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PUBLISHER’S DESK 

The Obesity Epidemic

O
ur cover story this month deals with something that 
has garnered a lot of national attention in the past 
few years—the obesity crisis. The American Medical 
Association recently recognized obesity as a disease; in 

many places, it’s more like an epidemic. Public health is so much 
more complex than what you eat. It’s deeply rooted in community 
design, education, race, politics, transportation and even public 
safety. The eff ects of obesity are similarly widespread—tied not 
just to the physical health of citizens and their quality of life, but 
also to overall health-care costs and economic development.

At Governing, we’ve been examining the interrelated causes 
and eff ects of obesity through our Healthy Living summits, which 

bring together medical profession-
als, public health offi  cials, urban 
planners and other key players 
to explore new ways to tackle 
this growing problem. It’s more 
important than ever for cities to 
begin fi ghting the epidemic of 
obesity—not just for the health of 
their residents, but for the future 
viability of the city as a whole. The 
challenge is tremendous. But over 
the past two years I’ve also seen 
plenty examples of places that are 
working to fi x this problem, to rid 
their communities of the disease of 

obesity. Sometimes, as in Philadelphia, which is profi led in our 
cover story (see page 26), it’s because the problem reaches a crisis 
stage and becomes impossible to ignore. 

Other times, change can come in the wake of a disaster. That’s 
been the case in post-Katrina New Orleans, largely thanks to 
the work of the city health commissioner, Dr. Karen DeSalvo. I 
had the opportunity to sit down with her at the beginning of the 
year to discuss the great work she and her team have been doing 
to make New Orleans a healthier city. Hired by Mayor Mitch 
Landrieu, she began reorganizing the way the city approaches 
public health, working with multiple agencies, businesses and 
nonprofi ts on a new comprehensive strategy. Their work is far 
from complete, but they’re already making great strides.

As more cities like Philadelphia and New Orleans begin con-
fronting the obesity epidemic head-on, our communities will 
become happier, healthier, more productive places to live. It’s 
one of the most pressing issues of our time, and much hard work 
remains. But I’m heartened by the fact that cities are fi nally look-
ing at their role in fi ghting obesity. I hope the success stories 
spread across the country as our national conversation on obesity 
continues. I’d love to hear what your community is doing to fi ght 
obesity. You can always reach me at ewaters@governing.com.
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Big data.
It’s not just how much you have.
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LETTERS

A More Diverse List Is Needed
This list sure lacks diversity [“Detroit 
Strong,” June 2013]. I’m pretty sure if 
you looked hard enough you would fi nd 
more African-Americans who are more 
than qualifi ed to be part of your “save 
Detroit” list.

—Derrell on Governing.com

This article is completely discredited 
by the complete lack of black Detroiters 
who for decades have been doing incred-
ible work empowering youth, lifting up 
communities and creating justice within 
the food system, amongst countless other 
initiatives. This biased list is a sad exam-
ple of the damaging misconception that 
communities of color need to be and can 
be saved by white people and outsiders. 
Anyone who thinks you can talk about 
Detroit, or any city, without talking about 
race is doing that city a disservice. 

—Bailey Gamble
Houghton, Mich.

Why is race always an issue when dis-
cussing Detroit? Is it about time folks 
get over it? This is not the case in other 
cities—very weird.

—Laura on Governing.com

The article on Detroit is shallow and, 
as the fi rst few comments suggest, is 
ill-considered. It reminds one of the oft-

hated “silver bullet” strategy: If we could 
just build the ... or hire the ... or fi nd dol-
lars for the ... then all will be well in the 
city. The challenges facing the city are 
structural; they are complex; lasting 
improvement will be truly hard; and real 
change should not be measured on the 
activities of selected individuals plucked 
from the headlines. 

—Robin Boyle
Detroit

Those listed all play a key role. It’s just 
at times, a deeper dive needs to be taken. 
And it’s not just about race. I mean [you] 
failed to mention Cindy Pasky [founder 
and CEO of Strategic Staffi  ng Solutions, a 
Detroit-based fi rm that has since become 
an international company].

—Detroit News writer Darren Nichols 
on Facebook via Deadline Detroit

Incentives: Good or Bad?
States consistently ignore decades of 
research that shows that incentives sim-
ply do not work [“The $1.95 Billion Ques-
tion,” June 2013]. Incentives can work only 
at the margin, and even then, I doubt that 
they make any diff erence. If the fundamen-
tals that a business needs to be profi table 
are not in place, incentives, even if they 
do tip the balance in a state’s favor, will 
not provide those fundamentals, and can 
negatively aff ect the other factors that are 
needed for a supportive environment for 
business. We need a federal solution to 
incentive disarmament.

—Sheila Martin
Portland, Ore.

What many fail to recognize is that when 
these fi rms obtain state guarantees for 
fi nancing, it often makes private-sector 
fi nancing available as well. Sure, it’s not 
fair that taxpayers are investing in pri-
vate ventures that do not directly benefi t 
all state taxpayers. However, the assump-
tion is that the state is investing in long-
term cost-neutral or cash-positive deals 
that will over a number of years be ben-
efi cial for taxpayers. 

—Scott Webber
New York City

Benchmarking Works
The article on energy benchmarking of 
buildings in U.S. cities [“The Rating Is the 
Hardest Part” in Green Government, June 
2013] paints an incomplete picture of this 
rapidly growing practice. While it is cor-
rect to note that there is not yet a large 
body of research on city benchmarking 
policies enacted in recent years, evidence 
is mounting that benchmarking drives 
signifi cant savings in building energy use. 
A Georgia Tech report last year found 
that energy benchmarking in commercial 
properties could reduce national energy 
use by 5.6 percent in 2035. 

The article errs by referring to the 
“fi nancial burdens” of benchmarking. In 
Boston and other cities with [these] laws, 
building owners and managers can upload 
energy data using a free software tool. It is 
also misleading to write that the policies 
“tend to be unpopular” with owners. Jones 
Lang LaSalle, Beacon Capital Partners and 
Boston Properties were among those who 
supported Boston’s ordinance. 

As cities begin to collect and analyze 
benchmarking data year on year, they 
are learning a tremendous amount about 
their building stock—the better to refi ne 
and target their eff orts toward energy and 
carbon reduction. In New York City, for 
example, offi  cials found that older offi  ce 
buildings on average use less energy per 
square foot than newer ones. This runs 
counter to the theory put forward by Rob-
ert Stavins in his industry-funded report, 
that older buildings or neighborhoods 
could be “stigmatized” by benchmarking. 

—Andrew C. Burr of the Institute for 
Market Transformation, Washington, D.C.
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Mo’ Money, Mo’ Problems
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AS STATES COMPILE their 2013 

fi nancial statements, a welcome trend 

is emerging: Many ended the fi scal 

year with a surplus. The fi gures weren’t 

a surprise (Governing and others pre-

dicted the string of surpluses months 

ago). But the news set off a fl urry of 

questions, like what does a surplus 

mean, and does it even matter?

Scott Pattison, head of the National 

Association of State Budget Offi -

cers (NASBO), says that right now, it 

doesn’t mean much. He’s been urging 

leaders to temper their enthusiasm. 

For starters, he says, those surpluses 

are largely due to one-time revenue 

gains that were the result of many citi-

zens shifting their taxable income from 

calendar year 2013 to 2012 in anticipa-

tion of the federal “fi scal cliff” late last 

year. Secondly, Pattison says, many 

budget offi cers were extremely cau-

tious as they prepared their FY 2013 

forecasts, given the sluggish economy 

of recent years. Those factors together 

made surpluses almost an inevitabil-

ity in some cases.

Moreover, the surpluses don’t 

mean state governments’ fi nan-

cial woes are over. Serious fi scal 

challenges remain. While state rev-

enues and expenditures have returned 

to pre-recession levels, they’re still 

behind if you account for infl ation. 

And NASBO isn’t forecasting much 

improvement in fi scal 2014 either, with 

projected general fund spending set 

to rise 4.1 percent and general fund 

revenue up 2.8 percent—both lagging 

behind historical growth trends.

So what’s a state to do if a surplus 

isn’t necessarily a harbinger of good 

news? Elizabeth McNichol, a senior fel-

low at the Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities, says states would be wise to 

spend one-time revenue on one-time 

expenses like capital infrastructure proj-

ects, shoring up rainy day funds or pay-

ing down debts. Of course, that’s not 

always easy, since left-leaning lawmak-

ers may be tempted to put that money 

back into programs that have been cut, 

and right-leaning lawmakers may want 

it put toward tax cuts. Case in point: 

Some California Democrats have called 

for funneling surplus dollars toward 

higher education, while some Wiscon-

sin Republicans have cited their state’s 

surplus as justifi cation for lower taxes. 

Both proposals can be risky, since they 

involve ongoing commitments based on 

money that could be only temporary.

Part of the confusion for 

states is that they 

don’t know 

exactly 

how 

much 

of their sur-

pluses are from 

long-term revenue 

growth, and how much 

is just due to last year’s 

one-time bump. A recent Gold-

man Sachs report says that of the 

9.7 percent in states’ revenue growth 

in the fi rst quarter of 2013—nearly the 

fastest since the recovery began, by 

the way—almost half could be from 

shifting tax burdens.

 In Michigan, which this spring 

increased its two-year revenue fore-

cast by nearly $700 million, the major-

ity of the extra funds will go toward 

one-time road projects and the state’s 

rainy day fund, says budget direc-

tor John Nixon. “As you start to run 

surpluses, you don’t want to build 

those into your base budgets,” Nixon 

says. “If you build those into your base 

budgets, then you’ll always be playing 

catch-up.”

—Ryan Holeywell

9August  2013  |  GOVERNING

GOV08_09.indd   9 7/16/13   3:22 PM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



Risky Rescues May Come at a Price
WHEN APRIL FLOODING caused the 
water level in downtown Grand Rapids, 
Mich., to rise above 21 feet, local offi  cials 
declared a state of emergency. Bridges 
were closed; buildings were evacuated. 
But some people treated the announce-
ment as an invitation to kayak and jet 
ski on the city’s swollen Grand River. 
Ultimately, fi refi ghters had to rescue sev-
eral stranded residents from the water. 

Two Michigan lawmakers want to 
make sure that such thrill-seekers in the 
future would have to cover their own 
rescue costs. After all, the Michigan 
fl oods are only a recent example in a 
string of incidents nationwide involving 
fi res, hurricanes or some other imminent 
natural disaster. Every time, it seems, 
some residents simply refuse to heed 
evacuation warnings, often leading to 
dangerous and expensive rescues. 

At least three states—Idaho, Maine 
and Oregon—already allow local agen-
cies to bill for rescues when certain fac-
tors, such as recklessness, are involved. 
Other places are considering similar 
measures. A California lawmaker has 
promised to bring up the issue during 
the next session. Wyoming’s legisla-
ture considered a similar penalty this 
year, but backed off  after emergency 
responders said the change would dis-
courage people from calling for help.

The Michigan proposal would require 
individuals to pay back municipalities if 
risky adventures during a state of emer-
gency require a rescue. “It’s tailored nar-
rowly enough so it’s not going to discour-
age the average citizen from calling 911 if 
they need help,” says Rep. Brandon Dillon, 

the bill’s chief sponsor. “But it will make 
people think twice before going out and 
engaging in the activity on the front end.”

Several of the bill’s early co-
sponsors, including Dillon, who is a 
Democrat, and Rep. Rob VerHeulen, 
a Republican, previously held local 
government posts in Michigan, which 

may explain their concern for strapped 
municipal budgets. Because of summer 
recess, the Michigan legislature isn’t 
likely to consider the proposal until 
this fall, but VerHeulen is optimistic. 
The measure should garner biparti-
san support, he predicts, because “all 
spectrums say, ‘Well yeah, local gov-
ernment budgets are tight. Act with 
some degree of good judgment.’”

In Orange County, Calif., two hik-
ers admitted to police that they were 
on hallucinatory drugs when they got 
lost this spring in a canyon, prompting a 
helicopter rescue that cost the local fi re 
authority $55,000. The county consid-
ered charging the pair for their rescue, 
but ultimately determined it didn’t have 
the statutory authority. Now a lawmaker 
from the area wants to revive an expired 
state statute that charged individuals 
up to $12,000 for extraordinary rescues 
caused by reckless behavior. The new 
version of the law would eliminate that 
cap, so governments could recoup the 
entire cost. “Government is there to pro-
vide emergency services for those who 
are injured by accident, not reckless or 
intentional behavior,” says Todd Spitzer, 
an Orange County board supervisor. “I 
have serious problems that government 
and taxpayers are on the hook for that.”

—J.B. Wogan
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Kayakers ignored 

Grand Rapids’ 

fl ood warnings 

earlier this year.
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“Government is 
there to provide 
emergency 
services for those 
who are injured 
by accident, not 
reckless or inten-
tional behavior.”
—Orange County, Calif., Board Supervisor 

Todd Spitzer 
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Could Arkansas Crack the Cost-Containment Code?
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WHAT WOULD HAPPEN if Medicaid 

providers and private insurers paid doc-

tors based on quality of care instead of 

quantity of services? Arkansas is about 

to fi nd out.

The state is making an unprec-

edented effort to bend the health-care 

cost curve—a problem that’s been 

somewhat overshadowed by the 

national focus on the Affordable Care 

Act (ACA). Arkansas has been at the 

center of the ACA conversation with its 

radical plan for a privatized Medicaid 

expansion that several Republican-led 

states considered. A little-noted ele-

ment of that plan is that any insurer on 

the state’s new insurance marketplace 

will be required to participate in a new 

initiative to implement performance pay 

statewide.

It’s arguably one of the most excit-

ing experiments yet aimed at cutting 

Medicaid costs, according to health-

care professionals. “It’s something that 

every Medicaid agency wants to be 

able to do,” says Matt Salo, executive 

director of the National Association of 

Medicaid Directors (NAMD).

“In this country, we have talked for 

a long time about health-care reform,” 

says Andy Allison, Arkansas’ Medicaid 

director and president of NAMD. “The 

ACA was really health insurance reform. 

This is true health-care system reform.”

Here’s how it works: For specifi c 

instances of care (a pregnancy, a heart 

attack, a hip replacement), the state has 

created offi cial standards for how much 

it should cost to treat the entire episode, 

taking into account everything from 

doctor visits to hospitalizations to pre-

scription drugs. The state will also iden-

tify the principal health-care provider 

responsible for an individual episode.

Providers will still be paid as they 

are now (that is, fee-for-service), but 

the state will track each provider’s 

costs for these cases. At the end of the 

year, the principal provider will be eval-

uated based on how its average costs 

compare to the state’s standards. If its 

average costs are lower, it will be paid 

a bonus; if costs are higher, it will have 

to pay money back to the state. 

“We had the idea that if we could 

create similar incentives and similar 

expectations, then we would have 

a better chance of putting enough 

volume behind it to make changes 

in behavior,” says Steve Spaulding, 

chief operating offi cer at Arkansas 

Blue Cross Blue Shield. “We believe 

there’s plenty of money in the system 

to provide very good health care. 

What we have to do is spend the 

money better.”

Things still aren’t perfect in the pro-

vider community’s eyes—for example, 

private insurers reimburse hospitals at 

signifi cantly different rates, making the 

total cost of care different depending 

on which hospital a patient is being 

treated at and who’s paying—but the 

program is underway. After analyzing 

historical data, the state and the insur-

ers set the new standards, the feds 

signed off on the plan, and the state 

began implementing it last October.

It’s too early to say whether the plan 

is working. For now, the new model 

applies only to a handful of procedures. 

And while it includes the state Medicaid 

program as well as private insurers, it 

doesn’t currently include Medicare, a 

signifi cant slice of the state’s health 

sector. Still, initial projections sug-

gested the Medicaid program could 

save as much as $4.4 million in fi scal 

2013 and another $9.3 million in fi s-

cal 2014. Arkansas’ Allison, however, 

says internal estimates show the state’s 

overall health-care spending has been 

fl at since the program launched. That 

would be a signifi cant win, he says, 

because 0 percent actual growth versus 

6 percent projected growth equals $250 

million in savings.

Because the performance pay-

ment structure can be expected to 

hold costs down indefi nitely, if those 

estimates prove accurate, that’s money 

that Arkansas can expect to save 

every year going forward. “This is not 

artifi cial. That money is now out of our 

base,” Allison says. “It does not take 

very long to have a profound impact if 

our state or if our country can make the 

decision to do this.”            

—Dylan Scott

The state is 

implementing a 

performance 

pay model for 

health care.
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THE BREAKDOWN

500
Number of inmates executed in 

Texas since the U.S. Supreme Court 
restored the death penalty in 1976 
(the 500th occurred in late June). 
Texas has executed nearly fi ve 

times as many people as Virginia, 
the second-highest state.

$78b
Amount Americans received and 
spent on food stamps in 2012, 
which is more than ever before. 
Spending on the program will 
almost certainly be cut later 

this year as Congress continues 
debate on the program.

SOON, WHEN AN overweight South Carolina resident goes to the 

doctor, he or she might get more than some pills to lower blood 

pressure and a lecture on healthier eating. The patient might get a 

prescription for some much-needed exercise.

Prescription for Parks, as the program is known, is yet another 

experiment in encouraging Americans to be physically active. It’s a 

collaboration between the Department of Health and Environmental 

Control and the Department of Parks, Recreation and Tourism. The 

idea is remarkably simple: Doctors can write a parks prescription 

for patients that gives free admission to one of South Carolina’s 30 

state parks. In addition to hiking, biking and a host of other available 

physical activities, the parks department has constructed self-guided 

workout trails that take people through a full exercise routine.

In a state where two-thirds of adults are obese or overweight, and 

where obesity-related health care costs have been projected to increase 

from $1.2 billion in 2009 to $5.3 billion by 2018, offi cials are willing to 

try anything. They don’t want to force changes—the “nanny state” isn’t 

too popular in a deeply conservative state like South Carolina—but they 

hope that a little nudge out the door and an opportunity to spend time in 

the great outdoors will help improve citizens’ lives.

It’s part of an overall strategy to combat obesity that includes putting 

healthy food in schools and asking the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

to prohibit food stamp recipients from spending their benefi ts on junk 

food, says Catherine Templeton, director of the Department of Health and 

Environmental Control. “It’s a very comprehensive and holistic attack on 

what makes people in South Carolina sick and what kills people the most.” 

—Dylan Scott

A n Rx f or P arks 

49%
Amount of Mississippi’s revenues 
that are federal funds—nearly half 
the state’s income—making it the 

highest ratio in the nation.

The increase in casino tax revenue 
in Kansas from 2011 to 2012. New 

casinos in the state have successfully 
siphoned revenues from Colorado, 

Indiana and Missouri.

605%
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TOGETHER WE CAN DO MORE

Looking for security and return 
on your public fund deposits?

With CDARS®, your organization  
can access multi-million-dollar  
FDIC insurance on CDs through  
a single bank relationship. 

Safe Banking Solution for Public Funds

To learn more, or to find an institution near you  
that offers CDARS, please visit www.CDARS.com.

CDARS is a registered service mark of Promontory Interfinancial Network, LLC.
© 2013 Promontory Interfinancial Network, LLC.
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F
or the past generation, politics 
in Arlington County, Va., have 
proceeded with a civility and 
gentleness notably absent in the 

other suburban jurisdictions around 
Washington, D.C. County board mem-
bers in Arlington have rarely raised their 
voices to one another in public; impor-
tant decisions have usually been made on 
unanimous 5-0 votes; and mild-mannered 
politicians who would have been outma-
neuvered in the nastier environment of 
the bigger suburban counties have expe-
rienced success here.

Arlington’s elected offi  cials long ago 
came up with a self-satisfi ed name for the 
rules by which the political system plays. 
They call these rules “the Arlington Way.” 
Critics have complained that the Arling-
ton Way consists mostly of backroom 
deals where divisiveness is hidden from 
public view. Nevertheless, the result has 
been a quiet outward consensus that has 
played well to most of the community. 
While practicing the Arlington Way, the 
county has seen decades of prosperity 
and a building boom whose careful man-
agement has won national awards for 
sensible civic planning. 

