform. “Hideous” and “very demoral-
izing” are just two of the descriptions we 
heard. Jay Gasdaska, director of Penn-
sylvania’s Bureau of Labor Relations, 
added another: “extremely confusing 
to employees.” 

Since there haven’t been many layoff s 
in government until recently, bumping 
provisions in civil service regulations 
or labor contracts have been passed 
forward over the years with minimal 
scrutiny. Tucson, Ariz., for instance, 
hasn’t had layoff s in 30 years. But now 
that it is, a very confusing system of 
bumping is going on, and it’s based 
on very old rules. So old, says Cindy 
Bezaury, Tucson’s human resources 
director, that “no one who is still here 
can recall using them.”

When an individual who is axed in a 
layoff  takes the job of someone with less 
seniority, it can set off  a domino eff ect. 
The bumped person bumps another, who 
bumps another and so on. “Bumping cre-
ates ripples that spread throughout the 
organization,” says Neil Reichenberg, 
executive director of the International 
Public Management Association for 
Human Resources. “It’s like bowling pins 
being knocked down.”

planetarium,” says Jim Honchar, dep-
uty secretary for human resources and 
management in Pennsylvania’s Offi  ce of 
Administration. “But if they were shifted 
to dinosaurs, they were lost.”

In some places, bumping can take place 
across departments, which heightens the 
likelihood that someone will wind up in 
a job for which he is thoroughly unpre-
pared. A park-maintenance worker might 
bump into a job in the street area, where 
he has no experience. “The department is 
stuck with the individual” says Judy Tuttle, 
Las Vegas’ deputy director of human 
resources. “And the individual is stuck with 
the department.”

Even the folks who have jobs thanks 
to bumping aren’t necessarily happy. On a 
skill and responsibility level, the job may 

By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

An Unproductive Bump
During layoffs, the effect of ‘bumping rights’ on the workplace is more than demoralizing.
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When lots of pins fall, managers can 
lose young talent. Some of the young 
people at the tail end of the bumping are 
the ones with unique skills and fl exibil-
ity in the work environment. A corollary 
is that, when older workers bump down 
to a lower-level job, they often fi nd that 
many new skills are required. “Manag-
ers may be able to bump the adminis-
trative assistant,” says Kenneth Poe, the 
director of Human Resources in Gwin-
nett County, Ga., “but can they answer a 
12-line phone, do a fi le merge or create 
an Excel spreadsheet?” 

Pennsylvania offi  cials told us about 
the headaches that emerge when layoff s 
aff ect extremely specialized professional 
jobs—in museums, for example. “We 
had people who were awesome with the 
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be below the one they had and below what 
they had been paid—which can create 
morale issues.  

Barry Bluestone, dean of the School of 
Public Policy and Urban Aff airs at North-
eastern University, understands well that 
unions value the concept of seniority as a 
fair and completely objective approach to 
personnel decisions. And bumping rights 
would seem to be a natural extension of 
seniority-based policies. 

Bluestone, who co-authored Negoti-
ating the Future: A Labor Perspective on 
American Business with his late father, 
Irving Bluestone (a protégé of Walter
P. Reuther, president of the United 
Automobile Workers), is sympathetic to 
unions. But he also sees the critical need 
for collaborative endeavors in which labor 
and management work together for more 
eff ective government. He points out that 
there’s an important diff erence between 
industries where workers hold fairly 
interchangeable jobs and those in which 
the jobs vary a great deal. In the former, 
bumping may preserve seniority with-
out harming effi  ciency and productiv-
ity. But in the latter—the more common 
scenario—bumping, he says, lowers pro-
ductivity. Either the person with higher 
seniority isn’t well qualifi ed for the job 
he’s getting or he needs more training and 
expertise to get up to speed on the job.

