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Los Angeles Mayor
Eric Garcetti may 
have big plans for 
his city. But right 
now he’s sweating 
the small stuff.
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Parker Center, 

former home of 

the Los Angeles 

Police Department, 

closed in 2013.
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 Mark Funkhouser, Publisher

What Cities Really Need

PUBLISHER’S DESK 

T
here is fairly wide agreement on the major challenges 
facing American cities. When I talk to mayors and 
other public offi  cials about the issues at the top of their 
agendas, I hear about managing fi nancial constraints, 

replacing aging infrastructure, fueling economic development, 
and, lately, reducing economic inequality. We know what needs 
to be done. The tricky part, of course, is how best to go about 
doing these things.

I think what is required is a long-term strategy that focuses as 
much on building a city’s capacity to address problems as it does 
on addressing the problems themselves. That strategy would be 
built around three crucial elements.

First, what a city needs is legitimacy, which must be earned 
through honest, competent management. Citizens have to see 
their government handling the basics well before they will trust 

it to handle big tasks and meet big 
challenges. A city that cannot ade-
quately maintain its streets will have 
a hard time getting approval to build 
an expensive modern transit system.

Second, the city has to harness 
the strengths of diversity. People of 
diff erent ethnic and demographic 
groups have to see themselves as 
part of the larger community and 
be willing to make sacrifi ces and 
compromises. As Harvard political 
scientist Robert Putnam has shown, 
while diversity has many benefi ts, it 

negatively impacts social capital: As diversity increases, people’s 
feeling that they can trust and rely on others tends to decrease.

And fi nally, risks must be managed. Many public offi  cials are 
under enormous pressure to be bold and to show vision, but the 
gambles they are urged to take often involve other people’s lives 
and enormous amounts of other people’s money. When a vision 
turns out to be a hallucination, the consequences can be severe.

All of these factors are likely to be in play in Los Angeles, 
whose mayor, Eric Garcetti, is profi led in our cover story. Garcetti 
seems like a very smart man whose instincts are exactly right. His 
goal is to make Los Angeles, which is seen by so many as simply 
ungovernable, into the “best-run city in America.” Amazingly, his 
critics deride this as “playing small ball.” It seems to me to be a 
very ambitious plan indeed.

In her feature elsewhere in this issue on the growing volatility 
of state tax structures, staff  writer Liz Farmer notes that economic 
downturns come about every seven years. The last recession 
ended fi ve years ago, so we are probably due for another one soon. 
Good management might help L.A. get through whatever comes 
next with little damage. Poor management certainly will not.
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LETTERS

6

Prevent and Treat
Our June cover story on America’s 
prescription drug abuse problem, “Over-
dose Nation,” led many readers to share 
personal stories. Kate Boccia posted a link 
on our website to a story in The Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution that detailed her 
son’s struggle with drugs and his sub-
sequent incarceration. In that story, 
Boccia says she seizes on every oppor-
tunity to talk with community leaders 
about the lack of resources for parents 
of addicts.

If there was a note on the side of my 
son’s prescription Percocet that said, “cau-
tion this drug can gateway to heroin,” 
I never would have given it to him. My 
family’s story underscores what we are 
facing in this country—addiction, incar-
ceration, lack of rehabilitation and lack of 
re-entry programs for prisoners once they 
are released into society.  

—Kate Boccia on Governing.com

Another issue that needs to be addressed 
is the cost and availability of getting peo-
ple into detox. My brother, who is a heroin 
addict, is desperately trying to get clean. 
All that is available to him is a four- to six-
day treatment center. Not ever being an 
addict myself, I can only speculate that 
four to six days is not nearly enough time 
to get clean. So what is he supposed to do? 
Spend $40 on a bag of heroin or attempt to 
come up with thousands upon thousands 
of dollars to be able to save his life? It’s 
great that the Quincy police (and police 

in other towns) are carrying naloxone. 
But that’s not going to help someone stay 
clean. I hope someday soon someone 
somewhere will [fi nd a solution to treat-
ment barriers]. Not only so my brother 
can get the help he needs, but so that 
everyone who needs it gets it.
—Milissa Gail Shuman on Governing.com

My marriage, in large part, ended because 
of my wife’s addiction to prescription 
pain medication. Her physician, a friend 
of hers, got her addicted and nurtured 
her addiction for years. She ended up 
losing her nursing license for stealing 
her patient’s medication. The medi-
cal profession created this monster. It’s 
time to restrict the legal drug pushers 
from creating more addicts. A great fi rst 
step, perhaps, would be holding the phar-
maceutical manufacturers liable for over-
dose deaths. 

—Todd on Governing.com

Forging a New Path
J.B. Wogan’s June feature “Losing Their 
Voice”  looked at the declining infl uence 
of government associations and asked, 
“Can they get it back?” One response 
came from Chris Hoene, who worked for 
the National League of Cities.