But in the last year or so, the Arling-
ton Way has begun to unravel. Mem-
bers challenge one another at meetings 
now. They have made open accusations 
of confl ict of interest. And some of the 
blogs that comment on county politics 
have developed a vicious streak unlike 
anything longtime residents have seen 
before. “Arlington is the last place you 
would expect to see this happening,” says 
Christopher Zimmerman,  a senior mem-
ber of the county board.

It has all happened largely in connec-
tion with one issue. What issue could be 

powerful enough to undo such a deeply 
entrenched tradition of civility? The 
answer might surprise you. It’s a streetcar. 

More specifi cally, it’s a fi ve-mile street-
car line that would run along Columbia 
Pike, a main commercial thoroughfare in 
the southern half of the county that one 
transit expert recently described as “a 
neglected, deteriorating auto-oriented 
corridor.” Columbia Pike is choked with 
bus traffi  c right now; supporters of the 
streetcar argue that their project would 
relieve some of the congestion, add an 
upscale feel to the whole area, generate 
new residential and commercial devel-

opment, and make possible thousands of 
units of aff ordable housing.

The Arlington streetcar campaign 
is similar to eff orts being undertaken 
in quite a few cities around the coun-
try. There are at least 10 urban streetcar 
lines currently under construction or 
in the design stage. Dallas, Minneapolis 
and Salt Lake City are all building them. 
Seattle had so much success with its fi rst 
streetcar that it is now developing a sec-
ond one. Cincinnati’s streetcar plans are 
the centerpiece of eff orts to revive the 
close-in Over-the-Rhine neighborhood, 

long blighted but now drawing an 
infl ux of middle-class newcomers.   

In Arlington, the arguments for 
a streetcar are as much psychologi-
cal as they are statistical. The new 
vehicles wouldn’t go much faster, 
if at all, than the current buses. 
They wouldn’t have a dedicated 
travel lane, so they would jostle for 
road space along with existing traf-
fi c. And they wouldn’t take many 
automobiles off  the road—even 
the most ardent streetcar backers 
admit that.

What the backers say instead is 
that the look and feel of the street-
cars would lift South Arlington 

into a whole new economic development 
category. Developers, reassured by the 
fi xed tracks, would sense a permanence 
that would encourage them to invest their 
money in a hitherto underdeveloped part 
of the county. Riders who avoid or detest 
Columbia Pike’s buses would be given a 
glitzy alternative.

It all sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? 
Why not give it a try? Well, there’s one 
possible reason. The fi ve-mile streetcar 
line would cost at least $250 million, 
and more likely upward of $300 million. 
That’s not an impossible burden in a rela-
tively rich county like Arlington, but it’s 

By Alan Ehrenhalt

Politics+Policy | ASSESSMENTS

A Streetcar Named Dissension 
A proposed route has left the Arlington County, Va., Board mired in confl ict.

A rendering of the streetcar line proposed 

for Columbia Pike, a main thoroughfare in 

South Arlington.
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money that could be used at least in small 
part on education, health care and envi-
ronmental improvement.

B
y last summer, the streetcar con-
troversy had spread beyond the 
confi nes of Arlington govern-
ment and become something 

of a public cause among urban planners 
and developers. Both the Sierra Club and 
Smart Growth America thought the street-
car would be a fi ne investment, while a 
more localized group of homeowners and 
activists decried the project’s cost.

The opposition might have dwindled 
away—the county board had voted for the 
streetcar unanimously several times in a 
study process dating back to 2006—had 
it not been for the arrival of a new board 
member in early 2012. The new member 
was Libby Garvey, a longtime Arlington 
school board offi  cial who had shown no 
previous expertise in transportation mat-
ters but who quickly took up the streetcar 
as her issue. “I cannot see how a streetcar 
is anything more than a bus with tracks 
and overhead wires,” she said.

Criticizing some of the board members 
personally, Garvey created an un-Arling-
ton-like political storm. But she denies 
having done anything to coarsen local pol-
itics. “The truth is coarse,” she says. “The 
Arlington Way at times has a hypocritical 
side to it, and that came out quite clearly 
with the streetcar.” She believes the public 
meetings held over the past few years have 
actually been staged events meant to dis-
courage the expression of opposing views. 

Assisted by a local citizens’ group, 
Arlingtonians for Sensible Transit, Garvey 
began arguing that what South Arlington 
really needed was not a streetcar but a 
“modern, premium” bus fl eet,  also known 
as bus rapid transit (BRT), that would 
deliver equivalent service at a cost one-
fi fth to one-half as much as the projected 
streetcar budget. Garvey’s allies referred 
to the streetcar supporters as “bus snobs”:  
affl  uent urbanists, mostly from outside the 
neighborhood, who felt it was beneath 
them to ride an ordinary bus the way thou-
sands of South Arlington residents had 
done for years. 

These arguments were enough to gen-
erate a grass-roots demand for a county-
wide referendum to determine the future 
of the streetcar; the majority on the board 
quickly refused to consider it. “Moving 
forward with a modern streetcar is our 
stated policy,” said county board Chairman 
J. Walter Tejada, “and that’s what we’re 
committed to doing. We can repeat it many 
times, but nothing’s going to change.”

So that’s where it stands at the 
moment: The streetcar is going forward, 
even though it was set back this spring 
when the U.S. Transportation Depart-
ment refused to come through on a $75 
million grant. Opponents have vowed to 
maintain their push for a referendum, but 
their chances of getting one appear slim.

In truth, there are arguments to be 
made on both sides. The benefi ts of the 
investment are, in the last analysis, mostly 
intangible. They reside in the belief that 10 
shiny streetcars will be a developmental 
catalyst for a drab and unappealing high-
way and its adjoining neighborhoods. This 
is entirely possible, but it is a chancy prop-
osition to risk roughly $300 million on. 
On the other hand, a $100 million invest-
ment in BRT might be an even worse bet. 
In the end, as streetcar supporters like to 
say, a bus is still a bus. If the county board 
hadn’t approved streetcars, it’s unlikely 
the opposition would now be touting pre-
mium buses as a consolation prize.

Beyond the merits of the issue, the 
whole debate raises the deeper question of 
why all this is happening now, why a deeply 
rooted brand of local politics seems to have 
fallen victim to a fi ve-mile streetcar line.

When a political system breaks apart 
in a local community, it’s usually a good 
bet that geography has something to do 
with it. That’s the case here. Arlington is 
the geographically smallest self-governing 
county in America, less than 30 square 
miles, but it divides demographically into 
two very distinct regions. The northern 
part of the county is where the prosperity 
is, with whole neighborhoods of homes 
selling for more than $1 million apiece. 

Much of the prosperity has been 
driven in recent years by the presence of 
Metro, the D.C. area rail transit system, 

whose Orange Line contains six stations 
running right down the middle of North 
Arlington. In the past two decades those 
transit tracks have generated tens of mil-
lions of dollars’ worth of development—
luxury condominiums, offi  ce buildings 
fi lled with government contractors, and 
dining and entertainment districts that 
attract visitors from all over the metro-
politan area.

Meanwhile, South Arlington, with-
out attractive transportation choices, has 
mostly stagnated. Its property values have 
remained relatively low while those every-
where else in the county have leaped up. 
And though it isn’t often said publicly, the 
streetcar line has represented South Arling-
ton’s dream of catching up to a neighbor it 
regards as not only rich but insensitive to 
the broader community’s needs. 

But there is more to this episode than 
geography. The stop-the-streetcar move-
ment is a coalition of groups that don’t 
have much in common, or at least didn’t 
realize they did. There are liberals who 
don’t want money siphoned off  from social 
programs; conservatives (few but noisy) 
who see any major spending commitment 
as unnecessary; and another faction who 
simply have come to dislike the county 
board’s habit of reaching major decisions 
in friendly caucuses behind the scenes. 
Together, they are an unwieldy but asser-
tive force challenging the comfortable way 
in which the county has done business for 
decades. Helping stir the pot, of course, are 
social media and the blogosphere, which 
make it possible to challenge the elected 
leadership in a way that would have been 
impossible even a decade ago.

What may be most important is that 
local politics has changed, and seems 
unlikely to change back anytime soon. 
Political confl ict that was long submerged 
under the peaceful aegis of the Arlington 
Way has now broken into the open, and 
bottling it up again will be diffi  cult. That 
may be a shame, but it was also probably 
inevitable that some issue would surface 
and break the spell, even one as seemingly 
benign as streetcars.  G

 Email aehrenhalt@governing.com 
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S
eattle Mayor Mike McGinn told a 
lie. It was a convenient lie, and a 
little one as politics goes. In early 
May, the mayor’s offi  ce came up 

with an election-friendly project to melt 
down guns from the city buyback program 
and turn them into metal bricks inscribed 
with anti-violence messages from kids. The 
famous local glass-blowing Chihuly Studio 
and a steel recycler had volunteered their 
services. What could possibly go wrong?

To begin with, the guns had already 
been recast as rebar. The mayor knew it. 
But the press conference went ahead as 
scripted. “We were inspired by the idea 
that we could take these weapons that were 
recovered—716 at the fi rst gun buyback—
and do something meaningful with them,” 
said McGinn. A press release also used the 
same future tense: “Plaques made from 
metal upcycled from guns recovered from 
Seattle’s gun buyback program will feature 
quotes from Seattle students about what a 
violence-free future means to them.” 

A local radio station called the mayor’s 
offi  ce out on the misstatement. But instead 
of openly admitting the misstep, the offi  ce 
instead corrected the tense without com-
ment or noting the correction: They simply 
put the word “future” in front of “gun buy-
back program” in the press release online.

The Seattle Police Department was 
the fi rst to apologize, taking blame for 
failing to set aside a few guns for the proj-
ect. Soon enough it was the mayor’s turn. 
McGinn conceded that he found out the 
morning of the news conference that the 
guns had already been reduced to rebar. 
“I apologize for not being more forthcom-
ing,” he wrote in an email to local media. 
“I didn’t want this piece of information to 
distract from the program.” 

More than a month later, the story was 
still distracting because of another prob-
lem from the original press conference. At 

By Paul W. Taylor

The Dangers of Deception
When you misrepresent in the media, the truth will out.

copy is so easy, it’s tempting to edit out 
mistakes in an online press release and 
hope nobody notices. Government trans-
parency must surely include a disclosure 
that a press release was changed after its 
release, noting the nature and date of the 
correction on the same page as the origi-
nal. It is common practice among news 
outlets. It should be for newsmakers too.

The media may share culpability here 
as well. It’s a worldview, often wrapped in 
the pretense of sophistication and shared 
by a segment of journalists, pundits and 
consultants alike, where lies are best mea-
sured in terms of results—as in, if they 
work, how could they be wrong?

Against that impulse is old-school 
common sense summarized by Govern-
ing senior editor Jonathan Walters, who 
wrote the defi nitive media survival guide 
for public offi  cials: “Don’t lie to reporters … 
because if a reporter fi nds out you’ve lied, 
you deserve every bit of the approbation, 
scrutiny and misery that follows.”  G

Email ptaylor@governing.com

the time, the mayor said the project would 
be entirely privately funded. “No taxpayer 
dollars,” he said. But reporters dug through 
records from the mayor’s offi  ce to show a 
part-time city staff er, a former political 
fundraiser, had already been hired to coor-
dinate the so-called “Weapons to Words” 
project and solicit student quotations at 
the time of the announcement.

Spokesman Aaron Pickus character-
ized the media’s attention to the matter 
as “unfair,” adding that “nothing is fully 
privately funded,” and then took a sud-
den leave of absence without explanation.

Even today, the incident has continued 
to distract. Many of McGinn’s nine oppo-
nents in this month’s mayoral primary are 
calling for greater transparency and new 
leadership, using the mayor’s misstep on 
the peace bricks against him.

I don’t know whether or not the 
mayor’s offi  ce did a postmortem on this 
incident, or what they learned if they 
did. Repeated requests for an interview 
went unanswered. But one of the culprits 
is certainly technology. Changing digital 
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Mayor Mike McGinn speaks at the buyback press conference in May.
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ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT          1

A government technology®

 Thought Leadership Profile | Infor

For public enterprises of any size, 
communication is critical. For large 

government organizations, in particular, keeping everyone 

in alignment can be a substantial challenge. Commonly 

found silos can impede the free fl ow and availability of 

information, and this restrictive environment can lead to 

disjointed processes, sluggish workfl ows, miscommunica-

tions, and other ineffi  ciencies. It also breeds citizen frustra-

tion, as navigating silos is even more diffi  cult for outsiders.

However, government can fundamentally improve its internal 

and external communications and engagement through the 

power of new social collaboration tools. When cutting-edge 

social collaboration concepts are applied to the business of 

government, the results can be positively transformative.

Enterprise Social 
Collaboration Basics
Most well-known social media applications are geared 

primarily for personal use. (Twitter, a powerful tool for jour-

nalists, politicians, and others operating in the public eye, 

may be the exception.) Social collaboration tools, however, 

go far beyond the functionality of mainstream applications 

like Facebook. These tools have broad application in busi-

ness and public sector enterprises when integrated into an 

organization’s existing administrative and operational systems. 

Installed on the foundation of existing work-critical 

systems, enterprise social collaboration tools enable more 

eff ective and fast communication, both internally (between 

employees) and externally (from the organization to citizens). 

For internal use, enterprise social collaboration 

tools enable:

• Communication via real-time social media tools. 
This replaces the slow and ineffi  cient reliance 

on meetings and email back-and-forths that are 

common in many agencies.

• The sharing of information among an organiza-
tion’s diff erent systems — procurement, fi nancials, 
human resources, asset management, etc. This 

maximizes data integration and access to information 

regardless of department and area.

• Improved workfl ow because of instant commu-
nication among key stakeholders. The free fl ow 

and availability of information facilitates stakeholder 

conversations and keeps everyone on the same 

page regarding project/task status. Mistakes and 

miscommunications are minimized as a result. 

Externally, enterprise social collaboration tools can:

• Help citizens receive the services and information 
they want and need online, much more quickly and 
painlessly than before. Government is “opened up” 

to its citizenry, increasing transparency.

• Generate greater public support for government 
projects and plans. Using more eff ective 

communication enables greater acceptance 

for changes in policy, budget allocation, and 

revenue generation.

• Increase citizen volunteerism and other forms of 
active participation in government. Citizens can 

more easily fi nd, follow, and take part in the public 

sector projects that interest them. 

• Enable 24/7 access to government. No more strict 

9-to-5 availability means greater citizen satisfaction 

and a more positive view of government as an 

eff ective steward of the public good.

Adding to Your Enterprise 
Social Collaboration Toolset
Not all social collaboration tools are created equal. The 

key element to consider is integration with the organiza-

tion’s existing systems and processes. The right social 

collaboration tool provides integration along with ease of 

use and navigability to support seamless communication 

among stakeholders and observers.

One such tool is Infor™ Ming.le, a new off ering which 

enables real-time collaboration and communication 

among an organization’s existing areas, from human 

resources to procurement to asset management and 

beyond. This allows employees across all departments 

to communicate with each other instantly regarding 

ongoing projects and tasks — eliminating silos that 

formerly impeded the free fl ow of information. 

Breaking down silos and enhancing 
communication in government

  Improving Service Delivery 
Through Enterprise Social Collaboration
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Infor’s Intelligent Open Network (ION) acts as the foundation 

for Infor Ming.le and allows smooth integration with third-party 

software applications already being used by an organization. 

An organization does not have to switch its entire software 

suite to use Infor Ming.le properly. Additionally, sensitive data 

can be secured and exchanged with Infor’s industry-leading 

health data integration tools. 

Several key features make Infor Ming.le an attractive option 

for organizations looking to embrace the power of social 

collaboration.

Contextual intelligence. Combine information gathered 

from core administrative and operations systems on a single 

screen in real time, drastically reducing time spent searching 

for data manually.

Tasks and alerts. Transmit transactional information to 

relevant parties in real time. Users can sign up to receive 

alerts on particular projects and tasks in progress. In this way, 

interested parties across departments can easily monitor 

progress, keeping everyone on the same page at all times. 

Drillback. Infor Ming.le can “look behind the data” it displays, 

tracing it back to its original source. This allows users to see 

what factors are aff ecting the end data, and by extension, 

what step(s) should be taken to improve results in the future.

Social objects. “Follow” particular objects (tasks, projects, 

forms, etc.) throughout their lifecycle as they make their way 

through several diff erent systems and departments. Users can 

elect to receive automatic updates whenever the status of the 

followed object changes.

Appealing interface. Infor Ming.le’s fresh design interface 

makes the application easy to employ and encourages 

greater usage rates, as users can start taking advantage of 

Infor Ming.le’s off erings without having to navigate a steep 

learning curve.

Implementing an Enterprise 
Social Collaboration Solution
Social collaboration is taking off  in the public sector, with 

usage expected to increase markedly in the near future as 

government agencies look for new ways to increase produc-

tivity. By enabling employees (and constituents) to access 

data and communicate with peers more quickly and easily 

than ever before, enterprise social collaboration tools like 

Infor Ming.le can revolutionize the public sector workspace. 

Of course, in order to take full advantage of all the off erings 

such tools provide, the implementation process must be 

handled correctly. Best practices for implementation include 

employing a gradual, phased approach, typically starting in 

2          ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT2

John, a citizen, reports a 

pothole on Berry St. using 

the Melville City Services 

app on his smartphone. 

A work request is 

subsequently 

processed in the 

Infor Public Sector 

(IPS) suite. 

Once Tim, a city 

inspector, receives the 

request, he visits 

Berry St. to prepare a 

work order estimating 

the priority of the 

work, the scope of the 

work, and the 

materials needed. 

He subsequently 

updates the service 

request in IPS and 

assigns a work order.

This triggers an alert in 

Infor Ming.le™ to Serena, 

the supervisor for utility 

cut repairs; José, the 

engineering supervisor for 

street repairs; and John. 

John is again notified of the change 

in status of his original service 

request, and the new plan of action 

for it to be resolved. 

José notifies Serena that the scope 

of work for this repair can be included 

in the Berry St. project, saving 

the time and expense of sending a 

separate maintenance crew. 

The Infor Ming.le feed also 

notifies José of a pending 

utility cut repair on a 

neighboring street that’s 

resurfacing next week.

In the end, John was informed every step of the 

way, while the city was able to save time and 

money through the power of social collaboration. 

Carefully examining the site, 

Tim determines that the 
pavement failure is not due 
to a pothole, but in actuality 
a bad utility cut repair. 

Connecting citizens 

with their cities through 

social collaboration
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just one specifi c service delivery area (or a small handful of 

areas). Start by creating a detailed plan that thoroughly outlines 

the tool’s uses and strengths and explain to relevant parties 

how their department or agency will benefi t. At the same time, 

interview employees and constituents to identify the pain points 

that social collaboration could address. Once the purpose and 

advantages of social collaboration are understood, launch it 

in a targeted delivery area and evaluate the results, using the 

observations to refi ne and improve the implementation process 

in subsequent areas.

Another approach is to apply social collaboration tools to a 

capital project or improvement that contains a signifi cant degree 

of citizen interest. The tool’s communication features will allow 

citizens to get more involved in the project throughout all phases, 

starting with planning, where feedback is especially valuable. 

Once the project offi  cially kicks off , social collaboration lets 

citizens monitor and follow the project’s process through comple-

tion. Showcasing the power of social collaboration in this manner 

can increase enthusiasm for it both externally and internally. 

This will encourage more rapid, widespread adoption of social 

collaboration tools throughout the enterprise as other depart-

ments and areas observe the benefi ts it brings.

Social Collaboration in Action: 
Des Moines, Iowa
The Des Moines Metropolitan Wastewater Reclamation Authority 

(DMMWRA) in Iowa was facing challenges similar to many other 

public sector entities nationwide. Information silos kept data on 

projects restricted to certain people and areas, slowing down 

progress. Collaboration was stymied by slow communications 

systems that relied on email and fi nicky two-way radios. Time that 

could have been used more proactively was instead spent on 

meetings to keep project stakeholders in diff erent departments 

on the same page. The dynamic was workable, but it wasn’t ideal.

“We couldn’t easily tap the knowledge of our employees when we 

needed it,” says Bill Miller, risk and reliability manager at DMMWRA.1 

“We knew we needed to improve collaboration across our teams.”