Recent experiences with bump-
ing may well lead to reform. Georgia’s 
Gwinnett County may be at the cutting 
edge of such a movement. In late 2008 and 
early 2009, it laid off  more than 70 peo-
ple; the bumping that ensued frustrated 
employees and disrupted the workplace. 
Halfway through the process, the human 
resources director went to the county’s 
Merit Board, which is in charge of local civil 
service rules, and asked that bumping be 
eliminated. The county held two public 
hearings in which no employee protested 
the idea. Nor were there protests when 
the Board of Commissioners offi  cially 
declared bumping rights to be a thing of 
the past. “People realized,” says Poe, “that 
it’s an antiquated approach.”  G

E-mail greenebarrett@gmail.com

By Elizabeth Daigneau and Tina Trenkner

Fighting Crime with Math 
Once a week on the TV show Numb3rs, a mathematical genius helps his FBI 

brother solve a crime using his math prowess. In real life, a quartet of math-

ematicians from the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) created a new 

mathematical model that helps police understand how crime hotspots form—and 

what they can do about them. It tells law enforcement whether a police response 

will eradicate a hotspot or simply displace it by defi ning a hotspot as either 

supercritical or subcritical. Supercritical hotspots arise when small spikes in crime 

pass a certain threshold and create a local crime wave; subcritical hotspots arise 

when one large crime spike, such as the presence of a drug den, draws in more 

criminals. Rigorous policing simply displaces the supercritical variety, but can 

completely eliminate subcritical hotspots. The UCLA researchers are collaborat-

ing with the Los Angeles Police Department in hopes of eventually predicting 

where subcritical hotspots will form so they can step in before crime erupts.

| IDEA CENTER

A Diploma in 10th Grade?
Traditionally U.S. high school students complete four years of coursework before 

they receive their degree and enroll in college courses. To help students become 

college-ready, the NCEE recently announced that for the 2011-2012 school year, 

eight states will implement a board examination system that will give high school 

students—if they pass the exam—the option to receive their diploma and enter an 

open-enrollment college after 10th grade. At the same time, a student who passes 

the boards can also continue with another two years of high school instruction to 

apply to a selective college. Those who don’t pass exams the fi rst time can work 

on any weaknesses the following year and take the board exams later. States 

will have an option of approving as many as fi ve systems that schools can use 

for evaluating students, including Advanced Placement and International Bacca-

laureate programs. This pilot is funded through a grant from the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation. 

Find more ideas for
creative programs at
governing.com/ideas
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By Steve Towns

The Innobucks Start Here
Manor, Texas: a small town with innovative ideas.

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

as innobucks, can be spent on police ride-
alongs, meals donated by local restaurants 
or a chance to serve as mayor for a day. City 
offi  cials evaluate the suggestions, and every 
decision is made in plain view on the site.

“The crowd is wise, in our opinion. We 
want to harness that wisdom and allow 
them to help us in the process,” Haisler 
says. That’s not just lip service. Since its 
launch in October 2009, the site collected 
almost 100 ideas, fi ve of which have been 
formally adopted. 

The city partnered with Stanford 
University to create Manor Labs. Haisler 
made contacts at the university during 
another innovative project that put bar 
codes on the town’s landmarks and city 
structures. The bar codes, which can be 
read by a cell phone with the appropri-
ate free software, are used to track city 
assets and promote the town for economic 
development purposes.

Haisler may have had help from high-
powered advisers, but he says Manor Labs 
relies on cheap, readily available software 
tools—and it includes idea management 

W
 hen Beth Noveck, leader of 
President Barack Obama’s 
Open Government Initia-
tive, needed an example of 

how technology can create more collabor-
ative government, she pointed to Manor, 
Texas, a tiny city on the outskirts of Aus-
tin. Speaking to Web 2.0 guru Tim O’Reilly 
at a conference in late 2009, Noveck made 
a point of mentioning Manor Labs, the 
city’s online eff ort to harvest bright ideas 
from citizens.

“Manor—population 5,800—is crowd-
sourcing better ideas for how to run the 
town, whether it’s dog catching or tax col-
lection,” Noveck says. “I now want to go 
to Manor, Texas. When I see things like 
that, it’s incredibly exciting and hearten-
ing to me.” 

Manor Labs is the brainchild of Dustin 
Haisler, the town’s assistant city manager, 
CIO and one-man IT department. Here’s 
how it works: Citizens go to a Web site, 
www.manorlabs.org, to submit proposals 
and vote ideas up or down. Participants 
earn 5,000 points for submitting an idea, 
150 for commenting and 300,000 if the 
city implements their idea. Points, known 

capabilities and other features that reduce 
the small city staff ’s workload.