The declining infl uence of the state 
and local associations started long before 
the advent of increased polarization. The 
state-local associations devolved over 
several decades, starting in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, into political organiza-
tions rather than organizations that can 
facilitate intergovernmental governance 
and provide in-depth information about 
their sector(s). The federal government 
did its part to exit the partnership, but 
the state and local groups also largely 
acted, and were subsequently treated, as 
interest groups. Today, there are far more 
aggressive political groups for state-local 
leaders to advance pet interests, as the 
article notes. Meanwhile, the state-local 
associations mostly allowed think tanks to 
fi ll the information gaps that policymak-
ers needed fi lled to make better policy. 
The state-local associations’ model has 

to change, but that will require dramatic 
divergence from the paths they have been 
on for the last three decades.

—Chris Hoene, Executive Director, 
California Budget Project

Interesting that the 2010 congressional 
election is cited as a turning point that 
reduced the infl uence of state and local 
offi  cials and their interest organizations. 
That’s also the fi rst national election after 
the Supreme Court’s Citizens United deci-
sion. As infl uential as NGA, NACo, USCM 
and others may have once been, they can-
not provide even small campaign contri-
butions, let alone the huge ones from cor-
porate and other private donors. With so 
many in Congress beholden to corporate 
money for their expensive campaigns, 
how can we expect these nonpartisan 
organizations of elected offi  cials to be 
taken seriously by Congress?

—Paul Epstein on Governing.com

Take Heed 
We got a lot of positive feedback on Liz 
Farmer’s June feature “The 7 Deadly Sins 
of Public Finance.” Elected offi  cials and 
fi nancial auditors wrote in to share some 
of their own takes on the sins.

Thank you for your excellent article. 
Hopefully, municipalities will take heed. 
As supervisor of a small town in upstate 
New York, I see this all the time, especially 
with state grants. The state promises grant 
money to start a project. [Everyone] sees 
“free state money” and doesn’t realize 
there is no such thing as free. No one ever 
looks at the long-term costs—the mainte-
nance, repairs, insurance, etc. Years later, 
they want to know why their taxes are so 
high, but the people that lobbied for the 
program are nowhere to found.

—Brian Napoli, Ridgeway, N.Y.
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Correction: In the July issue, Alan 

Ehrenhalt’s Assessments column “Rethinking 

Regionalism” mistakenly stated that the 

Louisville, Ky., city-county consolidation took 

place in the 1990s. The Louisville merger 

happened in 2003.
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To learn more, or to find an institution near you that offers  
ICS or CDARS, please visit www.ICSandCDARS.com.
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Presented by: Supported by:

The City Accelerator is a new initiative to speed the adoption of local government 
innovation to improve cities and the lives of their low-income residents.  

A special initiative of:

governing.com/cityaccelerator

What if some of America’s most enterprising 
cities wanted to innovate their way through 
tough problems? 

THEY DO.
What if there was a program that supported 
those cities through competitively-awarded 
technical assistance to put their ideas into 
practice? 
THERE IS.
What if what they learned was documented 
and available for you to adapt what works
for your own city? 
IT WILL BE.

What if you could help decide which 
municipal solutions get pursued? 
YOU CAN.

The City Accelerator was 
created to make good 
things go faster and further.
 

In July on governing.com, 
watch cities video pitches, 
rate and rank and vote for the 
best ideas that can have the 
most impact.
 
It’s a collaboration and you 
can join the conversation and 
help decide which cities move 
forward in the competition.
 

VOTE ON 
governing.com/
cityaccelerator
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WYOMING IS ABOUT AS RED a state as
they come, with Republicans in charge of
the legislature and every statewide elected
offi ce. But since the rise of the Tea Party four
years ago, day-to-day governance—even
under one-party control—hasn’t been 
smooth sailing.

One of the biggest intraparty rifts right 
now has to do with education—specifi cally, 
the tumultuous tenure of state Superintendent 
Cindy Hill, a Tea Party favorite looking to 
unseat an incumbent governor from her 
own party.

Almost immediately upon taking offi ce in 
2011, Hill and her Republican colleagues in the 
legislature began butting heads. A former junior 
high school principal, Hill had campaigned for 
accountability systems that would be managed 
by local school districts. But a few months 
after her election, legislators preempted that 
by passing a law requiring statewide data 
collection and rankings-based student test 
scores from all 48 school districts. Hill decried 
the move as a power grab, though the law left 

local control in many areas, such as curriculum 
design, textbook choice and teacher evaluation.

Hill rankled legislators in her party by 
closing an offi ce that focused on assess-
ing student test scores. Over the next 10 
months, her agency lost about a third of its 
staff—former employees blamed a toxic 
work environment and offi ce intimidation.