Determined that social collaboration was the key to improving 

its operations, DMMWRA elected to implement Infor Ming.le. 

According to Miller, because of DMMWRA’s successful track 

record working with Infor — it’s been using Infor products in 

certain capacities over the past decade — the authority was 

confi dent that Infor Ming.le could deliver on its promises. 

“We feel Infor is leading the pack in cutting-edge technology,” 

Miller says. “One of the reasons we chose Infor Ming.le was the 

short time it took to deploy and receive value from it. That was a 

key factor for us. With ION as the middleware, we can design the 

workfl ows and alerts that feed Infor Ming.le, and those alerts can 

then be shared across the groups that share the program. 

ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT          3    3

However, it’s been 

unusually rainy 

lately, and average 

daily flows at 

the plant are well 

above normal…

…while weekday 

electricity usage 

is at peak 

summer rates.

Sam, an operator at the Lloyd, MI 

wastewater facility, is alerted by 

the city’s EAM system that a major 

pump is scheduled to be taken 

out of service for a week. 

Rob, the city’s maintenance 

manager, and Sam use the 

Infor ION dashboard to monitor 

vibration data, pump run 

times, and electricity usage. 

Then, using the EAM analytical tools, Sam 

calculates that the city cannot afford to 

take the pump out of service due to the 

current rates of flow. 

Plus, the city needs the pump 

to run in order to reduce the 

pumping rates across the plant.  

Rob adjusts the schedule in EAM, 

which automatically triggers 

an alert in Infor Ming.le, letting plant 

supervisors know that they need 

to amend work crew assignments. 

Des Moines Metropolitan Wastewater Reclamation Authority 

(DMMWRA) saves more than $200,000 per year in electricity 

costs through their use of Infor software (source: DMMWRA)

Empowering cities 

to solve problems faster 

with social collaboration

As a result, the facility swiftly met all compliance and 

financial goals while ensuring essential maintenance 

work got scheduled, all with minimal meetings and 

messages saving the facility valuable time. 

Rob is following maintenance schedules 

by pump in Infor Ming.le™, and sees an 

alert from Sam that he needs to change 

the pump’s maintenance schedule. 
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So much of this was out of the box; that’s where we found 

the immediate value.”

With much of the Infor Ming.le solution now in place, Miller 

says, DMMWRA is seeing signifi cant improvements in 

communication and collaboration throughout its work-

force. “Being able to centrally collaborate on anything 

is a big benefi t now,” Miller says. “It’s much easier than 

following email or listening to two-way radio transmis-

sions. Everything is stored and is searchable.”

One of the biggest benefi ts is Infor Ming.le’s tracking feature, 

which allows relevant parties to track the progress of tasks 

and projects in real time. “They like how you can post a work 

order and all information pertaining to that work order is 

accessible to the other craftsmen,” Miller says.

Overall, Infor Ming.le has greatly improved productivity 

and effi  ciency at DMMWRA — and cut down on meeting 

times. “I truly feel you can eliminate up to 50 percent or 

more of your meetings,” says Miller. “With a social work-

space like this, a lot of information can be posted and 

shared instantaneously.”

Enterprise Social Collaboration 
is Eff ective Collaboration
The public sector’s traditional siloed structure has

long been cited as an impediment to productivity 

and effi  ciency. Data is restricted behind department walls, 

employees working on the same project in diff erent areas 

have diffi  culty staying on the same page, and frustration 

is the end result for all involved, including tax-paying 

citizens. But through the power of enterprise social 

collaboration, this old dynamic is becoming obsolete.

Enterprise social collaboration tools geared for the public 

sector can help eliminate miscommunication and other 

ineffi  ciencies. Using the power of social media and 

adapting it to the government context, social collabora-

tion tools like Infor Ming.le break down silo walls and 

transform public sector work into a smooth, effi  cient 

enterprise. Internal stakeholders can communicate in 

real time and get up-to-the-minute updates on relevant 

projects and tasks. And citizens are more involved in 

government and receive information and services in a 

more timely manner. It’s a new dynamic that leverages 

cutting-edge technology to bring workers, citizens and 

their government together like never before.

4          ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT

Infor Public Sector delivers a comprehensive suite of integrated, government-specific solutions that 

drive civic planning and permitting, citizen relationships, asset and work management, utility billing, 

and regulatory compliance monitoring. Infor solutions increase operational efficiency, citizen satisfac-

tion, government accountability, and process transparency and are transforming how governments 

provide services to citizens.

For more information, visit http://www.infor.com/industries/publicsector/.

Endnotes
1.   Interview with Bill Miller conducted on June 19, 2013.

Making Moves with Infor Ming.le 
Infor Ming.le provides government organizations 

with multiple benefi ts:

 A more participatory government: Infor 

Ming.le’s innovative tracking and transparency 

features let constituents connect with gov-

ernment more easily and encourage greater 

involvement in public aff airs.

  An increase in productivity thanks to the faster, 

more effi  cient communication that Infor Ming.le 

facilitates.

 Knowledge retention and expansion across the 

organization due to the free fl ow of information and 

easy access to data that breaks down silo walls.

  Talent attraction and retention: When com-

munication is easier and information fl ows more 

readily, employee satisfaction increases, making 

the organization a more desirable place to join 

and stay long term.

 Improved decision-making: Stakeholders and 

others stay on the same page and receive critical 

information on projects instantaneously; more 

informed decisions are made, improving results.

 A reduction in time-consuming tasks such as 

unnecessary meetings, reports, and email traffi  c. 

Infor Ming.le’s features ensure that all interested 

and relevant parties receive the information 

most important to them. 

4
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Many-Flavored Taxes
These days, fi nding new sources of revenue takes a lot of imagination. 

By Donald F. Kettl

Politics+Policy | POTOMAC CHRONICLE

18 GOVERNING |  August  2013

W
hen I was growing up, summer vacation meant 
a trip to my grandparents’ house by way of the 
Pennsylvania Turnpike. We always tried to talk 
my dad into stopping underneath one of Howard 

Johnson’s trademark orange roofs, whose 28 ice cream fl avors 
were a huge treat in the days when the usual choices were vanilla, 
chocolate and strawberry. 

The HoJo magic was the product of an early public-pri-
vate partnership with Standard Oil, which had negotiated a 
monopoly of the turnpike’s rest stops. In the 73 years since the 
turnpike opened, HoJo has disappeared, Standard Oil has been 
transformed beyond recognition into Exxon and the turnpike 
has struggled fi nancially, forcing cash-strapped state and local 
budget experts to look for new—and sometimes controver-
sial—revenue sources. 

In 2007, for example, then-Gov. Ed Rendell proposed a 
75-year lease of the turnpike to private companies, which would 
take over operation and maintenance in exchange for a one-time 
$12.8 billion payment. The 2008 fi nancial collapse scuttled the 
plan, but the idea lives on and similar plans are percolating across 
the country. Sixteen investors made their pitch to the city of Chi-
cago, which is considering a 40-year multibillion-dollar lease for 
Midway Airport. Maryland is talking to investors about raising 
private capital to fund an expansion of the region’s rail service. 
Pennsylvania has debated closing down its state-run liquor 

stores and putting alcohol-sale permits up for auction, which 
some state offi  cials believe could raise $1 billion. New Jersey, 
Oklahoma, Pennsylvania and South Carolina have considered 
selling off  their state lotteries. 

These are bellwether deals for state and local governments 
at a time of rough and colliding trends. As they look along 
the Potomac to Sequesterville, state and local offi  cials have 
concluded that they can’t count on Washington for new cash—
and that more tough times, especially for Medicaid, might be 
coming. State tax collections have fi nally recovered to the pre-
Great Recession level, but investment fi rm RBC Capital Mar-
kets analyst Chris Mauro warns that “a lot of it’s temporary.”

The combination of a limping economy and tight federal 
budgets has led many state and local governments to ever more 
imaginative revenue plans. Consider:
• Violence tax. Since April 1, Cook County, Ill., has taxed gun 

purchasers $25 on each fi rearm they buy. Proceeds from the 
tax go to Cook County Hospital, which treats 800 gun violence 
victims a year. California is considering a nickel-a-bullet tax 
to fund a program for early childhood mental health. Nevada 
is thinking about both. Gun control advocates fi gured they 
should tax what they can’t ban.

• Event tax. Big athletic events create big bills in New York 
City due to street closings and the need for extra police sup-
port. Since 2011, the city has taxed event sponsors to cover the 
costs. But in April, a state Supreme Court justice ruled that 
the city had to return almost $1 million in fees for a “Five Boro 
Bike Tour” event held last year. The city said it was a non-
charitable athletic parade. The sponsors, which were the fi rst 

to challenge the city’s new tax policy, countered that they 
were a nonprofi t organization running a for-charity 
event and should be exempt. The justices agreed.
•   Buzzkill tax. No sooner did the state of Wash-
ington legalize recreational marijuana than some 
state legislators latched onto a plan to tax mari-
juana sales. State analysts concluded that “a fully 
functioning marijuana market” could bring the 
state as much as $1.9 billion in new revenue over 
fi ve years. Then there’s the ever-growing ciga-
rette tax. An analysis for Virginia’s legislative ref-

erence bureau pointed to the huge diff erence in 
state excise taxes per carton of cigarettes between 

Virginia ($3) and New York City ($58.50). Smugglers 
could pocket $100,000 on a single run carrying 2,000 

cartons of cigarettes in a car. A truckload could produce 
a profi t of millions of dollars. That, in turn, has “proven S
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irresistible to organized crime,” with 
profi t margins greater than trade in 
cocaine, heroin and illegal fi rearms. 
Behind so many of these revenue 

raising deals are some tough players and 
risky choices. The revenue schemes can 
mean tangling with do-good nonprofi ts 
or organized crime syndicates. The big 
privatization deals risk doing business 
with fi rms whose high-priced talent 
swoop in, make a deal, collect a fee and 
then get out before the ongoing manage-

ment challenges surface. In these deals, 
many state and local governments risk 
settling too fast for too little, because they 
are outgunned at the bargaining tables. 
Then they face the challenge of making 
sure that the privatized operations run 
well and are not wrung dry before they’re 
returned to the government decades 
from now.

But even more important, these new 
revenue plans don’t begin to get at the 
basic problem: the growing strains of a 
20th-century state-local revenue system 
adapting to the 21st-century economy. A 
recent U.S. Government Accountability 
Offi  ce (GAO) report predicts a growing 
gap between state and local spending and 
the revenues to support it. As the GAO’s 
Stan Czerwinski concluded, “The longer 
we wait, the bigger the problem becomes 
and the harder it will be to solve.” That’s 
the key ongoing puzzle that even a couple 
of scoops of HoJo’s fudge ripple (my per-
sonal favorite) can’t begin to solve.  G

Email kettl@umd.edu

Offi cials have 

concluded they can’t 

count on Washington 

for new cash—and 

that more tough times 

might be coming.”
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By Ryan Holeywell

Two Birds, One Bank  
One lawmaker’s solution to the nation’s infrastructure 
struggles may also solve another big problem.

Freshman Rep. John Delaney, a Maryland Democrat, has a unique distinction in 

Washington: He’s the only former CEO of a publicly traded company serving in 

Congress. That experience, he says, gives him insight into the power of fi nance, 

which he’s using to pitch a plan to address the country’s infrastructure struggles. 

Delaney’s new bill, dubbed the Partnership to Build 

America Act, would create a $50 billion infrastruc-

ture fund that would provide low-interest loans, direct 

investment, and loan guarantees for state and local 

infrastructure projects—all without any federal appro-

priations. So where would the money come from? 

The idea is that the infrastructure bank would sell 

$50 billion worth of 50-year bonds that pay a low-

interest rate—1 percent—and wouldn’t be guaranteed 

by the federal government. Ordinarily, that would be a 

bad deal for any business. But the twist is that for every 

dollar a company invests in those bonds, it could repa-

triate a certain amount of money being held overseas 

tax-free. “In order to address this problem, we need a lot of tools in the toolkit,” 

Delaney says of the country’s infrastructure struggles. “One of the tools that I felt 

was missing was a large-scale, fl exible fi nancing mechanism.” 

The proposal comes as the topic of overseas tax havens is gaining lawmakers’ 

attention. A recent Wall Street Journal analysis of U.S. profi ts “parked abroad” 

estimated that 60 of the largest U.S. companies kept $166 billion overseas last 

year, shielding more than 40 percent of profi ts from taxation. 

But while Delaney’s bill has gotten the attention of the press and his col-

leagues—it has 33 bipartisan co-sponsors—it remains stuck in committee and 

faces several hurdles. Some have questioned whether the bill has too narrow 

a focus. Repatriation is a controversial topic, and some members of Congress 

might think the issue should be tackled more systematically or that repatriated 

funds should go toward other priorities, like defi cit reduction. 

Not everyone in state and local government though is sold on the bill either. The 

American Association of State Highway and Transportation Offi cials, for instance, 

has yet to offi cially endorse it. It’s analyzing the legislation to pinpoint the benefi ts 

the proposal could add to existing infrastructure fi nancing mechanisms. Indeed, 

the feds already have a strong program for transportation loans—the Transpor-

tation Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act (TIFIA)—and there’s not a high 

demand for bonds these days. Delaney says his plan is more fl exible than TIFIA, 

which is limited to transportation programs, and would be governed by a board 

empowered to develop creative products that would respond to the market. 

Emil Frankel, a former assistant secretary for transportation policy under Presi-

dent George W. Bush, says Delaney’s bill refl ects a broader trend in Congress: a 

growing focus on fi nancing tools rather than robust, long-term funding sources. 

While the bill won’t hurt efforts to build, some infrastructure experts say, it’s not 

likely to be a boon either, since funding is the biggest obstacle to many projects, 

not fi nancing. For his part, Delaney says 

his legislation isn’t designed to be a cure-

all, but could be one way to help.
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By David Levine

Do Marriage Bans Make People Sick?
New research suggests bans on gay unions may take a psychological toll.   

W
hen the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in June in favor 
of same-sex marriage, the decision was hailed by 
most people as a victory for civil rights. Lost in 
that debate, however, was another consideration: 

public health. 
It’s often said that social policy is also health policy. Mark L. 

Hatzenbuehler, a psychologist at Columbia University, knows the 
expression all too well. His job is to back up that argument with 
science, and in the last few years his research 
has found that same-sex marriage laws have 
a signifi cant eff ect on the health of lesbian, 
gay and bisexual (LGB) individuals. 

A 2010 study by Hatzenbuehler, con-
ducted under the aegis of the National Insti-
tutes of Health and published in the American 
Journal of Public Health, found that LGB indi-
viduals who lived in states that had banned 
same-sex marriage suff ered from psychiat-
ric disorders signifi cantly more often than 
those who lived in states that were neutral or 
allowed them to marry. How signifi cant? The 
fi ndings revealed:
• a 37 percent increase in mood disorders;
• a 42 percent increase in alcohol-use 

disorders; and 
• a 248 percent increase in generalized 

anxiety disorders.
The study was based on data from more 

than 34,000 people who were already part of another large 
National Institutes of Health study that had begun in 2004. 
That’s also around the time that states started banning same-sex 
marriage, so Hatzenbuehler and his team conducted follow-up 
interviews asking how the mental health of lesbians, gays and 
bisexuals had been aff ected by the bans. 

Alternatively, in another study, Hatzenbuehler looked at the 
eff ects of same-sex marriage when Massachusetts became the fi rst 
state to legalize it in 2004. He found that in the 12 months follow-
ing the law’s passage, there was a 13 percent reduction in health-
care visits and a 14 percent reduction in health-care costs among 
gay and bisexual men. A look at the diagnostic codes used in their 
treatments also revealed fewer diagnoses of stress-related health 
problems like hypertension, depression and adjustment disorders.

In the 2010 study, Hatzenbuehler and his colleagues surmise 
that the reason same-sex marriage bans correlate with mental 
health issues may be that “creating constitutional amendments 
banning gay marriage reinforced the marginalized and socially 

devalued status of LGB individuals. Moreover, the negative politi-
cal campaigns against gays and lesbians by proponents of these 
amendments, which were well circulated in the media, further 
promulgated the stigma associated with homosexuality.” The bot-
tom line, the study’s authors wrote, is that “living in states with 
discriminatory policies may have pernicious consequences for the 
mental health of LGB populations. These fi ndings lend scientifi c 
support to recent eff orts to overturn these policies.”

Hatzenbuehler says that he and his colleagues came to this 
conclusion not as political activists but as scientists. Hatzen-
buehler’s past research has looked at the health consequences 
of other policies as well. “As a social scientist, I think we have a 
role to play in these debates,” he says. “I think we can point out 
the health consequences of certain policies, and I hope my work 
contributes to this debate.”

It already has. The Massachusetts Offi  ce of the Attorney Gen-
eral cited his research in an amicus brief it fi led in the 9th U.S. 
Circuit Court of Appeals on behalf of Hollingsworth v. Perry, one 
of the cases the Supreme Court decided in June. Along with its 
arguments based on civil rights, discrimination and the aff ects on 
children, the brief states that, “It is in a state’s interest to protect 
its residents from the harms of discrimination and social stigma. 
… Inequality under the law can lead to both, which can cause sig-
nifi cant public health problems.”  G
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Rate stability, fast claims processing and high claims satisfaction.1 Those 

are just some of the things that have made us the leader2 in voluntary 

benefi ts—Afl ac’s sole focus since 1955. 

Learn more at afl ac.com/business
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

What’s a Tree Worth?
A free gadget from the U.S. Forest Service can assess its value in hard cash.

I
f you happened to be strolling through Chapman Square in 
Portland, Ore., this past April, you might have come across a 
curious sight: big, colorful “price tags” hanging from the park’s 
giant elm trees. Every tag said something diff erent—one read, 

“This tree has given $20,000 worth of environmental & aesthetic 
benefi ts over its lifetime”—but all trumpeted the benefi ts of trees.

Those tags were part of Portland’s fi rst ever Arbor Month. 
The goal was to get Portlanders to look diff erently at trees, to 
see all the ways in which trees are good for the environment and 
people’s health, from decreasing stormwater runoff  to reducing 
atmospheric carbon dioxide to improving air quality. The city 
declared that for every dollar spent on a tree, an estimated $3.80 
worth of benefi ts are returned. 

So how did Portland come up with that fi gure, or the $20,000 
fi gure for that matter? It used a modeling program called i-Tree, 
a suite of open-source software that allows cities, states and 
other users to “strengthen their urban forest management and 

advocacy eff orts by quantifying the envi-
ronmental services that trees provide.” 

Introduced in 2006 by the U.S. Forest 
Service, i-Tree is in its fi fth iteration. It 

has inspired cities from Baltimore to New York City to Milwau-
kee to Portland to set ambitious tree-planting goals. The free pro-
gram has been downloaded more than 10,000 times so far. With 
so many states and localities pruning money from parks and tree-
planting  programs to balance budgets, i-Tree helps public offi  cials 
put a monetary value on the benefi ts of growing them. 

Take Pittsburgh. Last summer, the city approved a master 
plan for maintaining and expanding its tree canopy over the next 
20 years. The decision came after a nonprofi t group called Tree 
Pittsburgh used i-Tree to determine that the trees planted along 
sidewalks and medians throughout the city provided $2.4 million 
worth of environmental and aesthetic value every year. Since the 
city spends only $850,000 a year on street planting, that’s quite a 
return on investment: Pittsburgh gets about $3 in benefi ts for every 
dollar it invests in trees.

i-Tree works by calculating the “leaf surface area” of a city 
and assigning the canopy an economic value. The value comes 
from the environmental services trees provide, such as how much 
ozone, particulates and nitrogen are removed from the air; how 
much carbon is stored; the eff ect on building heating and cooling 
costs; and trees’ eff ect on hydrology, among other factors. 

One especially neat feature is a module that links to 
Google Maps. It helps city foresters, homeowners and 

other users see the eff ects a tree would have if planted 
in a specifi c place. Researchers want the next version, 
which will likely be released in 2014, to enable model-
ing of trees and their benefi ts to ecosystems 30 to 50 
years into the future.