“We wanted to use this as an opportu-
nity to show other agencies that if we can 
do it in Manor, which has only 35 full-time 
city employees, then anyone can do it,” 
he says. “We wanted to kind of break that 
misconception that innovation is very com-
plex. We wanted to break it into a smaller 
scale and say, ‘We did it.’”

Haisler’s boss, City Manager Phil Tate, 
says Manor Labs helps fi ll a void in the 
community. As the town grew, club meet-
ings and other social gatherings that once 
gave citizens a chance to rub elbows with 
city leaders evaporated. Now that interac-
tion is starting to occur online.

Tate also wouldn’t mind if the notoriety 
surrounding Manor Labs caught the atten-
tion of potential high-tech employers. “We 
defi nitely hope this draws if not a major 
computer tech fi rm, at least some of the 
secondary-level companies into town, and 
makes Manor more oriented to that.”  G

E-mail stowns@govtech.com 
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innovation is very 
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to break it into a 

smaller scale and 

say, ‘We did it.’ 
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Manor
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CONNECTING AMERICA’S LEADERS

Getting connected and staying connected are vital components for success in today’s complex 

state and local government. From the latest news, analysis and resources to building and 

strengthening relationships with private sector partners, GOVERNING keeps you connected to 

the states and localities like no other media brand. 

GET CONNECTED. GET GOVERNING.

To learn more about GOVERNING’s publications and events, 
or to subscribe, visit www.GOVERNING.com.
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By Girard Miller

 I
n most states, the benefi ts formulas 
for active employees are untouchable. 
The only way to chip away at pension-
funding problems is to fi ddle with 

formulas for new employees, partly 
because unions are more willing to give 
way on benefi ts for new hires. Newbies 
don’t vote on today’s contract and don’t 
pay dues yet—and union leaders may 
fi gure they’ll get the benefi ts restored 
when the economy improves.  

For most public offi  cials, there is great 
confusion about what would be a fair ben-
efi ts formula for new employees. Here are 
some pension math basics:

Cost-sharing. Let’s assume the pen-
sion fund requires employees to contrib-
ute 5 percent of their salary, the national 
average, to the pension plan. A good case 
can be made that new employees should 
pay half of their pension benefi ts’ normal 
costs, which helps assure they have skin 
in the game when it comes time to talk 
about future benefi ts increases. One of the 
fi rst issues to address is the employee con-
tribution rate. If the rate is less than half 
of what the actuary says would be the 
normal cost of new hires’ benefi ts, it’s time 
to put that issue on the table. 

Retirement age. Public employees in 
many states receive lifetime pensions and 
sometimes medical benefi ts long before 
Social Security’s normal retirement age—
and usually much earlier than their private-
sector counterparts who pay the taxes. 
Putting aside the special cases of police 
offi  cers and fi refi ghters whose exposure to 
danger would justify an earlier retirement 
age, there’s little reason for new hires to 
begin full pension benefi ts before reaching 
the Social Security retirement age (now 66 
or 67 for baby boomers). Benefi ts formulas 
for new employees should start there and 
allow an earlier retirement with actuarially 
reduced benefi ts—just like Social Security 
requires of early retirees.  

Multiplier math. During the Internet 
bubble years of 1999-2000, many public 
plans awarded generous increases in the 
“multiplier”—the percentage used to cal-
culate pension benefi ts. (For example, a 
2 percent multiplier times 30 years of ser-
vice times a $50,000 fi nal average salary 
equals a $30,000 annual pension.) Today  
many pension plans and employers are 
fi nding that their multipliers are unsus-
tainable and often unjustifi ed.

If employees are eligible for Social 
Security, as most are, a multiplier of 
1.7 percent would provide a 30-year 
employee with a pension of one-half of his 
or her fi nal salary. When that is combined 
with Social Security and income from 
personal savings, average retirees will 
be able to replace their earnings because 
they no longer will be making pension 
and Social Security contributions or 

putting money into a savings account. 
And hopefully they pay off  the mortgage 
early in the retirement years, thereby 
reducing living costs. The usual rule of 
thumb is 85 percent replacement income 
will sustain a retiree, as long as the retiree 
has some infl ation protection from the 
pension plan and Social Security.  