The Wyoming superintendent’s relatively 
limited authority has frustrated people in 
that offi ce for 30 years, says state Rep. 
Dan Zwonitzer, a Republican on a House 
committee that’s now investigating Hill on 
charges of mismanaging federal funds and 
other possible impeachable offenses. State 
Supreme Court decisions since the mid-
1990s have clarifi ed that the legislature sets 
policy and the board of education controls 
curriculum. The superintendent’s offi ce “is 
not a policymaking position,” Zwonitzer says. 
“I don’t think she appreciates the manage-
ment structure and what her role is.”

What’s more, state lawmakers tried to 
curtail the superintendent’s role even further: 

Citing concerns that Hill was intention-
ally refusing to implement the statewide 
accountability system, legislators last year 
passed a controversial law that turned the 
superintendent position into a political fi g-
urehead, handing over administrative duties 
to a gubernatorial appointee. But in January, 
the state Supreme Court deemed that law 
unconstitutional and restored her authority. 

In reaction to the law, the state Repub-
lican Party Convention voted in May on 
whether to censure Gov. Matt Mead, a fel-
low Republican, for his role in attempting 
to limit Hill’s power. Mead avoided censure, 
but only narrowly, on a vote of 145 to 132. 

Now Hill is running to unseat Mead. 
The race could determine the future of 
Common Core standards in Wyoming. The 
standards, which have spread to more 
than 40 states and the District of Columbia, 
provide learning objectives for students in 
English, math, language and art—but not 
how they should be taught that information.

Though the standards were developed 
by governors and school offi cers around 
the country, Hill and other opponents have 
portrayed them as a federal takeover of 
public education. While Common Core has 
drawn some criticism from the left as well as 
the right, the backlash in Wyoming echoes 
concerns in other conservative states about 
federal overreach. “I don’t think it’s about 
the substance of the Common Core,” says 
Jim King, a political scientist at the Uni-
versity of Wyoming. “It refl ects a common 
reaction in Wyoming of resisting some sort 
of infl uence from outside.” A similar push 
from far-right conservatives has prompted 
at least three other states with Republi-
can governors—Indiana, Oklahoma and 
South Carolina—to drop the standards.

If Hill becomes governor, she would 
almost certainly push for sweeping education 
changes, including the repeal of Common 
Core. Hill would also have a bigger bully 
pulpit for rallying public opinion against the 
legislature’s statewide accountability system.

What little polling exists in Wyoming, 
however, suggests that she won’t be 
the next governor. In a survey of regis-
tered voters last year, voters preferred 
Mead to Hill by a margin of 54 points.

—J.B. Wogan

9August  2014  |  GOVERNING

The Wyoming GOP’s 
Civil War Over Schools

State Superintendent 

Cindy Hill has become 

a controversial fi gure. 
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IN CALIFORNIA, the idea of a vast new 
source of oil—some estimates predicted 
that the amount in the state’s massive 
Monterey Formation could exceed even 
North Dakota’s Bakken fi elds—had 
some people dreaming of a gold rush for 
fracking. But the Energy Information 
Administration in May dashed many 
of those dreams when it dramatically 
lowered its estimates of recoverable oil 
in California by 96 percent.

But that diminished potential hasn’t 
dampened plans for fracking in the 
Golden State. In fact, less than two 
weeks after the revised estimate was 
released, a bill to place a moratorium 
on fracking until the state established 
fi rm regulations was rejected by the 
California Senate, which failed to 
generate a unifi ed voting bloc even 
among Democrats. “We did the happy 
dance here in my offi  ce when we saw the 
estimate marked down by 96 percent,” 
says Sen. Holly Mitchell, a lead sponsor. 
“[But] that new piece of fact-based 
information didn’t appear to have any 
impact, at least based on the arguments 
we had on the fl oor.”

The Monterey is a 1,750-square-
mile formation of mostly underground 
shale rock in central California. Offi  cial 
estimates of recoverable oil through 

hydraulic fracturing were initially 
pegged at 13.7 billion barrels. But because 
the shale deposits are so unevenly 
layered from generations of heavy 
seismic activity, existing technology can 
yield only about 600 million barrels.

Fracking involves pumping water 
combined with sand and chemicals at 
high pressure to crack shale rock and 
release natural gas and oil. Critics worry 
the practice poses risks to drinking 
water, and investigations by the press 
and academics have found cases of 
confi rmed pollution in other states. 
Fracking supporters in California note 
that the practice has been taking place 
there since the 1950s without confi rmed 
instances of groundwater contamination.

But unlike other states, California 
doesn’t yet have specifi c regulations 
governing fracking. In fact, the state 
didn’t even track the number of fracking 
wells until this year. A law passed in 
2013, however, requires regulators to 
complete a study on potential risks of 
fracking and to put in place regulations 
that require disclosure of the chemicals 
used. The law also sets up procedures for 
water testing should a property owner 
request it.