For now, i-Tree is just a basic calculator that helps propo-
nents make an economic case for why trees should be in the 
budget. A growing body of knowledge on the benefi ts of trees, 
however, could make i-Tree’s job even easier. Research has 
already shown that trees increase property values (see “Where 
the Birds Are,” Governing, July 2012). And now, a new study 

has found that living near trees dramatically improves health. 
Conducted over 18 years, research from the U.S. For-

est Service has found a correlation between tree loss 
and human mortality. According to their fi ndings, the 
loss of trees was associated with about seven additional 

deaths per year from respiratory causes and almost 17 
additional deaths per year from cardiovascular causes per 

100,000 adults. That, say researchers, comes out to more 
than 21,000 deaths in total. It seems trees have a value that 
goes far beyond dollars and cents.  G
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gram as a whole. While there is no way 
to tell the program’s ultimate fate, I can 
already see it has the potential to revolu-
tionize city life, and not just in New York. 

What makes bike-sharing programs 
special and potentially game-changing is 
that one only possesses the bicycle while 
one is riding it. You pick it up, use it and 
leave it. Usually when I bike, or for that 
matter when I drive, I’m constantly aware 
that I have this valuable possession with 
me, and must tend to it. If I bicycle to work, 
I have to worry about locking it, and I have 
to ride it home again, even if the weather 
has changed or, simply, my temperament. 

The public bikes are not a mere ame-
nity. They save time while expanding the 
parts of a city that one can reach quickly 
and easily. They are a type of public transit 
that gives the same mobility as individual 

Pedaling Toward the Future 
Why bike sharing is such a game-changer for American cities.

I
could not get the chunky, blue bike out 
of its curved, gunmetal gray slot that 
rose up from the sidewalk at 2nd Avenue 
and 11th Street in Lower Manhattan. I 

had inserted my little rectangular plastic 
“key” with the bar code on it, and the light 
above it had fl ashed what my colorblind 
eyes told me was probably green. I pulled 
harder. No luck. 

A kind stranger showed me how to lift 
the bike out, pulling up from the back. 
That did it. All this had occurred only 
after I had been befuddled by instructions 
requesting a passcode, which, it turned 
out, did not apply to me. How many oth-
ers were going through similar struggles 
with New York’s new bike-sharing plan, 
formally known as Citi Bike, which has 
placed 6,000 bicycles all around Manhat-
tan and parts of Brooklyn?  

I set out on my journey over the Wil-
liamsburg Bridge and into Brooklyn, where 
I checked the app on my iPhone to locate 
the nearest docking station. I checked mine 
in. As a holder of a $95 annual pass, I had 
45 minutes to make my journey before 
being charged a fee. I had taken 36 minutes. 

My second trip a week later went 
more smoothly. I found a station and a 
bike, and I pedaled to my 1 p.m. lunch, 
feeling dapper in my blue-checkered 
linen suit and cream-colored cap. Later 
that day, I logged onto the bike-sharing 
website, looked up my account and found 
my ride had lasted a mere 7 minutes and 
47 seconds. 

My joys, pains and initial clumsiness 
with New York City’s bike-sharing pro-
gram, the city’s fi rst and the nation’s larg-
est, can serve as a metaphor for the pro-

By Alex Marshall 
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Bike-share programs, 

like New York’s, add 

mobility and fl exibility to 

transportation systems.
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private transport, without the costs or the 
burdens.  They also increase the fl exibility 
of the transportation system. With bicy-
cles eventually distributed all around the 
city, I could, in the future, use combina-
tions of bike, cab, subway and private car. 
I’m sure the bike-share program will be 
used in ways I can’t even imagine.

Roughly 20 American cities now 
have programs, ranging from large cities 
such as Boston, Denver and Washington, 
D.C., to smaller ones such as Greenville, 
S.C., and Boulder, Colo. In Paris, which 
popularized the bike-share concept, the 
program now has 20,000 bikes in 1,800 
stations that are used 26 million times a 
year. It’s changing life in the city of lights. 
Hangzhou, China, has what is said to be 
the largest bike-share program in the 
world, with 60,000 bikes spread across 
2,700 stations. 

Although larger cities have attracted 
attention, smaller cities and towns can 
and should embrace bike sharing. It’s a 
low-cost way to give citizens more mobil-
ity and improve the quality of life and 
probably commerce. Any town and city 
can use bike sharing, I believe, as long as it 
has an older network of walkable, denser 
streets. Sadly, I don’t think bike sharing 
will work in more spread out suburban 
counties or cities. But maybe I’m wrong.  
Stranger ideas have taken fl ight.

In 1972, Richard Ballantine published 
Richard’s Bicycle Book, part instruction 
manual, part commentary on life. The 
book ended with Ballantine’s wild idea in 
which free bikes would be distributed all 
over a big city. People could simply pick 
them up and use them. He knew this was 
a fantastic scenario, but he could dream, 
couldn’t he? To my youthful mind at the 
time, it seemed utopian and unachievable.

The book went on to sell millions. Sadly, 
Ballantine died on May 29, at the age of 
72, just a few days before New York City 
debuted its bike-share program. If there’s 
an afterlife, Ballantine can take pleasure in 
knowing he planted one of the many seeds 
that grew into what could become a wel-
come feature of 21st-century life.  G
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Safety First
Forget about Detroit’s economy. Crime is the city’s biggest enemy.

A couple months ago, Governing’s cover story, “Who Will Save Detroit?,” focused on 
some of the public- and private-sector folks injecting an exciting energy into the city’s 
economic development and revitalization eff orts. 

But the answer to Detroit’s problems won’t be 
found in new business ventures or in how the city 
restructures its debt, say two Detroit women with 
stakes in the city’s future. Rather, they say, it’s in 
bringing crime under control and making neighbor-
hoods livable again. 

The two women are Kym Worthy, the Wayne 
County, Mich., prosecutor, and state Rep. Rashida 
Tlaib. Both women are pushing hard for the city 
to focus its resources on fi ghting Detroit’s violent 
crime problem, which, in 2012, was fi ve times the 
national average. Detroit last year had the highest 
rate of violent crime of any U.S. city with a popula-
tion over 200,000. Its murder clearance rate was 
just 11.3 percent in 2011. For comparison, Cleveland and St. Louis’ clearance rates 
were 35.1 percent and 66.4 percent, respectively.

“You can have all the urban development you want and attract all the business 
people you want, but if the city’s not safe, they aren’t going to come,” says Worthy. 
“And if they come, they aren’t going to stay.” 

Worthy, known for prosecuting then-Mayor Kwame Kilpatrick for perjury in 
2008, is the fi rst female and the fi rst African-American  to run the county prosecutor’s 
offi  ce. Essence magazine recently called her the toughest woman in Detroit—and her 
record proves it. In 2009, Worthy made a gruesome discovery: More than 11,000 rape 
kits, some decades old, were sitting untested in a dusty old police storage warehouse. 
Since then, she’s fought for funding to clear up the backlog. So far, 600 kits have been 
tested and prosecutors have discovered evidence of at least 21 serial rapists.  Last 
October, she sued the Wayne County Commission over cuts to her budget, money 
she needs to prosecute more than 80,000 felony cases annually. Despite reaching a 
$7.4 million settlement, the commission in May rejected it as too costly.

Like Worthy, Tlaib, who represents Detroit in the Michigan legislature, believes Orr’s 
focus should be on public safety. Tlaib’s biggest concern is that crime is driving residents 
away and keeping others from moving in. She sees the toll it is taking on the city every 
day when she drives her two sons to school. Along with violent crime, scrap metal theft is 
leaving properties looking decrepit and vandalized. Stop the stripping of homes, historic 
churches and other valuable buildings, she says, and you can stop decay from taking root.

A daughter of Palestinian immigrants, Tlaib made history when she became the 
fi rst Muslim woman elected to the legislature in 2008.  She fi rst made her mark as a 
community organizer.

Both Tlaib and Worthy understand Detroit’s need for better schools, more devel-
opment, good leadership and, yes, a solution to the city’s long-term debt problem. 
But they argue that ultimately Detroit’s survival comes down to something as basic 
as the perception of safety. 

There are many diff erent things that diff erent people want for Detroit, says Wor-
thy. “But everybody wants safe streets.”  G
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A Fitter
Philly
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Getting 
America’s most 

obese city to 
eat healthier 

won’t be easy. 
But there are 

signs the effort 
is working.

By Dylan Scott
Photographs by David Kidd
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H
appy Garden Chinese Restaurant sits at the corner 
of 27th and Eyre streets in North Philadelphia, occu-
pying one of the many row houses that fi ll this sec-
tion of the city. The restaurant’s register is protected 
by thick walls of Plexiglas, and customers slip cash 
through tiny slits. Happy Garden is one of more than 

600 Chinese takeout restaurants in Philadelphia, many of them 
also located in low-income neighborhoods populated by minori-
ties, especially African-Americans, who make up more than 40 
percent of the city’s 1.5 million residents.

It’s the kind of place where strangers attract attention, and res-
idents crowd around the restaurant’s front door to fi nd out what 
the fuss is about. They’ll quickly tell you, with a distinct sense of 
Philly pride, that they were born a block from here. They recall 
the long-shuttered barber shops and laundromats that are now 
empty lots overgrown with weeds and littered with loose trash. 

Jeff rey Wakefi eld is one of the locals. He lives right next door 
to Happy Garden, taking care of his 80-year-old aunt. He’s pure 
Philadelphia—“Lived here all my life” is how he introduces him-
self—and on this rainy summer afternoon, he exudes the easy-
going nonchalance that typifi es the City of Brotherly Love. But 

Wakefi eld, 53, represents Philadelphia in another way: He’s an 
overweight diabetic. So is the aunt he lives with. So is his uncle. 
Here in America’s most obese and most diabetic major city, there 
are tens of thousands of Jeff rey Wakefi elds.

“My mom always told me, ‘You gotta watch what you eat when 
you’re young because you’ll pay for it when you get older,’” Wake-
fi eld recalls, and he has paid for it. He pulls up his beige polo shirt 
to show the scar where a doctor inserted a defi brillator to stabilize 
his irregular heartbeat a year ago. Wakefi eld says he had 10 opera-
tions in one year after he was diagnosed with diabetes in 2008. 

“Why do you have to wait for a tragedy to happen before you 
do something about it?” he asks, not really expecting an answer. 
But it is a question that’s acquired a special meaning among nutri-
tionists over the last 30 years as the obesity and diabetes epidem-
ics have steadily grown. This June, the American Medical Asso-
ciation decided for the fi rst time that obesity should be considered 
a disease. Of the 10 largest U.S. cities, Philadelphia has the most 
severe case. 

Now its leaders are out to fi nd a cure.
They’re willing to try almost anything, and that explains the 

changes in the kitchen at Happy Garden, where 50-year-old 

A  F I T T E R  P H I L LY

Zhongrui Yang attended city-

sponsored cooking classes to 

lower the amount of salt in his 

recipes. “I’m so proud that I can 

make a difference,” he says.
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A  F I T T E R  P H I L LY

Zhongrui Yang has made his living 
for 10 years, serving dishes from 
his homeland. Yang is one of 206 
Chinese takeout restaurant owners 
who are participating in a new city 
initiative to lower the amount of 
salt in their meals. Consuming too 
much sodium is one of the lead-
ing causes of high blood pressure, 
which is in turn one of the primary 
risk factors for heart disease and 
stroke. Almost half of African-
American adults in Philadelphia 
already have high blood pressure. 
One likely culprit is the prevalence 
of Chinese takeout restaurants; 
Chinese dishes are particularly 
high in sodium because of their 
sauces and preparation methods. 

So city offi  cials saw a cause and 
its eff ect and crafted a fi rst-of-its-
kind plan to stop it. The Public 
Health Department recruited as 
many Chinese restaurants as pos-
sible, including Yang’s, to commit 
to reducing the amount of salt 
they served. 

To help them do it, the city held 
free cooking classes from July 2012 to April 2013 to advise takeout 
chefs on how to change their recipes to contain less sodium while 
keeping their food fl avorful with diff erent herbs and spices. (A 
little more chili and garlic goes a long way, apparently.) Health 
offi  cials also urged owners to give out fewer soy sauce packets, 
which are loaded with salt.

It’s making a diff erence. An initial city review of two popular 
dishes from 20 participating restaurants found that the sodium 
content had dropped 20 percent since the program started. Even-
tually, offi  cials hope to gauge any resulting improvements in blood 
pressure and other health indicators. For his part, Yang seems 
glad to be helping his clientele, people like Jeff rey Wakefi eld, get 
healthy. The food tastes a little diff erent, he admits, but he’s tried 
some new tricks he learned at the training sessions to keep his 
customers satisfi ed.

“I’m so proud that I can make a diff erence for the community,” 
Yang says through a translator. “Right now, it’s only a few people.
But if everybody does it, it will be good for the whole community.”

In a city where 66 percent of adults and 40 percent of chil-
dren are overweight or obese, you have to get creative—and the 
Chinese takeout initiative is a perfect example of Philadelphia’s 
willingness to try something new. But it’s just a piece of the city’s 
overall plan to fi ght back against the epidemic. Being poor is one 
of the leading contributors to poor health, and Philadelphia is one 
of the nation’s poorest cities; one-quarter of its citizens are below 
the poverty line. So public health offi  cials are trying to bring fresh 
produce—apples, mangoes, pineapples, peas, radishes—into some 
of its most destitute neighborhoods. They’re opening farmers 

markets next to subway stations and putting fruits and vegetables 
into neighborhood corner stores. (For now, the city’s signature 
cheesesteaks remain untouched.)

It’s an all-of-the-above strategy because the crisis in Philadel-
phia has become so acute. The city has positioned itself on the 
front lines in the battle against urban obesity, and the rest of the 
country will be watching. If we can do it here, the thinking goes, 
then maybe we can do it anywhere. But if we can’t, well, that’s a 
scary proposition for a nation where the obesity rate has risen by 
30 percent in the last three decades.

I
f Philadelphia is the patient, then Giridhar Mallya, the pub-
lic health department’s director of policy and planning, is 
the primary physician. He joined the city government at 
the behest of Donald Schwarz, the health commissioner, in 
2008. Mallya had been practicing as a family doctor for three 

years, and he still speaks about Philadelphia’s citywide health 
problems with a soft voice and calm bedside manner that recall a 
pediatrician soothing a sickly child.  

In March 2010, Mallya and Schwarz joined Mayor Michael 
Nutter to unveil the Get Healthy Philly initiative, the city’s long-
term plan for getting its public health troubles under control, 
funded primarily through a two-year $15 million grant from the 
federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). It’s 
very broad in its scope, covering everything from smoking ces-
sation programs to walkable communities and improved school 
lunches. But access to healthy foods is the cornerstone of the 
city’s treatment plan. Poor diet is the No. 1 driver of obesity and its 

Jeffrey Wakefi eld, a regular Happy Garden customer and a diabetic: “Why do 

you have to wait for a tragedy to happen before you do something about it?”
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related health conditions, and poor diet is mostly attributable to 
three things, known in the public health world as socioeconomic 
determinants: limited access to healthy food in poor communities, 
easy access to unhealthy food, and the high price of healthy foods 
even when they are available. 

Mallya likes to cite one specifi c statistic that underlines Phila-
delphia’s challenges: The city’s low-income children visit a cor-
ner store once a day, on average, and with just one dollar, they 
can purchase about 350 calories in chips, candy or soda. “When 
people have very limited resources, but they’re surrounded by 
unhealthy options, then that’s going to translate into unhealthy 
behaviors,” he says. “So much of what aff ects peo-
ple’s health are the environments they live in, and 
changing environments is really one of the things 
that government can do that not a lot of other enti-
ties can.” 

And in the last three years, Philadelphia’s junk-
food landscape has indeed changed. Indiana Joe’s, 
at the corner of Indiana Avenue and Gaul Street 
in the Port Richmond neighborhood, is one of 630 
corner stores that agreed to participate in the Get 
Healthy Philly initiative. Sitting next to the refrigera-
tor holding soda bottles and ice cream snacks in the 
store’s cramped retail space is another fridge stocked 
with pineapples and strawberries and tomatoes, dis-
played neatly in green mesh baskets. According to 
city estimates, more than 90 percent of the stores 
that joined the program have added fruits and veg-
etables to their shelves. The city partnered with the 
Food Trust, a Philadelphia-based nonprofi t that has 

pioneered the healthy corner store concept, to 
help connect owners with healthy inventory as 
well as provide training and other support such 
as shelving and signage. 

Howard McCrory, owner of Indiana Joe’s, 
is a lifelong resident of blue-collar Port Rich-
mond. He grew up four blocks from the store 
that he’s owned for fi ve years, and now lives 
directly above it. “Of course we’re conscious 
of it,” he says of his city’s status as the most 
overweight in the nation. When city offi  cials 
approached him about joining the healthy 
corner store initiative, McCrory immedi-
ately took to the idea. “I like to think of it as a 
competitive advantage more than anything,” 
he says.

McCrory recounts being frustrated watch-
ing diabetics come into his store daily, debate 
whether to purchase three sugary snack pies 
and then buy them anyway. Progress has been 
slow since he introduced sliced mangoes and 
heads of lettuce to his shelves—on a recent 
afternoon, one obviously overweight customer 
ignores the healthy food fridge altogether and 
snatches a liter of Mountain Dew from the 
fridge—but he’s seen some changes. Some of 

those customers who once debated whether to take home three 
snack pies will now take two pies and an apple instead. It’s an 
improvement, to be sure, even if a small one. 

Corner stores, many of which have been neighborhood institu-
tions for a generation, are a good way of testing whether simply 
introducing healthy food into a low-income community is enough 
to change people’s behavior.  “Corner stores are already there,” 
says the Food Trust’s April White, a Philadelphian for nearly 20 
years. “We have to think of them as not just creating the prob-
lem, but being part of the solution.” The city has installed new 
point-of-sale systems in some corner stores to capture sales data 
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and assess whether there are noticeable changes in buying hab-
its. No offi  cial stats are available yet, but anecdotal evidence 
is encouraging.

Four miles to the east, just outside the Frankford Transporta-
tion Center, a bus and subway hub, the city is experimenting with 
another access remedy: a farmers market where growers from 
nearby rural Pennsylvania can sell their goods to urban residents. 
Get Healthy Philly has helped the city open 10 new farmers mar-
kets since 2010, bringing the total run by the Food Trust to 25 
across Philadelphia that serve areas home to 400,000 residents. 
Others are located near parks or bus connections—places people 
will pass by even if they’re not looking to start a new diet. Even 
on a rainy summer afternoon, the market at the Frankford sta-
tion attracts a steady stream of customers. They pick through the 
radishes, carrots and cherries that came from Oley Township, 60 
miles to the west.

If the corner store initiative is slightly passive, simply 
bringing healthy food to disadvantaged communities, then 
the farmers markets are pushing the issue a little more 
aggressively. In July 2010, the city introduced the Food Bucks 
program to encourage low-income people who receive food 
stamps to spend their money at farmers markets. For every 
$5 that food stamp recipients spend at a market, they receive 
a $2 coupon in return. The impact has been substantial: Food 
stamp spending at the markets has quadrupled since the pro-
gram started, and customers have reported consuming more 
fruits and vegetables after they began frequenting the markets. 
One farmer at the Frankford market says that 40 percent of 
her sales are paid for with food stamps. The extra nudge, it 
seems, is working.

“There has been a real dearth of shopping markets, so these 
have become hubs for the community,” says Nicky Uy, a senior 
associate with the Food Trust, which is also helping to oversee 
the Food Bucks program. “Now this is how people do their gro-
cery shopping.”

A
hundred miles up the New Jersey Turnpike, New 
York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg has garnered 
considerably more media attention for his public 
health crusade than the folks in Philadelphia. Much 
of that attention, of course, has been criticism aimed 

at measures, such as a ban on large sodas, which are seen as gov-
ernment overreach. Though Philadelphia’s public health crusade 
is similarly sweeping, Mallya and his team appear glad to avoid 
the comparison. 

They point out that participation in all of the major Get 
Healthy Philly initiatives—the corner store, the farmers markets 
and Chinese takeout programs—is voluntary. But there could 
still be a move toward more restrictive policies; Mayor Nutter in 
June joined other mayors in calling for the federal government 
to prohibit people from buying soda with food stamps, and the 
city plans to change its food procurement rules to steer its pur-
chases toward healthy food. Philadelphia is also petitioning the 
federal Food and Drug Administration to allow the city to keep 
more stringent menu-labeling rules for chain restaurants than the 
Aff ordable Care Act requires.