For public employers outside of Social 
Security, a multiplier of 2.5 percent is a 
reasonable benefi t level as long as employ-
ees pay at least 10 percent of salary into the 
plan. After all, they’re not paying Social 
Security taxes of 6.2 percent, which makes 
10 percent a bargain for them. Many such 
public employees still fi nd a way to qualify 
for some Social Security benefi ts through 
side jobs and prior or post careers.

As for public safety employees, a mul-
tiplier of 2.3 percent plus Social Security 
and personal savings will generally pro-
vide a suffi  cient replacement ratio—again 
depending on how early the employee 
becomes eligible for retirement. At this 
level, the employee’s matching share of 
normal costs will likely be in the high 
single digits, if not greater.  

Retiree medical benefi ts. An equally 
important issue to address with new hires 
is their retiree medical package. Some 
employers are now limiting that benefi t 
to post-Medicare supplements only and 
putting a consumer price index or dol-
lar cap on the benefi t to prevent future 
runaway medical costs. Limiting retiree 
medical benefi ts this way reinforces the 
higher retirement ages needed to sustain 
pension plans past 2030.

With these reforms, most plans 
can provide a suffi  cient benefi t. Only a 
fi nancial analysis can determine if the 
benefi t package would be sustainable and 
aff ordable to both the employer and the 
new hires. G

E-mail girardinmalibu@charter.net 

The New Pension Math
Nationwide, public offi cials scramble to change new-hire benefi ts formulas.  

Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY
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Chart a course 
foR success!

Join state, federal and local CIOs for the 2010 NASCIO Midyear Conference.  NASCIO conference attendees
include the highest-profile government and corporate technology experts in the nation.  In addition to
state, federal and local CIOs, and our corporate partners, past NASCIO conference attendees have included
governors, state and federal legislators, and other elected and appointed officials.

NASCIO is the premier network and resource for state chief information officers and an effective
advocate for information technology policies at all levels of government. 

Register now at www.nascio.org.
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52

Player

I
n this era of instant climate information from The 

Weather Channel, Weatherunderground.com and 

Accuweather.com, the United States’ 49 state 

climatologists might seem like dinosaurs. But 

instead of facing extinction, state climate offi ces 

are experiencing a golden age of infl uence, thanks 

to the efforts of action-oriented climatologists like 

David Zierden.

Zierden, who studied at Florida State University’s

Center for Ocean-Atmospheric Prediction Studies,

embodies something new: the climatologist as 

activist. He’s played a leading role in the Southeast 

Climate Consortium—one of the most impressive 

examples of applied climatology. It uses cutting-

edge modeling to predict the likely impact of the 

El Niño/La Niña weather cycle on the Southeast 

United States. Zierden has also worked with local 

governments, such as Tampa Bay Water, to help 

them understand what increasingly variable rainfall 

might mean for customers in the future. 

Local initiatives, Zierden concedes, “aren’t going 

to stop what’s going on globally or the impact of 

increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.” But 

he insists that they can still make a difference. 

“Temperatures around urban centers such as 

Miami-Ft. Lauderdale have already warmed 1 to 

2 degrees, just due to urban growth, sprawl and the 

heat island effect,” Zierden says. “If we can plan 

more effectively, we can certainly stop that from 

happening.”   —John Bunti n

52

David Zierden
Position: State Climatologist, Florida 

 Age: 45 

  Education: M.S. and B.S. in Meteorology, 

Florida State University 

Favorite weather Web site: www.agroclimate.org
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Microsoft Dynamics® CRM enables us to serve the public 

by building our services around them.”

deploy resources where 

they are needed most

 share knowledge across departments

update our service center with 

real-time information

manage the details of our events 
and hospitality programs

have a single view ofconstituent databases

DQG

DQG

DQG

DQG

DQG

DQG

“WeKDYH�WRoversee 19 different departments…

To learn more about the efficiencies Microsoft Dynamics CRM can create for your government agency, 
go to microsoftdynamics.com/government 

Microsoft Dynamics® CRM fits the way government works and helps your people better serve the 
public. It can streamline the flow of information with flexible, easy-to-use tools that help employees 
give the best possible service to citizens.
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