But the general lack of draconian (or Bloombergian) policies 
could help explain the noticeable lack of criticism aimed at Get 
Healthy Philly. “These things that are more controversial on the 
surface get more coverage, but then at the same time, New York 
and other jurisdictions are also engaging industries in a collabora-
tive way, asking: What can you do to make your products healthier 

but still maintain a profi t?” Mallya says. “Initiatives that are edu-
cational, that are programmatic, that are more focused on regula-
tions, we need all those things if we’re going to have an eff ect.”

The obesity and diabetes epidemics are daunting enough to 
demand a variety of approaches. A 2012 report found that the 
city’s various programs, including the healthy corner stores and 
farmers markets initiatives, had reduced the number of low-
income residents without easy access to healthy food by 61,000. 
But the same report concluded that more than 300,000 poor 
Philadelphians still lacked such access.

Any good news, it seems, is tempered by the scale of the city’s 
challenges. Obesity among Philadelphia schoolchildren declined 
by 5 percent from 2006 to 2010, according to a September 2012 
study published by the CDC.  But over the same period, adult obe-

Get Healthy Philly supplies signs and shelves for 

stores to showcase fresh fruits and vegetables.
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sity continued to rise, as did rates of hypertension and diabetes 
among adults.

Get Healthy Philly is seen as the city’s best chance to reverse 
these trends for good—and it could be a symbol for the nation as 
a whole. Public health advocates are increasingly turning their 
eyes to Philadelphia, anxious for any opportunity to translate 

its success elsewhere. “The birthplace 
of our nation’s liberty is becoming a 
cradle of good health by implementing 
policies strong enough to overcome the 
barriers to health that many of our cities 
face,” James Marks and Risa Lavizzo-
Mourey of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation wrote of the program last 
fall. They pointed to recent estimates 
that keeping obesity at 2010 levels 
could save the nation $550 billion in 
health-care costs over the next 20 
years. “Philadelphia is pointing the 
way to a path for doing just that.” 

From the sixth fl oor of city hall, Mal-
lya tries to put his city’s programs in a 
historic context. He references the sani-
tation improvements of the 20th century 
and their resulting positive infl uence on 

public health and the drop in deaths from infectious diseases. 
What’s the analogous treatment for obesity and the chronic 
diseases that now kill most Americans? Philadelphia is trying 
to fi nd out, and at the same time, trying to impart onto street 
corners citywide the sense of urgency that permeates the health 
department’s offi  ces.

IT’S NOT JUST THE BEGINNING OF A NEW DAY. 

Every 24 hours, the world gets a chance to start anew. To plan ahead. To set goals and work to

make them come true. At Great-West FinancialSM , we believe in a future where retirement is only the 

beginning. We have earned the reputation as a trusted financial partner to and through retirement by 

Great-West FinancialSM refers to products and services provided by Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company (“GWLA”), Corporate Headquarters: 
Greenwood Village, CO; Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company of New York (“GWLANY”), Home Office: White Plains, NY, their subsidiaries and affiliates. 

Farmers Landon Shapiro and Lindsay Jeffries sell their produce to 

Philadelphians going to and from the Frankford subway station.
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“There’s been this epidemiologic shift in this last century in 
terms of what kills people,” Mallya says. “Almost everyone has an 
aunt, a sister, a parent who’s suff ered from obesity and diabetes 
in some way. That makes it much more real.”

So city offi  cials keep spreading the word. From Happy Gar-
den to Indiana Joe’s to the Frankford farmers market, this new 
mentality is seeping into every corner of the city. No idea is too 
far-fetched, no eff ort too small. But it’s not just about a new set 
of policies; it’s about changing the lifelong habits of a city that’s 
grown to be our most obese. People like Jeff rey Wakefi eld and 
Zhongrui Yang and Howard McCrory have to continue to be 
involved in Get Healthy Philly for it to have the kind of impact 
that its advocates are hoping to make.

But even there, signs of hope periodically emerge. On that June 
afternoon outside Happy Garden, two neighborhood residents—
older and overweight African-American men like Wakefi eld—ven-
tured out into the rain to ask what attracted the group of unfamiliar 
faces to their corner. After learning about the Chinese takeout ini-
tiative and the city’s other eff orts to combat obesity, they ask a public 
health offi  cial for his business card so they can fi nd out what they 
can do to help. Maybe it was just an impulsive move and they’ll 
never call.  

But maybe they will.  G

Email dscott@governing.com 
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WHAT’S MIS
FROM THIS 

(Answer: Safety inspectors. 
Critics say that state and federal 
workplace safety systems are 
ineffi cient and dysfunctional. 
They may be right.)
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T
he explosion was deadly. When the fertilizer plant 
in West, Texas, blew up and then caught fi re on the 
evening of April 17, 15 people died (most of them 
fi rst responders) and 160 were injured. It could 
have been worse. If the explosion had occurred 
earlier in the day, the full complement of factory 
workers would have been on the job.  

The events at the plant underscored a devastating fact of 
work life: More than 10 people a day die as a result of a trau-
matic injury on the job, according to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. But the explosion did more than high-
light dangers. It raised immediate questions about workplace 
safety inspections and oversight—not just in Texas, but also 
nationally. “Obviously we took notice of West, Texas,” says 
Michael Wood, a longtime administrator of occupational safety 
and health programs at the state level and now head of the Ore-
gon Occupational Safety & Health Division. “We got calls from 
reporters asking if that could happen [where they were], and I 
said I can’t guarantee that it won’t.” 

Two revelations in particular caught the attention of the pub-
lic and press. The fi rst was that the plant hadn’t been subject to 
a safety inspection since 1985. The second was that a key player 
seemed to be missing in the safety equation: the Texas Occupa-

tional Safety and Health Administration. In fact, the two rev-
elations are directly related. Texas doesn’t have an occupational 
safety and health administration. The responsibility for workplace 
safety in Texas falls to the U.S. Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA), which is stretched pretty thin these days.

The country, in short, has a bifurcated system of oversight. The 
federal OSHA is responsible for workplace safety in some states, 
while in others, state-run OSHA offi  ces handle the job them-
selves. The questions, then, for states on either side of the bifur-
cation are: How eff ective is the oversight of workplaces—from 
oil rigs and fertilizer plants to offi  ce buildings and beauty salons? 
Who’s in charge? How well are they doing their jobs? These are 
surprisingly complicated questions with no easy answers. 

In part, the complexity is rooted in the history of the work-
place safety system. The Occupational Safety and Health Act 
of 1970 established the federal OSHA to oversee and improve 
workplace and occupational safety. Because nearly half the states 
already had their own occupational safety and health programs in 
place in 1970, a key concession in the law was that those states be 
allowed to continue their own programs. 

It gets even more muddled. U.S. OSHA doesn’t cover state 
and local employees, only private-sector and federal workers. 
So fi ve states operate their own bifurcated systems whereby the 

feds cover private-sector and federal workers and the 
state covers state and local employees. Twenty-two 
states have programs that cover all workers—private 
and public. The remaining 32 states are covered by U.S. 
OSHA. (Most state programs were put in place in the 
1970s, soon after passage of the federal law; few states 
have elected to take over responsibility for workplace 
health and safety since then, although Illinois did 
extend oversight to state and local employees in 2009.)

Despite the jurisdictional jumble there is one absolute 
under the 1970 law: All state programs—whether they 
cover all employees or just state and local workers—are 
required to meet federal standards. Those standards, 
however, aren’t really clear, and are therefore the subject 
of constant debate. Popular wisdom has it that state pro-
grams have to be at least as eff ective in improving work-
place safety and health as federal OSHA programs. There’s 
nothing in the federal statute, though, that says that.

“When it comes to ‘eff ectiveness,’ that’s a tangled 
web that we’re trying to fi gure out,” says Michael Sil-
verstein, who recently retired from his position as head 
of the Washington state Division of Occupational Safety 
and Health. As a physician with expertise in occupa-
tional health and safety, Silverstein has a long history 
of working both in the private sector and in federal and 
state OSHA offi  ces. 

Indeed, “eff ective” is a loaded word in the occupa-
tional health and safety world. How do the feds and 
states measure “eff ective?”

Clearly, when the state of Nevada, which runs its 
own safety inspection program, experienced 25 work-
place fatalities between January 2008 and June 2009, 
mostly in the construction trades and from falls, its pro-
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gram could not be described as eff ective. The string of deaths was 
the subject of a Pulitzer Prize-winning series in the Las Vegas Sun 
News that uncovered a system of weakened safety requirements 
and unsafe conditions tolerated by the builders, the regulators 
and the unions. 

But fatality rates only tell you so much. Washington state, with 
one of the most highly respected safety inspection programs in 
the nation, had a single bad day on April 6, 2010, when seven 
workers died in an oil refi nery explosion. Nobody at that junc-
ture deemed the state’s program to be ineff ective. Fatalities can 
be fl uky and come in bunches, so it can be diffi  cult to make any 
solid judgment about a state program’s eff ectiveness based on an 
episodic event, even one as horrifi c as losing half a dozen or more 
workers in one incident.

Moreover, the diff erence in degree of regulatory oversight can 
be so slight as to be meaningless, even in a common area of haz-
ard. It’s hard to pin down a standard. For instance, a signifi cant 
percentage of on-the-job deaths are in construction and due to 
falls. Both federal and state OSHAs demand that employers put in 
place protections from falls and falling objects within a proscribed 
distance of where employees are working. It’s called a protection 
rule. Oregon’s Wood points out that there’s a 10-foot protection 
rule in residential construction in Oregon and Washington, while 
U.S. OSHA sets it at six feet. Which is more eff ective? “I wish there 
was an easy statistical way to answer that question,” Wood says.

Another signifi cant problem is that the meaning of “eff ective” 
has become more amorphous, says Kevin Beauregard, who runs 
North Carolina’s OSHA program. Beauregard, who chaired the 
Occupational Safety and Health State Plan Association, which rep-
resents the 27 states with full or partial responsibility for workplace 
safety, says, for example, that there used to be a formula for “eff ec-

tive” that had to do with things like number of workers in certain 
industries in relation to numbers of health and safety inspectors. 

Even if one were to accept an input measure like number of 
inspectors as a valid way to determine “eff ectiveness,” industry has 
evolved and the nature of workplace hazards constantly changes, 
says Beauregard. What represents “eff ective” when it comes to num-
bers of inspectors isn’t clear anymore. “If you look at the makeup of 
North Carolina versus a state like Georgia [which is under the juris-
diction of U.S. OSHA], they’re almost identical from the standpoint 
of high-hazard industries,” says Beauregard. “We have 114 compli-
ance offi  cers, and the feds [in Georgia] have half that.”

A Governing analysis of workplace health and safety data from 
North Carolina and Georgia from 2003 to 2011 indicates that on 
the private-sector side, rates of illness and injury are about the 
same in the two states (see chart on page 39). There is some very 
limited data—for 2008 and 2009—suggesting that injury and ill-
ness rates among public-sector workers are lower in North Caro-
lina, where, unlike Georgia, state and local workers come under 
the state safety inspection program.

A 2011 U.S. OSHA inspector general’s report specifi cally took 
up the question of whether it was possible to assess if a state pro-
gram was “at least as eff ective” as federal OSHA-administered 
programs. The conclusion was that given the current state of 
workplace safety and health metrics and data, it is impossible to 
say. The inspector general pointed out that, historically, work-
place safety and health has been evaluated mostly on the basis 
of inputs (such as budgets and staffi  ng numbers) and outputs 
(number of inspections, citations and fi nes), and not on actual 
outcomes. (Outcomes would be markers such as workplace injury 
and illness rates, fatalities, work days lost due to injury or illness, 
and workers’ compensation claims.)
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The fertilizer plant that exploded in West, Texas, had not had a safety inspection since 1985.
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In the 2011 report, the OSHA inspector general made four 
recommendations: 
• Defi ne eff ectiveness in terms of the impact of state OSHA 

programs on workplace safety and health.
• Design measures to quantify the impact of state safety inspec-

tions on workplace safety and health.
• Measure the federal OSHA program to establish a baseline to 

evaluate state program eff ectiveness.
• Assure eff ectiveness by revising the monitoring processes to 

include comparisons of state and federal OSHAs.
Easy to articulate, perhaps, but not that easy to achieve. Even 

staunch supporters of better data acknowledge that. “Federal 
OSHA needs to evaluate my program to see if it is meeting the 
various ‘at least as eff ective as’ requirements,” says Wood. “It’s true 
that they don’t really do that. But I’m not sure it’s as easy as the 
report seems to assume.”

“It can’t just be number of inspections done or penalties,” adds 
Silverstein, who is also a former director of policy for U.S. OSHA. 
“You have to look at the bottom line of injuries and illnesses and 
whether or not a government program has impact, and that’s a tricky 
thing to fi gure out.”

Ideally, of course, there would be accurate and timely numbers 
from 50 states that spelled out to the OSHA inspector general’s 
satisfaction how safe workplaces are and how state programs 
stacked up against the feds and against one another. 

E
ven experts like Peg Seminario, who monitors workplace 
safety trends for the AFL-CIO, recognize that getting 
good outcome data is a high hurdle. For one thing, states 
report to the Bureau of Labor Statistics in diff erent ways. 
That is, there is no one template for reporting. And some 

states don’t report at all. In addition, data on workplace illness 
and injury is, for the most part, self-reported. Few industries have 
much incentive to detail all the bad things that may be happen-
ing on the job. At the same time, there can be a serious lag in data 
reporting and analysis.

That’s why workplace safety advocates like Seminario don’t 
think that inputs and outputs are such a bad way to gauge program 
eff ectiveness. “We look at the capacity of a state and its ability to 
enforce the law and to develop and issue their own safety standards,” 
says Seminario. It’s not just the number of inspectors that matters, 
she argues, it’s “their experience and ability to assess hazards and 
bring about change.” Also important, she adds, is the willingness and 
ability of a state safety inspection program to push for “meaningful 
enforcement by way of fi nding violations and assessing penalties.”

Legitimate or not, probably the simplest number to look at is 
workplace fatalities, and right now, the U.S. is more or less stuck. 
Workplace fatalities, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
declined steadily from 1992 to 2009 and then leveled off , now sit-
ting in the neighborhood of 4,700 a year. 

The stall correlates to an increased workload for health and safety 
programs due to a squeeze on resources. For example, according to 
U.S. Department of Labor statistics compiled in the AFL-CIO’s 2012 
Death on the Job Report, there were 27,845 employees being super-
vised by each OSHA inspector in 1975. In 2010 that number had bal-
looned to 54,741. According to seasoned state program veterans like 
Wood and Beauregard, that trend has its parallel in state programs. 

The most recent Occupational Safety and Health State Plan 
Association report on the status of state plans fi nds that staffi  ng 
for all inspectors—health and safety—is down 25 percent from 
2010 to 2011 alone. More worrisome, the inspectors who are on 
the job are increasingly less experienced, an April Government 
Accountability Offi  ce (GAO) study found.

A big reason for that is the low pay states off er inspectors. 
Once trained and put to work by the state, experienced inspec-
tors tend to hop over to higher paying private-sector jobs. That 
leaves states with a recruiting problem. “[T]he administrator of 
Hawaii’s state-run program said that, when the program needed 
to hire 13 inspectors in 2012, too few applicants with the desired 
level of experience applied,” noted the GAO report. Consequently, 
the report concluded, “the job announcement was modifi ed to 
consider applicants with no prior experience.”
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Evidence of a Safer Workplace
THE UNITED STATES’ fractured sys-

tem of workplace health and safety regulation 

raises a fundamental question of equity. “The 

differences in coverage means some work-

ers don’t get the protection that others do,” 

says Michael Silverstein, former head of the 

Washington Division of Occupational Safety 

and Health, and who has a long history in the 

workplace safety fi eld on both the private- 

and public-sector sides.

What that means for certain workers 

in particular fi elds is tough to decipher 

as there are few defi nitive studies that 

spell out the actual consequences. But 

a 2011 American Journal of Industrial 

Medicine article suggests that coverage 

does matter.

The article takes on the issue of farming, 

and for a good reason. “Among industry sec-

tors in the United States, agricultural produc-

tion has consistently had among the highest 

rates of fatal occupational traumatic injury,” 

note the article’s authors, Philip D. Sovervell  

and George A. Conway.

Despite that, U.S. OSHA has exempted 

farms with fewer than 10 workers from 

oversight. Three states, though, have 

opted out of the exemption: California, 

Oregon and Washington.

According to the article, not only 

are farm workers measurably safer in 

those three states, but workers in all 

sectors appear safer. The opting out 

of the exemption “may have had sub-

stantial direct effects,” according to the 

article. “They may also reflect and/or 

encourage a generally more effective 

approach to occupational health and 

safety [overall].”
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W
hat it adds up to is a very mixed and murky picture 
among the 50 states. “Programs vary widely,” says 
Randy Rabinowitz, director of regulatory policy 
with the Center for Eff ective Government. In 
her opinion, California has a strong program and 

regulates more aggressively than OSHA; Washington, Minnesota 
and Oregon have what she deems “active programs.” 

Washington’s Silverstein agrees that there is substantial varia-
tion from state to state, and between states and OSHA, “in sub-
stance and quality.” States have an advantage, he argues, in that 
they have some fl exibility to go above and beyond federal regula-
tions if they wish to. By way of example, he points to Washington 
state, which covers farm workers who are exempt under federal 
law (see sidebar on page 38). Meanwhile, California has an illness 
and injury prevention program in place that OSHA has been trying 
to implement for years. But Silverstein agrees that there are plenty 
of state OSHA programs that lag well behind the feds and behind 
other state counterparts. 

The diff erence among states can be explained rather simply, 
workplace safety advocates say: political culture. The climate 
in some states just isn’t very friendly to regulators. One of those 
states happens to be Texas.

Commenting on the West explosion, Democratic state Rep. Joe 
Pickett of El Paso said that he thought “the state of Texas is in good 
shape” in regard to regulating entities that might experience similar 
catastrophes. He didn’t see the need for any “major changes” in how 
the state might regulate such industries in the future.

Reinforcing Pickett’s assessment, Nim Kidd, chief of emergency 
management for the state Department of Public Safety, noted that 
“[E]ven in the midst of that great tragedy, the system worked.”

It’s no wonder, then, that Silverstein characterizes Texas as a 
“free-for-all” state. “Texas is unique in that it has no workers’ com-

pensation program at all. And that spills over into how various fed-
eral agencies deal with Texas.” The Lone Star State, he says, “gets 
by with less attention across the board than most states, and so it’s 
not surprising to me that so many agencies that should have been 
looking at that plant weren’t.”

So who was at fault in the explosion? “Should OSHA be 
whacked for West, Texas?” Silverstein asks. His answer: “Yes and 
no. With all the attention to combustible dust and ammonium 
nitrate and process safety management rules, the plant should 
have been in the spotlight.” On the other hand, OSHA may be 
facing a mission impossible. “Given the number of facilities it 
oversees,” Silverstein says, “it would take OSHA 130 years to 
inspect every one of them.”

What Texas may contribute to improvements in on-the-job 
safety, though, are lessons other states can eventually learn from 
the disaster—as they have learned from other catastrophes. For 
example, in the wake of the 2010 Washington refi nery explosion, 
California beefed up its refi nery inspection program, focusing on 
the same area that was cited as the cause of the Washington catas-
trophe. Wood says Oregon is certainly interested in what caused 
the Texas explosion—if a cause is ever found—so that his agency 
might also ramp up inspection eff orts accordingly.

A number of safety advocates have suggested that Texas should 
develop its own state safety inspection program. Based on the 
range of attitudes toward regulation among the states, workplace 
safety advocates like the AFL-CIO’s Seminario aren’t at all shy 
about expressing a clear opinion on that point. Even though fed-
eral OSHA inspectors hadn’t been to the West factory in nearly 30 
years, she would stick to the feds. “Quite frankly,” she says, “Texas, 
as a government, is not a strong believer in enforcement.”  G
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Workplace Safety: North Carolina vs. Georgia
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NOTE: STATISTICS FOR GEORGIA’S STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT WORKERS WERE NOT PUBLISHED FOR YEARS NOT LISTED.

SOURCE: BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS, OCCUPATIONAL INJURY AND ILLNESSES INDUSTRY DATA

Rates represent recordable injury and illness cases per 100 full-time workers.
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DISASTER 
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Using nature’s devastation  t
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RECOVERY
By Liz Farmern  to revitalize a city’s future

Then and now: A tornado leveled most of Greensburg, Kan., on May  

4, 2007. It has since rebuilt as an environmentally friendly city.
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B y 5:30 p.m. on April 27, 2011, Tuscaloosa, Ala., 
Mayor Walt Maddox knew he had become a 
member of a select club no city leader wants to 
join. Minutes earlier a mile-wide tornado had 
ripped a nearly 6-mile-long path through the cen-
ter of the city, leveling a main commercial artery, 

hitting a major medical center and fl attening vital city buildings. 
In the following weeks, Maddox would get the fi nal totals for 

the destruction: 5,362 homes impaired or demolished, 53 dead, 
and 1,200 injured. Twelve and a half percent of the city was 
destroyed. Seven thousand people were left homeless and thou-
sands of jobs were lost. “And all this happened,” Maddox says, 
“in six minutes.”

Maddox’s fellow disaster-club members know what he’s 
talking about. Tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, fl oods and 
snowstorms can land with a harsh and terrible swiftness, killing 
people, wiping out roads and leveling businesses, hospitals and 
homes. It’s likely to get worse. Scientists who study meteorology 
warn that climate change will only increase the severity of some 
extreme weather events in the future, namely fl ooding, snow-
storms and hurricanes. 

While cities mourn their losses, they face the huge task of 
rebuilding and the frustrating wait for federal and state money to 
help with the eff ort. But some cities—Tuscaloosa among them—
take on an additional challenge: They make a post-disaster leap 
from replacing to revitalizing.  

Obviously, there’s little comfort in the devastation of a natural 
disaster, but essential to the idea is that in disaster there can be 
opportunity. Millions in federal, state and local disaster dollars 
can be leveraged into billions in additional investment from the 
private sector. That approach, however, takes more time, a lot of 
patience and a dose of creativity. Tuscaloosa; Greensburg, Kan.; 
and San Francisco all learned how to turn local tragedy into a 
new and vibrant vision. Their lessons on leveraging funds, dealing 
with local sentiment—the longing to replace rather than remake—
are a playbook for local offi  cials dealing with today’s disasters. 
Whether it’s localities in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut 
that were pummeled last year by Hurricane Sandy and its wind-
driven fl ooding, or tornado-alley cities like Moore, Okla., still reel-
ing from the wreckage of this year’s storm season, these lessons 
hold suggestions for disasters of today and tomorrow, and for the 
next offi  cials to join the disaster club.  

Tuscaloosa, 5:13 p.m. on April 27, 2011
An EF4 tornado ripped through downtown Tuscaloosa, its 190-

mph winds leaving a diagonal scar across the city of 90,000. The 
tornado’s path is still visible in satellite imagery. But now, there’s an 
optimism fueled by the beginnings of an economic recovery that 
city offi  cials see as leading to a better, more modern Tuscaloosa.

Maddox credits an ample reserve fund for Tuscaloosa’s ability 
to get down to the business of cleaning up. Within 24 hours, $5 
million had been approved for spending, with another $5 million 
approved a few weeks later. That allowed the city to look forward. 
“Not one time did we have to say, ‘How are we going to aff ord 
this?’” Maddox says. “We never had any of those concerns—that 
is why you have reserves.”
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The tornado that hit Tuscaloosa in 2011 destroyed more than 12 percen

below, proposes building back more densely, with a mix of residential and
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That helped clear the way for city offi  cials to address the 
important question: How to put the city blocks back together? 
That’s when it became apparent that the center of destruction 
at 15th Street and McFarland Boulevard off ered a new oppor-
tunity for this mostly suburban city. A large section of what was 
destroyed was rental housing—a mix of low-income, public and 
University of Alabama off -campus apartments. The students 
were able to fi nd other housing, leaving only the need to rebuild 
units for low-income residents who had been displaced—and not 
much demand for anything else. Here was a chance to create a 
new, more urban showcase for the city.

“We wanted to build it back to where they’re proud of liv-
ing there, and give businesses incentives to build in that area,” 
says Savannah Howell, Tuscaloosa’s community development 
program manager. 

That led to the Tuscaloosa Forward Generational Master 
Plan, which included rezoning a portion of the once mostly 
residential area to a mixed-use district that could create addi-
tional development opportunities. The higher-density plan had 
its fair share of detractors. Some residents wanted the city to 
move quickly and simply replace what was leveled. But Tusca-
loosa used the lag time—it was waiting on U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development  (HUD) rebuilding funds—to 
build support for its new vision. 

The message city leaders wanted to convey was that the plan 
would be community-driven. More than 3,000 people attended 
meetings, and the plan’s website logged 70,000 hits. “It was a 
ground-up process where the people of Tuscaloosa said, ‘This 
is what we want,’” Maddox says. A direct outcome is CityWalk, a 
planned 5.5-mile recreational trail. A memorial to the destruction, 
the trail roughly follows the path of the storm through business 
and residential areas.

Progress on rebuilding has been slow, thanks largely to the 
slow fl ow of federal funds. It wasn’t until a year after the tornado 
struck that the city broke ground on Rosedale Park, a recreation 
area that will anchor CityWalk and is adjacent to the low-income 
Rosedale Court apartments that started construction in March 
2012. “It takes months—years—to receive and fi rst be able to 
invest [that funding],” Maddox says, adding that Tuscaloosa 
didn’t collect its fi rst monies from HUD (a $16.6 million Com-
munity Development Block Grant) until last fall and just this 
spring the agency announced a second allotment of nearly $44 
million for the city.

The fi rst allotment is going toward housing projects like 
the Rosedale apartments and infrastructure improvements like 
Rosedale Park. Another part of the money is going toward a 
revolving loan fund, which actually happened by accident. Mad-
dox says Tuscaloosa leaders didn’t eff ectively communicate with 
the business community about how the city would support their 
rebuild. So the local chamber of commerce created a business 
recovery committee, which developed the idea for a revolving 
loan fund that would grant interest-free loans of up to $200,000 
to those willing to build in the tornado recovery zone. Businesses 
that apply for a loan must create or maintain low- to moderate-
income jobs and begin their projects within 90 days of receiving 
the loan.

percent of the city. The Tuscaloosa Forward master plan, rendered 

tial and commercial properties.
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So far, more than half the fund has been loaned out. That aid, 
along with the new zoning district, is attracting a fl urry of related 
economic activity. Construction of the $100 million Lofts of City 
Center, with ground fl oor retail, is well under way. New restau-
rants and retail shops have opened, as well as a bank, gym and oil 
change shop. As of March of this year, Tuscaloosa had issued 333 
commercial building permits since the tornado, representing $142 
million in new construction.

Key to the success, Maddox says, was identifying early on that 
the city will be rebuilt diff erently—better—than before, and it 
would address the concerns of citizens who want their city back 
as fast as possible. 

Still, rebuilding according to a strategic plan takes more time. 
Just one year after the disaster, two University of Alabama history 
professors published an op-ed in The Wall Street Journal criticiz-
ing Tuscaloosa Forward, saying it was delaying the recovery. They 
added that Joplin, Mo., following a tornado there in May 2011, was 
much further along because it had loosened regulations, allowing 
businesses to build back more quickly.

Maddox, who notes that the city’s outdated building codes and 
lack of a master plan slowed the initial build-back, says he received 
some good advice on staying the course from a fellow mayor who 
had been through similar devastation: “He said it’s better for them to 
be mad at you for two years, than to have them be mad at you for life.”

Greensburg, 9:45 p.m. on May 4, 2007
When an EF5 tornado cut through the center of Greensburg, 

Kan., it destroyed 95 percent of the roughly 1.5-square-mile town. 
Steve Hewitt, then-city administrator, recalls that one of his fi rst 
concerns following the storm was whether the town would sur-
vive at all: Half of Greensburg’s 1,600 residents had suddenly 
found themselves homeless.

But what could have been the death of a town turned into 
its rebirth, largely because of an utterly unique plan to turn a 

farming town, once only famous for the world’s largest hand-
dug well, into a world model for sustainable, environmentally 
friendly development. “If we’d lost one-quarter of the com-
munity, it might have been a diff erent conversation,” Hewitt, 
now city manager of Clinton, Okla., recalls. “The thought was, 
if we don’t do something unique and diff erent, we’re just going 
to be another community that was hit by a tornado and hardly 
ever recovered.”

Greensburg sought and won state and federal grants and con-
gressional appropriation for development dollars. But to fully 
realize its vision, Greensburg had to put up its own money. It 
established a property tax incentive program for businesses that 
reopen or establish in the city and hew to a set of green building 
standards. Incentives that cut into a city’s potential revenue are 
a gamble. But in Greensburg’s case, says Hewitt, it was a gamble 
worth taking because of the message it sent to business own-
ers. Greensburg also issued local bonds to fund projects, which 
required that local offi  cials win the approval of their constituents. 
The residents had to be invested in the plan and believe in the 
city’s vision, Hewitt says. “To ever expect that you can rebuild 
a community with no debt or price tag to a community, it’s just 
not realistic.”

Today, six years after the town was decimated, Greensburg 
boasts the most LEED-certifi ed buildings per capita in the U.S. 
All of its electricity comes from wind energy. The breadth of 
its vision to rebuild for the future has pulled the city and its 
residents together. In fact, the community was so invested in 
the idea that a local nonprofi t was formed to raise money for a 
business incubator, which amassed $500,000 and today houses 
10 businesses just two years after the tornado. A second incuba-
tor is opening this year. 

“A lot of cities don’t have government support or the backing 
of the community to go into debt to rebuild,” Hewitt says. “You 
have to have everyone behind it.”
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San Francisco, 5:04 p.m. on Oct. 17, 1989
The 6.9-magnitude Loma Prieta earthquake shook up San 

Francisco and severely damaged its Embarcadero Freeway, 
a  two-tier highway that cut off  the city waterfront. Then-San 
Francisco Mayor Art Agnos opted to tear it down. He wanted the 
area to be more connected to the rest of the city. It was a con-
tentious decision that Agnos speculates cost him his job—he lost 
re-election in 1992.

Following the earthquake and for the remainder of his term, 
Agnos was up against Chinatown businesses that feared they 
would lose traffi  c without the freeway. He also had to deal with 
federal offi  cials who wanted to do what the feds had always done: 
pay to replace the structure. 

“It’s hard for people to think about a 20-year vision,” Agnos says 
today of the freeway, which was fi nally demolished in 1991. People 
whose lives have been disrupted by a disaster “just want to get back 
to normal. They want their houses back, their jobs back and all the 
things that are part of a comfortable life,” Agnos says. “And here I was 
adding to discomfort with a vision that said, ‘We’re going to knock 
this freeway down because it’s not safe and it’s ugly.’”

Agnos’ victory rested upon being able to convince federal 
offi  cials that disaster funding should go toward tearing down the 
freeway, not restoring it. His 14 years with the California legis-
lature—fi rst as a staff  member then as an elected offi  cial—gave 
him experience navigating state and federal agencies. And in post-
disaster land, he says, “bureaucracy dominates.”

The mayor was able to convince offi  cials at HUD that tear-
ing down the Embarcadero would cost no more than retrofi t-
ting it. So, he argued, the agency should give San Francisco the 
money either way. To punch up its argument, the city hired its 
own consultants to assess the cost of retrofi tting the freeway ver-
sus replacing it. “We kept haggling and haggling,” Agnos recalls, 
advising, “trust but verify their estimates. You go get your own 
estimates documented and take them to the negotiation. Don’t 

let the bureaucrats insist that your situation fi t their rules. Make 
their rules fi t your situation.”

Today, the waterfront where the Embarcadero once stood is a 
model of city planning, attracting billions of dollars in reinvestment 
and new development, including a Major League Baseball park.

The Storm Ahead
Nearly one year after Superstorm Sandy tore through much of 

the Northeastern shoreline, offi  cials in the states most devastated by 
the wreckage are experiencing fi rsthand the painfully slow process 
of obtaining federal funding and rebuilding. “The bureaucracy has 
been the biggest frustration,” says Amy Engel, executive director 
of the nonprofi t Sustainable Long Island, which is involved in the 
city of Long Beach, N.Y.’s rebuilding eff ort. “It’s this horrible dance 
between the insurance companies and the federal government.”

This is where graduates of similar disasters advise their fellow 
disaster club inductees not to let the time lag go to waste. “Don’t 
put things back the way they were automatically,” says Agnos. 
“There may be a better way.”

The decision to rebuild diff erently must be made early on 
because it takes time—months and even years—to identify and 
establish the right funding path. As the Brookings Institution’s 
Patrick Sabol notes, anything beyond simply handing out federal 
dollars requires a more complicated fi nancial structure. “These 
aren’t grant programs; these are loan programs,” says Sabol, a 
fi nancing expert in Brookings’ Metropolitan Policy Program. “You 
need more savvy to operate these things.”

But the main piece of advice from disaster-club leaders is a 
simple one: As Greensburg’s Hewitt puts it, “You can’t be afraid 
of making the decision, but you have to be transparent—explain 
the plan, involve the community, involve experts and consultants. 
It can be done. But you’ve got to stay focused.”  G

 Email  lfarmer@governing.com
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After the 1989 earthquake, San Francisco opted to tear down the 

Embarcadero Freeway, opening up access to the waterfront.
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Fighting
Traffic

Inside the quest to
fi x the most congested 

city in the country.

By Ryan Holeywell
Photographs by David Kidd

A monitor at Los 

Angeles’ Automated 

Traffi c Surveillance 

and Control system
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I
n the 2003 remake of the fi lm The Italian Job, a gang of 
crooks decides to steal a safe full of gold while it’s being 
transported by armored truck through the streets of Los 
Angeles. But they face a hurdle: How can they plan the heist 
when they don’t know which route their target will take?

“You gridlock every route except the one we choose,” 
Mark Wahlberg’s character tells his team. “Force the truck to go 
exactly where we want it to go.” 

The plan goes off  without a hitch. The team hacks into the 
Los Angeles Department of Transportation computer system and 
intentionally sets all the traffi  c lights to green in order to jam up 
the intersections, while simultaneously creating an opening that 
steers their target toward the spot where they want to strike. All 
the while, the city’s traffi  c engineers look on, hopelessly befuddled. 

The real-life system featured in the movie is L.A.’s Automated 
Traffi  c Surveillance and Control system, or ATSAC. Edward 
Yu, the senior traffi  c engineer who oversees ATSAC, says he 
gets asked about The Italian Job constantly, and he always has 
the same reply. No way, he says, could Wahlberg and his team 
manipulate the city’s traffi  c lights the way they did in the movie. 
“It has a logic,” Yu says of the system, which is programmed to 
prevent confl icting green lights. “It wouldn’t allow you to do that.”

In reality, ATSAC is a much more sophisticated system than 
The Italian Job let on. This spring, after years of development, 
Los Angeles reached a milestone that few other, if any, major cit-
ies can claim: Every single traffi  c light—all 4,398 of them—can 
be monitored and controlled remotely. Today, ATSAC is quite 
possibly L.A.’s most powerful weapon in its ongoing war on traf-
fi c jams.

H
oused in an underground bunker four fl oors below 
a city hall annex, a darkened room is illuminated by 
the glow of computer and video monitors providing 
a constantly changing view of traffi  c fl ow through 
the most congested city in America. It’s the culmi-
nation of a project that began 30 years ago when 

city offi  cials, preparing for the 1984 Olympics, were faced with 
the task of keeping traffi  c moving around the site of the games 
without widening any streets. 

Some city transportation offi  cials—already exploring the idea 
of using technology to improve traffi  c signal management—saw 
the Olympics as the perfect opportunity to secure the funding 
they needed to show off  the concept. “This was our moonshot,” 
says Ed Rowe, a one-time general manager of the city’s transpor-
tation department who’s considered the godfather of ATSAC. 

What his team built—a complex network that gave the city 
unprecedented control over 115 intersections surrounding the 
Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum—was powerful for its day. For 
the fi rst time, engineers could see what was happening at an 
intersection and make appropriate adjustments, often remotely, 
without having to leave headquarters. Under the old standard, if 
an intersection became congested, traffi  c engineers would likely 
only learn about it by getting an angry phone call. Then one of 
them would have to drive to the intersection to manually adjust 
the timing mechanism. The engineer would often get stuck in the 
very congestion he was trying to eliminate. Today, Rowe says, “we 

deal with [congestion] in a way we could never deal with it in the 
past.” Most important, ATSAC is no longer limited to the small 
area in which it began. It now blankets the entire city. 

The improvements sputtered along for years, but former 
Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, who was term-limited out of offi  ce 
last month, has been an advocate for ATSAC and made comple-
tion of it one of his early campaign promises. He ultimately deliv-
ered on that by negotiating with the state legislature to include 
$150 million for ATSAC in a 2006 state bond measure. “It was 
tough, [but] they also understood I was a big supporter of the 
transportation bond,” Villaraigosa says. “We needed to sell it to 
Angelinos, and that was one way to do it.”

F I G H T I N G  T R A F F I C

Computer programs are designed to keep traffi c fl owing 

along major corridors like Wilshire Boulevard.
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Yu admits the amount of attention the technology gets from 
the city might be confusing to outsiders, since it addresses con-
gestion on surface streets, not the freeways for which Los Angeles 
is infamous. “Everyone when they come to L.A. thinks ‘freeways, 
freeways, freeways,’ like it’s the hugest thing,” Yu says. “But there 
are more city streets we have to manage.” Indeed, within the 
city limits are 181 miles of freeway, compared to approximately 
6,500 miles of surface streets, making ATSAC a crucial piece of 
the city’s fabric.

M
ost traffi  c signal systems, even relatively mod-
ern ones, use pre-programmed schedules that 
change based on the time of the day, working 
on the assumption that it’s easy to predict what 
peak traffi  c conditions will look like and when 
they’ll occur.

But those systems have a huge shortcoming. They can’t adjust 
to unpredictable situations, such as a collision. And even when 
such traffi  c disruptions as construction or special events can be 
predicted, their exact impact often can’t be. It’s especially trouble-
some when the system is operating ineffi  ciently—but not so badly 
that it produces complaints. In those cases, months or even years 
can go by before anyone realizes the signal itself is causing unnec-
essary delays.

Adaptive signal control technology—what Los Angeles is 
using—adjusts signals based on real-time traffi  c conditions by 
tweaking things like the length of a green light or how frequently 

a cycle of signals rolls over. The fi rst adaptive control systems 
were developed in the U.K. and Australia in the 1980s, and caught 
on here in the early 1990s. 

There are several diff erent well-known adaptive systems, with 
names like SCOOT, SCATS and RHODES. But while many major 
American cities use adaptive signal controls for some intersec-
tions, most still don’t. Compared to any of them, ATSAC is state-
of-the-art. It’s likely the only adaptive control system that’s been 
developed in-house by a department of transportation (DOT), 
says Srinivasa Sunkari, a research engineer at the Texas A&M 
Transportation Institute who’s studied ATSAC. 

“We maintain and operate it,” Yu says. “We’re not tied to the 
consultants. We had Oracle come in [and say], ‘We can’t do much 
more for you guys.’”

According to the Federal Highway Administration, outdated 
signal timing that fails to accurately refl ect current conditions 
accounts for more than 10 percent of congestion and traffi  c 
delays on major road routes. A national report released last year 
by a group of transportation associations gave the nation’s traffi  c 
signals a D rating. That same report, however, highlighted Los 
Angeles as a city on the leading edge of traffi  c signal management. 
Federal transportation offi  cials, who are on a campaign to encour-
age city and state DOTs to use adaptive signal timing, will likely 
point to Los Angeles as a model.

Already, the city of Long Beach and several jurisdictions 
surrounding it are converting over to the system Los Angeles 
created. Dave Roseman, Long Beach’s traffi  c engineer, says he 

F I G H T I N G  T R A F F I C

The traffi c center, housed beneath a city hall annex, 

alerts traffi c engineers whenever there are unusual 

levels of congestion anywhere in the city.
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F I G H T I N G  T R A F F I C

“Everyone when they come to L.A. thinks ‘freeways, 

freeways, freeways,’ like it’s the hugest thing,” says 

ATSAC senior engineer Edward Yu. “But there are 

more city streets we have to manage.”

GOV08_46.indd   50 7/15/13   4:26 PM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



51August  2013  |  GOVERNING

was drawn to ATSAC because it’s more fl exible than the exist-
ing adaptive control systems on the market. “Our vision was we 
wanted a system we could develop ourselves—not a black box 
that we couldn’t tweak.” 

 

T
he backbone of the system is the thousands of mag-
netic sensors embedded just a few inches beneath 
the surface of the road that provide information 
about traffi  c counts, speed and indications of just 
how congested a given roadway is. Known as loop 
detectors, they can be easily spotted as distinctive 

circles covered in tar on the surface of streets. While other sys-
tems provide updated data every fi ve or 10 minutes, ATSAC’s 
data stream is ongoing. “We’re the only place I know of that 
gets real-time information,” Yu says. That data is, in turn, used 
to maximize the effi  ciency of the traffi  c signals. Traffi  c engi-
neers provide basic instructions on how each intersection’s 
traffi  c signals should function, but ATSAC adjusts them based 
on constantly changing conditions.

A big electronic board in the traffi  c center provides an ongoing 
list of intersections that are showing atypical traffi  c patterns, and 
ATSAC staff  can tap into a network of hundreds of video cameras 
for a closer look. The system can be manually overridden by traffi  c 
engineers when the signals detect unusual conges-
tion. But typically, ATSAC is able to work on auto-
pilot, since it’s specifi cally designed to respond 
instantly to changing conditions. As a result, only 
about 20 people are required to operate it, and the 
center isn’t exactly a hotbed of frenetic activity.

The system can adjust to congestion coming 
from planned events (like a movie premiere) as 
well as unpredictable events (like a traffi  c acci-
dent). Still, Yu says, it sometimes requires the 
human touch. During police and fi re situations, 
engineers can create a perimeter of red lights that 
extends beyond the offi  cial boundary set up by 
fi rst responders. It’s also not uncommon for traf-
fi c offi  cers on the ground at movie premieres and 
award shows to make a call to the traffi  c center and 
request an extended green light or two to get a Hol-
lywood star to the event on time.

ATSAC isn’t just about helping cars (or stars). 
Some city buses are outfi tted with transmitters that 
can assist them in avoiding congestion. For exam-
ple, if a bus is scheduled to reach an intersection at 
1 p.m. but doesn’t arrive until 1:05, the system can detect that it’s 
running behind and extend the length of the next green light to 
help it catch up. A similar pattern makes it easy to keep the light 
rail network on time as well. 

The system also provides extended walk signals at times when 
a heavy pedestrian presence can be anticipated, like the end of the 
school day or the hours leading up to a game at the Staples Center. 
There’s even a “Sabbath time” schedule used at intersections in 
places with high concentrations of devout Jews—who don’t use 
machines on Saturdays—to ensure they’ll get a walk signal with-
out having to push the button.

B
ut how well does ATSAC really work? By its very 
nature, its performance isn’t something the aver-
age motorist will necessarily even notice, especially 
since it’s been in various stages of use for so long. But 
its advocates say it not only improves traffi  c fl ow and 
reduces delays, but also cuts emissions and prevents 

noisy trucks from lingering in neighborhoods. 
Earlier this year, a Texas A&M team conducted a clever experi-

ment to measure ATSAC’s performance. The team members 
spent one day collecting data as they drove along two heavily 
traffi  cked corridors, and then they did it again a second day after 
having the city turn ATSAC off .

On one of the corridors they studied, they found ATSAC 
increased average speeds by 13 percent during rush hour, and 
reduced delays caused by stopping as much as 43 percent. (There 
were even more dramatic results for the other corridor, but meth-
odological factors might have artifi cially boosted them.) “It suits 
them very well, and it does something good for the motorists,” 
Sunkari, the Texas A&M researcher, says.

Next up for ATSAC, Yu says, will be fi guring out how to take 
the huge volume of data it collects and use it to manage the 
demands placed on city streets. One way to do that would be 
to send instructions to drivers’ smartphones, alerting them to 

avoid certain routes and providing them with alternatives before 
they’ve arrived at a congested road. “Any removal of traffi  c, even 
10 percent from certain thoroughfares, can have a dramatic eff ect 
on how traffi  c’s moving,” Yu says.

But for now, he’ll continue to fi ght the day-to-day battle 
against congestion, even though it’s often a thankless job in a 
place where there’s no shortage of complaints about lengthy drive 
times. “Every person is a traffi  c engineer,” Yu jokes. “But they only 
see one aspect of it.”  G

Email rholeywell@governing.com 

F I G H T I N G  T R A F F I C

The system relies on thousands of magnetic sensors in the roadway 

that provide the city with data on traffi c speeds and congestion levels.
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survey results on page 54). The responses paint a portrait of 
a sector hard-hit by budget cuts, with many lamenting pay 
freezes and a lack of advancement opportunities. But the news 
isn’t all bad. Governments made great strides in advancing new 
and improved workforce initiatives, giving plenty of reasons 
for optimism.

Overall, employees seem fairly content, despite the hardships 
of the past few years. Of those surveyed, 78 percent reported 
being somewhat or very satisfi ed with jobs and working condi-
tions. Similarly, an overwhelming majority said they thought they 
could make a diff erence through their work, and 73 percent said 
they felt at least somewhat valued by their employers.

ANY STATE AND LOCAL
government workers face a grim 
reality these days. During the reces-
sion, states and localities shed hun-
dreds of thousands of jobs. In the 
coming years, they’re slated to lose 

even more veteran workers to retirement. That could mean more 
work for fewer and less experienced employees, potentially deal-
ing a blow to morale.

Governing conducted a survey of senior state and local offi  -
cials assessing the current state of the public-sector workforce, 
examining a range of issues crucial to public employees (see 

M

Despite recent 
hardships, some 

agencies are 
becoming better 

workplaces.

By Mike Maciag

Work Happy
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in a completely diff erent discipline, gaining experience to bring 
back to agencies and advance their careers. “When they come 
back, they’re supercharged,” says Frank Benest, who crafted the 
program and is a senior adviser at the International City/County 
Management Association. 

Plenty of governments have their own internal exchange pro-
grams that allow managers to try out positions at diff erent agen-
cies. But San Mateo’s initiative gives employees the unique ability 
to spend time in a diff erent government altogether. The region’s 
smaller localities mostly lack the capacity for employees to move 
around, so governments swapping employees provides learning 
experiences that wouldn’t otherwise be possible. Mountain View, 
Calif., assistant city manager Melissa Dile was employed with a 
small city in 2005 when she got an assignment to work on a per-
formance measurement project at a large water district. “It came 
at just the right time in my career,” she says. “It helped me to test 
out whether I’d be suited for a larger public agency.”

The program costs $8,000 to administer, including learn-
ing forums and one-on-one coaching. Benest expects about 15 
emerging leaders to participate in the next iteration of the pro-
gram this fall.

Insourcing Health Care
Last year, then-Montana Gov. Brian Schweitzer’s administra-

tion proposed establishing health-care clinics for state workers, 
in part to cut growing expenses. The fi rst clinic opened its doors 
in Helena last fall, and a facility in Billings opened in June. 

On average, a visit to a state-supported clinic costs $90 less 
than the standard fee-for-service system, says Russ Hill, admin-
istrator of the state’s Health Care and Benefi ts Division. The state 
owns the equipment and leases the facilities, while a contractor 
manages staffi  ng and medical supplies, charging the state actual 
supply costs and a per-patient fee.

The clinics’ most signifi cant benefi ts, Hill says, have yet 
to be realized. The state expects employees—many of whom 
will soon retire—to get healthier because of easy access to 
health-care services, curbing long-term costs. “They’re much 
more likely to seek out [clinic staff ] and stay engaged,” Hill 
says. About 55 percent of Helena-area workers visited their 
local clinic within six months of its opening. Physicians there 
identifi ed some 900 previously undiagnosed high cholesterol 
patients, 750 high blood pressure patients and 325 diabetics.

While some large private companies have run their own 
clinics for years, more state and local governments are now fol-
lowing suit. Colorado and Tennessee established similar clinics, 
along with a slew of local governments. Montana plans to even-
tually open nine or 10 centers across the state. For those living 
in outlying areas, Hill is exploring another future possibility: 
mobile clinics.

Rewarding Employee Innovation
After Larimer County, Colo., saw its revenues plummet during 

the recession, it turned to its own employees for ideas on how to 
hold down costs. Other governments similarly encourage work-
ers to innovate, but Larimer County took it a step further with a 
program rewarding them for it.

Keeping workers engaged is one of the more important fac-
tors in uniting a workforce, but only half of survey participants 
reported satisfaction with their organization’s employee engage-
ment eff orts. One solution? Incorporate employee feedback in 
decision-making. The cities of Boulder, Colo.,  and Cincinnati, for 
example, use peer-review teams as part of the budgeting process.  

Of course, it’s easier for employees to stay engaged if work 
doesn’t clash with personal life. Governments received high 
marks in this area, with 86 percent expressing satisfaction with 
work/life balance. Use of telecommuting—one common measure 
promoting fl exibility—continues to spread across all levels of gov-
ernment, particularly in information technology departments 
and other program areas where it’s most practical.

As agencies have trimmed budgets, some have sought ways to 
innovate, turning to workers for ideas. More than three-quarters 
of survey respondents said they felt encouraged to innovate, but 
many governments could do more to motivate employees. Only 
61 percent of respondents said their work units rewarded creativ-
ity and innovation. Incentives are helpful, says Bob Lavigna, the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison’s director of human resources 
and the author of a new book on employee engagement. Workers 
too often see only the risks of implementing new ideas. “There’s 
a fear that if they try something and it doesn’t work, they’re going 
to read about it in the newspaper,” Lavigna says.

A handful of survey participants expressed frustration around 
a lack of merit-based pay, a barrier that’s more diffi  cult for govern-
ments to overcome in an era of cutbacks. It’s also hard for many to 
move up the career ladder. Sixty-four percent of respondents said 
they were somewhat or very dissatisfi ed with their organization’s 
advancement opportunities. 

The survey found that governments must also work harder 
to attract young talent, which can require new and often uncon-
ventional approaches to recruiting. For example, Louisiana’s civil 
service department began posting videos on YouTube last year, pro-
viding prospective employees an overview of what they’ll encoun-
ter working in certain jobs. The videos proved particularly useful 
in advertising high-turnover positions, such as juvenile justice spe-
cialists, which Louisiana offi  cials report has saved the department 
time and money. (In the survey, 62 percent reported that their work 
unit was able to recruit new hires with the right skills.)

D
espite hurdles like those identifi ed in the Governing 
survey, many states and localities are fi nding new ways 
to address their challenges head on. The following is a 
sampling of some innovative workforce initiatives that 

have been implemented across the country.

Worker Exchanges
As baby boomers get set to retire, governments must fi ll the 

pipeline with the next generation of public-sector managers. To 
do that, some local governments in Silicon Valley are combining 
eff orts to develop homegrown talent.

The Management Talent Exchange Program, administered 
by San Mateo County, Calif., works like this: Participating public 
managers nominate up-and-comers for three-month assignments 
with other agencies or localities. Participants hone their skills 
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Happy on the Job?
These charts show results from a Governing survey of a random sample of 107 senior state and 
local government offi cials conducted June 4-25. Participants are members of the Governing 
Exchange research community and are not representative of all public-sector employees.
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citizens to city services. In the call center, meanwhile, the most 
popular workstation takes fl exibility a step further—literally. 
Agents burn calories while taking calls on a custom-built offi  ce 
treadmill, funded by a tobacco settlement grant. “It helps to get 
their blood fl owing and stay more positive throughout the day,” 
says Don Stickney, the city’s 311 director.

Next year, the department plans to initiate an online sched-
uling system, enabling employees to conveniently swap shifts. 
“When employees’ family and work life are in balance, they are 
more productive and happy employees,” Stickney says, “which 
leads to more customer satisfaction and higher productivity.”

Listening to Employees
Providing employees platforms to voice opinions and partici-

pate in decision-making are crucial to workforce engagement. 
In Cincinnati, the city initiated a new priority-based budgeting 
process that it jointly developed with citizens. As part of the pro-
cess, small teams of city employees evaluated how well all city 
programs met one of seven priority areas. 

Lea Eriksen, the city’s budget director, says this has allowed 
employees not only to contribute to the city’s overall function-
ing, but also to learn about other areas of city government. 
Sewer department employees, for example, assisted in assess-
ing goals for safe communities, while police participated on a 
commerce review team. In July, the city convened a meeting 
of employees and residents to fi nd ways to further increase 
engagement for the next budget.

The department of city planning and buildings also sought 
employee input as it crafted Cincinnati’s long-term compre-
hensive plan—the fi rst such plan in more than three decades. 
Staff  in departments throughout city government contributed 
their expertise and participated in public meetings as part of the 
three-year process. “It was fun to see excitement from other city 
staff ,” says Katherine Keough-Jurs, a senior city planner, “because 
they’re not always asked what they think.”

Celebrating Milestones
Boosting employee morale can be tough for governments, par-

ticularly when they’re pursuing cost-cutting measures or facing 
public criticism.

To recognize the good work of its employees, the Georgia State 
Road and Tollway Authority each year holds a special ceremony 
for its Faithful Service Awards Program. Last fall, workers and 
their families listened as the authority’s executive director out-
lined individual accomplishments of each employee reaching 
fi ve-year milestones and presented them with an award. “It’s an 
event that people look forward to and it has become part of our 
culture,” says Craig Southern, the authority’s director of human 
resources and risk management.

It’s not just about veteran employees. The authority bestows 
the same honor on workers reaching one year of service. This is 
particularly important, Southern says, to ensure newer employees 
aren’t overlooked. “We’re showing them the same level of recog-
nition as our long timers, and that really makes a diff erence.”  G
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The county’s Innovation Awards Program recognizes employ-
ees who’ve retooled processes or found inventive ways of 
enhancing services to deliver more for less. Finalists present their 
innovations to senior managers and county commissioners. Then 
the county announces winners at a banquet, where employees 
get a trophy and up to $5,000 cash, says Bridget Paris, a county 
compensation specialist who created the program, which costs 
about $7,000 in total. “We wanted to incentivize employees who 
were not only trying to do more with less,” Paris says, “but doing 
things diff erently.” 

This year, the county received a dozen entries. In one case, 
a team of human services department employees implemented 
a system speeding up the delivery of public assistance benefi ts. 
Another group in the county’s workforce center established a 
program linking young entrepreneurs with mentors in the local 
business community. A sheriff ’s offi  ce lieutenant won the top 
prize for coming up with a way to reduce the aggressive behavior 
of high-security jail inmates that saved the county an estimated 
$75,000 and reduced assaults on staff .

Encouraging creativity makes employees feel connected to 
their work. While the county can’t formally recognize every 
contribution, the program plants the seeds for future innova-
tions. “[It] is incorporating this thought-process into our cul-
ture,” Paris says. “It’s a diff erent way of accepting change and 
being more creative.”

Monitoring Mental Health
When workers are plagued by problems at work or home, 

they often seek help from employee assistance programs. These 
services encompass everything from substance abuse counseling 
to professional development coaching.

In Colorado, the Department of Personnel and Administration 
uses a unique program to help assess employees’ mental wellness. 
Clients complete a pre-screening questionnaire, which is then 
incorporated into a data-driven system that helps the department 
target its eff orts. The data helps identify those in need of addi-
tional assistance, and it can also reveal larger workforce trends. 
For instance, only 35 percent of the employees seeking help were 
men. So the department launched an initiative encouraging more 
men to get a behavioral health check-up. 

Demand for the state’s employee assistance programs is sig-
nifi cant—the agency expected to serve 6,800 clients during the 
fi scal year ending in June—because they work. A study showed 
that absenteeism among clients was cut in half after employees 
sought help, along with notable reductions in reported work-
place distress.

Flexible Workplace
A spike in call volumes can create a stressful work environ-

ment for employees at the Minneapolis 311 call center, which 
already maintains long and grueling hours of operation. To better 
accommodate workers and increase productivity, the city imple-
mented a variety of initiatives promoting fl exibility.

Four of the call center’s employees work from home almost 
exclusively. Sitting at desks in their homes equipped with dual 
monitors and headsets, they track down information and direct 

GOV08_52.indd   55 7/15/13   4:40 PM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



56

IF POLICYMAKERS want to fi x aging 
bridges most in need of repairs, they’ll 
need to think local.

A review of Federal Highway Admin-
istration (FHWA) inspection data found 
a stark disparity in the condition of local 
bridges compared to those owned by 
states: Bridges under local jurisdiction are 
more than twice as likely to be considered 
structurally defi cient. 

A Governing analysis of 2012 FHWA 
inspection data showed the disparity in 
bridge conditions to be widespread:
•  About 15 percent of all bridges that local 

governments own are structurally defi -
cient, compared to 7 percent for states.

•  Of states with at least 1,000 locally 
owned bridges, only Colorado has a 
higher share of structurally defi cient 
state than locally owned bridges.

•  Most locally owned bridges are owned 
by counties; counties are responsible 
for more than half of the nation’s nearly 
67,000 structurally defi cient bridges.
Consider Oklahoma. Inspectors there 

deemed nearly 32 percent of its 14,117 
county-owned bridges structurally defi -
cient last year, compared to only 9 percent 
of its 6,799 state bridges.

Until 2006, the state provided coun-
ties less than $30 million for construc-
tion of both new roads and bridges. This 
left local agencies largely unable to pay to 
replace ailing bridges. To fi x that, Okla-
homa stepped up its allocation for repairs. 
About 15 percent of motor vehicle tax rev-
enues fund a program for county roads and 
bridges, an amount set to increase to 20 

percent next fi scal year. This will provide 
counties $120 to $130 million to jumpstart 
improvements.    

A similar pattern emerges in inspection 
data for Iowa and South Dakota, where only 
a small fraction of state-owned bridges are 
structurally defi cient, compared to about a 
quarter of bridges under local jurisdiction. 
Even in areas where states own far more 
bridges, the divide holds true. In Pennsyl-
vania, 35 percent of local bridges are struc-
turally defi cient, compared to 20 percent of 
those owned by the state.

The disparity in bridge conditions 
largely hinges on funding, says Bob Fogel, 
senior legislative director for the National 
Association of Counties. Smaller or rural 
counties don’t have expansive enough tax 
bases to pay for upgrades. And urban local-
ities often need permission to levy taxes for 
transportation projects—a major hurdle.

A smaller share of bridge funding 
trickles down from states and Washing-
ton. Michigan, for example, allocated 
$968 million in fi scal 2012 to fund vari-
ous local road improvements, with $24 
million set aside for its Local Bridge 
Program. Other states also share fuel or 
motor vehicles taxes with localities, but it 
doesn’t begin to cover all the costs.

“Our members feel the federal gov-
ernment and most state departments of 
transportation don’t provide county gov-
ernments with the share of funds gener-
ated by gas taxes that are refl ective of the 
condition of bridges owned by counties,” 
Fogel says.

It’s worth noting that traffi  c conges-
tion along many locally owned bridges 
doesn’t compare to major state highways. 
Still, local bridges do carry several thou-
sand vehicles on a typical day. And Fogel 
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Local Bridges 
in Bad Shape
Disparity exists in the 
condition of locally and 
state-owned bridges.

1
State-owned
7%

Percentage of all U.S. bridges 
considered structurally defi cient, 
by owner
Note: Counties are responsible for the vast majority 
(about 75 percent) of locally owned bridges

SOURCE: 2012 FEDERAL HIGHWAY ADMINISTRATION DATA
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| BEHIND THE NUMBERS
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Off -system bridges, the bulk of which local-
ities own, still receive grants via the Surface 
Transportation Program, but now they’re 
competing with far more projects.

Under the transportation reauthori-
zation bill passed last year, states have 
the option to shift up to half of NHPP 
funding to other programs. It’s too early 
to tell, though, the extent to which 
they’ll bypass state projects and redirect 
funds for locally owned bridges.

“States do have fl exibility to address 
this change,” says Nick Donohue, Trans-
portation for America’s policy direc-
tor. “It will be interesting to see if they 
use it to help these local communities.”  G

 Email  mmaciag@governing.com
Read the full story and see more inspec-

tion data for your state at 

governing.com/bridgeinspections
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City-owned

10%

emphasizes that they serve as vital links in 
regional economies.

The number of structurally defi cient 
bridges—those that are suff ering dete-
rioration to at least one major compo-
nent, but don’t pose an immediate safety 
risk—dipped in recent years, albeit only 
slightly. However, many are more than a 
half-century old and could eventually face 
closure unless repairs are made. Another 
11 percent of all bridges impose weight 
limits or other restrictions.

Some groups fear the condition of local 
bridges could further deteriorate after Con-
gress’ elimination of the Highway Bridge 
Program last year, consolidating it into the 
much broader National Highway Perfor-
mance Program (NHPP). Only roads on the 
federal highway system are NHPP-eligible, 
leaving about three-quarters of bridges 
without a dedicated federal funding source. 
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cent of the governor’s pay, depending on 
the agency (whereas it established a 110 
percent cap for local governments). 

In Pennsylvania, Jim Honchar, dep-
uty secretary of the Offi  ce for Human 
Resources Management, says that 10 years 
ago, second-career employees were a big 
portion of hires—people who had worked 
in another career and were coming to the 
government for job security, a pension 
or a good health benefi t package. “Now 
that’s not as prevalent as it used to be,” 
he says, noting that benefi ts, which used 
to be generous, now are just competitive, 
particularly in terms of health care. “We 
used to say we couldn’t compete from a 
salary standpoint, but we could make up 
the diff erence in pension and benefi ts. We 
can no longer say that.”

According to Honchar and others, 
when the economy’s bad, states gener-
ally don’t have problems recruiting, but 
when things start improving, they have 
diffi  culty hiring people. That’s largely 
because governments are increasingly 
uncompetitive with the private sector. 

“We need to get at the big picture 
of compensation,” says Candy Sar-

vis, deputy commissioner for the 
Human Resources Administra-

tion in Georgia. “There’s such a 
focus on pay. The focus needs to 
be larger in scope. If someone 
says, ‘I’m thinking of working 
for the state.’ I should be able 
to say, ‘These are the benefi ts 
you get. These are the pay 
supplements; these are the 
sick days you get. This is the 

retirement package.’ We have 
all these pieces.”

As the economy improves and 
states and cities face the specter of 

large-scale baby boomer retirement, 
the need to consider the state’s human 

capital through the lens of total compen-

By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene
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Lynchburg College and—full disclosure—
the two of us.

Florida employees, for example, have 
been asked to contribute 3 percent of their 
salary to pensions (a step that’s currently 
being litigated). Moves like that, along 
with rising co-pays, higher deductibles 
and greater responsibility for premium 
payments, eat into employee salaries and 
negate infrequent salary increases. In many 
states, peculiar elements of state law add 
additional complexities. Up until recently, 
Minnesota capped salaries at 85 to 95 per-

Sizing Up Compensation
With revenues rebounding, governments need to start focusing on more than pay.

W
hen citizens gripe about 
the plush pay packages that 
public-sector employees 
get, they’re often describing 

a luxury cruise ship without mentioning 
the leaks. “The sense in the private sector is 
that state employees get a lot,” Sara Walker, 
director of the West Virginia Division of 
Personnel, tells us, “but the private sec-
tor doesn’t understand how pay has been 
impacted in state government.”

Walker uses the word “impacted.” 
If you ask us, the better word would be 
“strangled.” A few examples: Alabama 
hasn’t given cost-of-living raises to 
employees since October 2008 or merit 
increases since January 2009. Maine’s 
employees have been living in a land with-
out raises for the same stretch of time. And 
Nevada’s last general raise was in 2007—
not to mention a 2.5 percent pay cut in 
2011 and more lost pay due to mandated  
furlough days. 

Thanks to recent revenue increases, 
some states are unfreezing pay. Nevada’s 
legislature reinstated pay from the 
2011 pay cut and will reinstate merit 
raises in July 2015. But it takes 
quite a while for employees to 
start feeling satisfi ed after 
years of stagnant salaries.

But looking at pay levels 
exclusively—whether they’re 
going up or down—hides a 
great deal of the story. For 
policymakers, the number 
to focus on is total compen-
sation, including benefi ts. 
That’s one of the key mes-
sages delivered by state per-
sonnel directors to the State 
Government Workforce Project. 
The project is an eff ort to research 
and disseminate information by the 
National Association of State Person-
nel Executives, professor Sally Selden of 
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Workforce Recovery
A random sample of 223 senior state and 
local offi cials were recently asked: What 
changes, if any, do you anticipate in staffi ng 
levels in the upcoming fi scal year?

6%
Don’t 
know

Increase 
in staffi ng

15%

39%
Decrease 
in staffi ng

40%
No change
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sation—instead of just pay—is likely to 
become more acute. 

Tennessee, for example, estimates that 
in the next four to fi ve years, it will need 
to replace some 15,000 employees who 
will be eligible to retire. Aware of that 
startling fact, the plan at fi rst was to do a 
simple salary survey of state employees, 
says Rebecca Hunter, commissioner of 
the Department of Human Resources. But 
when she heard a presentation about total 
remuneration at a conference last year, she 
decided, “We need to be looking at that.”

The fi nding of that survey turned 
out to be signifi cant. Salaries were 
below market, but benefi ts were above. 
This underlined an important aspect of 
Tennessee fi nances: Pension costs had 
grown from $264 million annually in 
2003 to $731 million last year—an expen-
sive proposition. 

A fi rst step in altering the state’s com-
pensation structure occurred when Ten-
nessee’s treasurer proposed a plan to alter 
retirement benefi ts. As passed by the leg-
islature in 2013, the state is replacing its 
traditional defi ned-benefi t pension plan 
with a hybrid pension system. It com-
bines a less expensive defi ned-benefi t 
component and a defi ned-contribution 
element that allows for greater portabil-
ity. That’s seen to be an attractive formula 
for young applicants.

“We needed to reallocate the mix of 
salaries and benefi ts,” says Hunter, adding 
that “savings obtained through restruc-
tured benefi ts can also be utilized to make 
salaries more competitive.”  G
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The Scandal That’s Waiting to Bite You
When bureaucracy is pushed too far, bad things can happen.

State and local government leaders watching the scandal over the Internal Reve-
nue Service’s (IRS) targeting of conservative groups should know this: Somewhere 
in most larger governments is a festering problem that is going to look really ugly 
when it inevitably is brought to light. This is most likely to hap-
pen because a bureaucratic system has been strained to the failing 
point. When it fails, the result may or may not be branded a scandal, 
depending on how salacious and embarrassing that failure can be 
made to seem and what advantage the relevant political players 
might stand to gain or lose, but it certainly won’t be pretty.

There is a pattern to this stuff . It starts when a legislative body 
adopts a policy that is diffi  cult for government workers to carry 
out. In the IRS’ case, it was the policy of allowing certain groups 
tax-exempt status without clearly spelling out the rules. But in 
reality, it could just as well been a policy for protecting children 
from abusive parents or for granting exceptions to building codes.

Often the lawmakers establishing the policy seem to have little 
understanding of the scale of the task assigned. The resources made available to 
implement the policy all too often are allocated on the basis of budget and politi-
cal circumstances that bear little relation to the workload. We hear of cases, for 
example, where just a handful of building inspectors are overseeing thousands of 
structures or individual child protection workers are handling hundreds of cases. 
Even modest-sized governments often deal with very big numbers, and the tech-
nology that would allow fewer people to do more is often woefully inadequate 
in government.

But scale isn’t the only issue. It’s not hard to see why timely and clear communica-
tion up and down the hierarchy is elusive when, as Paul C. Light wrote in his 2009 
book A Government Ill Executed, some front-line government workers must report 
“upward through nine layers of management occupied by formally designated offi  -
cers ... and sixteen layers occupied by informally designated offi  cers.”

In these circumstances—Light calls them “barriers to decision”—government 
employees who are committed to the mission of the organization fi nd that they must 
exercise extralegal discretion and authority to make the system work at all. Organi-
zational studies call this “street-level bureaucracy.” Jobs entailing more discretion 
and judgment require more training, but some senior managers in state and local 
governments tell me that it’s been years since their mid-level and front-line workers 
got the training they needed. 

So, inevitably, mistakes will be made. Of course, these failures should be rec-
ognized, reported and corrected quickly, but that too requires clarity of mission, 
suffi  cient resources, eff ective two-way communication and adequate training. 
And it requires an atmosphere in which every misstep is not regarded as a crimi-
nal off ense. 

Bureaucracy is a tool. It persists as a form of human organization because it 
allows us to do big things, both in terms of scale and importance. But like every tool, 
it needs to be maintained and wielded with care and control. If not, horrible things 
happen—things far worse than a delayed tax exemption.

Consider the debacle at the IRS as a reminder to take a deep, hard look at condi-
tions in your own government. The reputation you save may be your own.  G
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is bad, recruiting is 

easy, but as it recovers, 

states have diffi culty 

hiring people.”
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By Steve Towns

Closing the Credibility Gap
Technology often isn’t the problem when IT projects don’t deliver. 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

issues. They’re usually deploying tech-
nology for a “customer” agency, and like 
any “retailer” they want a happy client. 
They’re also racing against the clock. 
“Once a project gets started, IT is driven 
by time and money,” Cole says. So it’s usu-
ally easier and faster to give in to customer 
demands than fi ght them.

These risks are at the top of offi  cials’ 
minds in Ohio, where the state government 
is launching a massive technology initia-
tive that will either upgrade, standardize 
or eliminate thousands of computer serv-
ers and software systems. To ensure the 
state gets the most bang for its buck, the 
Ohio Offi  ce of Budget and Management 
created a Value Management Offi  ce to help 
set fair expectations for technology proj-
ects and independently track the progress 
of IT work and related business changes.

The offi  ce will work with agency exec-
utives, budget analysts, hiring offi  cials, 
procurement offi  cers and IT leaders to 
reach a consensus upfront on what needs 
to be done and who is responsible for 
doing what. The offi  ce then reports back to 
those stakeholders, who are now respon-
sible for policing their own projects, dur-
ing the life of the project. “In the end, our 
budget, hiring and procurement people 
need to understand what we’re doing and 
make sure that the actions taken on proj-
ects match the criteria we’ve established,” 
Cole says. “The offi  ce could have been the 
cop, but we see it more as a referee.” 

Fittingly, the offi  ce will also ensure 
that as projects are completed executive 

I
f you tend to think IT projects overprom-
ise and under-deliver, you’re not alone. 
At a June conference held by the Center 
for Digital Government—the research 

arm of our sister publication, Government 
Technology—an informal poll of 20 offi  cials 
from 17 states found that agency managers 
are much less confi dent than IT leaders in 
the outcome of technology projects. 

But is that fair to IT departments?
“I do think there’s a confi dence gap,” 

says Randy Cole, president of the Ohio 
Controlling Board, a powerful seven-
member organization that oversees 
selected IT projects for the state leg-
islature. He says the issue isn’t IT but 
fear. Projects often fail, he says, because 
agencies don’t follow through on diffi  cult 
business changes that need to accompany 
technology deployments.

Here’s the problem: From the moment 
an IT project is launched, there’s pres-
sure to back off  changes that would 
deliver results. New technology can help 
an agency deliver a service with fewer 
employees, for instance, but getting 
real savings from those improvements 
demands staff  layoff s or reassignments. 
That’s a tough move for any entity.  

Another wrenching change for an 
agency is that new software may require 
employees to alter work routines that 
have been in place for decades. All too 
often, agencies opt instead to rewrite new 
software to make it work more like the old 
stuff  they’re replacing. Those modifi ca-
tions dilute the new system’s benefi ts and 
drive up project costs. 

Unfortunately, IT departments are in 
a poor position to hold the line on these 

leaders and others recognize where the 
payoff  from IT investments occurs. Cole 
says cost savings or cost avoidance from 
new technologies can be hard to grasp 
because they’re often buried in complex 
agency budgets. Better visibility and under-
standing of these benefi ts will help the IT 
department get credit when credit is due.

Ohio is in the early stages of its tech-
nology initiative, so it remains to be seen 
whether the Value Management Offi  ce 
can referee the sometimes messy process 
of large-scale IT implementation. But if 
it works, the move could go a long way 
toward closing IT’s credibility gap.   G
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IT projects often 

fail because agencies 

don’t follow through 

on diffi cult business 

changes that need to 

accompany technology 

deployments.”
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2013 ISM Conference
Where Health and Human Services IT Decision-Makers  

Meet, Learn and Exchange Best Practices

ISM attracts the nation’s leading health & human services technology experts, agency executives and professionals 
from federal, state and local governments, and private sector companies.

The 2013 ISM conference agenda acknowledges the unprecedented scale of transformation currently occurring 
in Health and Human Services Information Technology and continues a dialog of cooperation and collaboration 
between public and private sector organizations that charts a course for the future.

ISM 2013 features acclaimed speakers and thought-provoking presenters from across the United States, Canada 
and beyond. Information rich content will be presented by agency CEOs, CIOs, CTOs and skilled professionals from 
leading technology and consulting services companies.

ISM sessions for 2013 focus on:

San Diego, California
October 6-9, 2013

http://www.aphsa-ism.org

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY

62

By Justin Marlowe

I
n the 1950s a trio of mining towns in 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula were 
booming. The three burgs—Stambaugh, 
Mineral Hills and Iron River—had a 

combined population of nearly 9,000 and 
shared a bright economic outlook fueled 
by a post-war demand for local iron ore 
and timber. But by the early 1990s, the 
mining and logging had stopped, the pop-
ulation had shrunk to just under 3,000 
and the future was bleak. So in 2000, 
they did something practically unprec-
edented: They reconstituted themselves 
as the new consolidated city of Iron River. 

Some economists off er a simple and 
compelling argument in favor of consoli-
dation. Many of the 90,000 or so local gov-
ernments in this country, they say, deliver 
identical and redundant services, so we 
can realize better economies of scale, 
greater effi  ciency and lower taxes if we 
cull some of that overlap. 

Consolidated governments are often 
quite diff erent from their component 
parts. When cities merge with counties, 
for instance, the new government recon-
fi gures how and where it delivers services. 
Rural school districts often merge so they 
can access new revenues and off er new 
amenities. But when cities consolidate 
with one another, the goal is usually to 
deliver the same services with smaller 
overhead over a larger geographic area. 
Iron River and other city-city consolida-
tions allow us to see if, all else being equal, 
consolidation saves money or whether 
city-city mergers are more of a challenge 
to the conventional theory.

According to the Census, there have 
been about 10 true city-city consolidations 
over the past 30 years. Almost all involved 
two rural municipalities of fewer than 
2,500 people that merged to form a new 
entity. The evidence from these cases—
including Census data and interviews 
with several of the participants—shows 

that reality departs from theory in three 
important ways. 

First, saving money is only one of many 
fi nancial reasons to consolidate. Some cit-
ies believed consolidation would form the 
larger population base needed to compete 
for state shared revenue, federal grants 
and other resources. Others thought a 
merger would help the community’s 
economic development prospects. That 
was some of the thinking behind the con-
solidation of cities that became Norwood 
Young America, Minn. In almost all the 
consolidations though, the cities saw a 
merger as a last chance to transform their 
community for the better, even if the fi s-
cal implications were unclear. Iron River’s 
current city manager, Perry Franzoi, put 
it well when he said the leaders of that 
consolidation “didn’t really know how it 
would aff ect taxes and spending, but they 
did know the status quo wasn’t working.” 

Second, it turns out that consolidations 
rarely save money. In fact, for the major-
ity of citizens directly aff ected in these 
cases, consolidation has meant higher 
taxes and spending. Some cities consoli-
dated because a larger government could 
improve local infrastructure. This has 

usually meant new debt and new taxes 
to repay that debt. Others off ered gener-
ous pensions and health-care benefi ts to 
employees pushed out in the consolida-
tion, thus saddling the new government 
with expensive legacy costs. In the consol-
idated town of Oak Island, N.C., per capita 
spending is two or three times higher than 
before consolidation, and that’s by design. 
Consolidation allowed this coastal com-
munity to off er new services needed to 
build a vibrant tourist economy.

Third, consolidation’s eff ect on local 
politics is transformational. Leaders in 
several of these communities noted that 
consolidations gave them a better under-
standing of what their citizens want from 
government, what they are willing to pay 
for that government and how to set pri-
orities that better refl ect the community’s 
sense of itself. 

Consolidation is hard work, and the 
benefi ts of it are not yet well understood. 
The political benefi ts are much more 
obvious than the chance for lower taxes. 
At least, that’s the story in Iron River and 
elsewhere so far.  G

Email jmarlowe@washington.edu 

When Cities Merge
There are benefi ts in city consolidations, but the payback may not be fi nancial. 

GOVERNING |  August  2013

In 2000, Iron River 

consolidated with 

two other mining 

towns in Michigan.
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SPONSORS: 

What we build. 
How we build it. 
How everything 
we build 
connects with 
everything else.

A New Initiative from GOVERNING

To learn more contact 
Erin Waters, Publisher  |  202.862.1453
www.governing.com/events

Download the 
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Last Look

In 1972, the Seattle City Council stopped construction on the ambitious R.H. 
Thomson Expressway after massive public outcry against the project. It would 
have connected Highway 520 to Martin Luther King Way, essentially circling the 
city or, as protestors at the time decried, strangling it. It was the city’s “Jane Jacobs 
moment,” according to Seattle journalist Knute Berger of Crosscut.com. It was 
the moment Seattleites chose density over parking lots and neighborhoods over 
freeways. But construction had already begun on the expressway, leaving several 
portions of unfi nished highway north of downtown Seattle. Over the years, these 
“ramps to nowhere” became diving platforms for swimmers, playgrounds for 
skateboarders and shelter for the homeless. Generations have jumped from one 
unused 38-foot-high overpass into a 12-foot-deep creek below. But now the ramps 
are coming down. The Washington Department of Transportation announced in 
January that the ramps will be demolished between 2014 and 2016, as part of the 
$4.1 billion 520-bridge replacement.    —Elizabeth Daigneau 

JOSHUA TRUJILLO, SEATTLEPI.COM

governing.com/lastlook

GOV08_Last Look.indd   64 7/16/13   9:00 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



STRENGTH GUARANTEED

Assured Guaranty Municipal Corp. and Assured Guaranty Corp. (and affiliates), New York, New York. 

AGM   |   AGC   

EMBR ACE POSSIBILITIES,  INVEST IN CERTAINTIES.

Assured Guaranty bond insurance reduces interest costs for America’s municipalities. Our 

guaranty attracts investors with our $12 billion in claims-paying resources and quarter-

century track record of disciplined risk management and selective underwriting. It is also 

proven to increase market liquidity and support market value. More at AssuredGuaranty.com
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Sprint is the choice for organizations needing to do more with less. Talk to a Sprint representative to learn about 
new solutions like: Smart Scouter, the real-time motion detector; Trimble Fleet Management, the mapping/data 
analysis technology; and CheckVideo®, the intelligent video surveillance and alarm verification solution. Sprint 
Mobility Management can empower all your people and provide administrative support whenever you need it. 
Our 4G LTE network means secure connectivity. Sprint wireless solutions are designed to help you manage 
your resources, improve your citizen services, and better enable your entire team. 

Get your team working as one.

Sprint 4G LTE network reaches over 100 markets, on select devices. See sprint.com/coverage for details. Sprint 3G network reaches over 275 million people. Sprint 4G LTE devices 
will not operate on the Sprint 4G (WiMAX) network. Additional fees apply. LTE is a trademark of ETSI. ©2013 Sprint. All rights reserved. Sprint and the logo are trademarks of Sprint.

Sprint 4G LTE network available in limited markets and for select applications and devices.

EVERYONE WINS
WHEN AGENCIES
WORK AS ONE.

1-866-815-2229      sprint.com/flag
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