The majority of oil and gas extracted 
in California, the third-biggest oil 

producer in the country,  comes from 
Kern County, represented by state Sen. 
Andy Vidak, who says the moratorium 
would’ve cost jobs—“thousands and 
thousands” of jobs. Vidak says the 
potential in Kern County and across the 
Monterey is huge, even with the lower 
estimate, because the same technological 
improvements that made fracking 
widespread will continue.

It’s likely that California regulators 
will come up with industry rules before 
any moratorium is put in place. That’s 
especially true given that Gov. Jerry 
Brown and some other state Democratic 
leaders support fracking. In fact, the 
downgrade in estimated reserves has 
actually allayed some concerns about 
California becoming overrun with 
fracking operations, says Thad Kousser, 
a political science professor at the 
University of California, San Diego. 
Californians are also happy to let the 
industry go about its business safely 
as long as they believe regulators have 
put the right guidelines in place, he 
says. “California is a state that, even 
though nationally we are looked at as 
environmental leaders, has always taken 
a ‘regulate but don’t ban’ position on the 
environment.”

—Chris Kardish

A Lot Less Oil, But Fracking Marches On
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Federal offi cials lowered estimates 

of California’s recoverable oil by 

96 percent, but that hasn’t led to 

changes in fracking plans in the state.
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Number of West Virginians who have 
won Powerball tickets worth at least 

$1 million in 2014. The state ranks fi rst 
in per capita lottery winnings.

$20m
Approximate cost of pushing back the 

start time for Montgomery County, 
Md., schools, from 7:25 a.m. to 8:15 

a.m. The superintendent proposed 
the change so students could get 
more sleep but recently gave up 
on the plan “after receiving the 

fi nal cost estimates.”

Number of armored military vehicles 
that have ended up with state and local 
law enforcement as the U.S. has scaled 
back its operations overseas. Similarly, 
44,900 night vision pieces and 93,763 

machine guns have gone to police 
departments since 2006, according to 

the Department of Defense.

THE BREAKDOWN

39
Percent of Americans who are neither 
“consistently liberal” nor “consistently 
conservative,” marking a 20-year low 
of people who fall in the middle of the 

ideological spectrum.

9

867
IN HAWAII, government workers are 

tired of literally being paper-pushers. 

The Aloha State is trying to make up for 

years of underinvestment in informa-

tion technology and has embarked on 

an ambitious plan to become one of 

the most advanced digital states in the 

country over the next 10 years. That’s a 

tall order. Up until three years ago, the 

state did not even have a chief informa-

tion officer, let alone enough digital pro-

cessing capabilities to efficiently serve 

its constituents by today’s standards.

Tax refunds, for example, histori-

cally took weeks to process even when 

fi led electronically. The tax department, 

which is responsible for bringing in 

Hawaii’s roughly $6 billion in annual 

revenue, is now asking for proposals 

that will overhaul its entire system so 

it can do things like better manage and 

analyze data, process returns, and track 

and manage taxpayer data. “The current 

system requires a good deal of manual 

work—both in terms of manual process-

ing and customization,” says Frederick 

Pablo, the state director of taxation. 

And, as Pablo notes, the new system 

will create more work for employees 

in the short term. But once the mod-

ernization is complete, he says it will 

save significant amounts of labor hours. 

That will save money in the long run, 

as will the department’s ability to use 

analytics to better identify tax fraud.

The tax department is the latest 

benefi ciary of the effort that started 

when Gov. Neil Abercrombie wooed 

tech whiz Sanjeev “Sonny” Bhagowalia 

from Washington, D.C., to become 

the state’s fi rst-ever CIO in 2011. He 

was tasked with transforming Hawaii 

from a state that still relied on paper 

forms to an innovative government 

that lives and operates digitally. That 

meant streamlining business practices 

across 18 departments, 108 agencies, 

and 168 boards and commissions, 

all in a state that had been spending 

about 1.4 percent of its budget—half 

the national average—on its IT.

The lack of investment has cost 

the state real money. In 2011, Hawaii 

fi led its 2010 comprehensive annual 

fi nancial report roughly 10 months late 

due to an antiquated accounting sys-

tem that required employees to convert 

and enter information manually. The 

delayed report forced the state to push 

back a planned bond issue in 2011.

Step one in the improvement pro-

cess, says Bhagowalia, was to upgrade 

Hawaii’s networking infrastructure, which 

was notable only for its frequent crashes 

and suspected security holes. Once 80 

percent reliable, it is now operating at 

99.9 percent. That improvement was fol-

lowed by upgrades to the government’s 

computing power and the creation of a 

private cloud so that Hawaii could store 

and analyze more information faster. 

In addition to the tax department, the 

state is targeting its fi nancial man-

agement, human services and health 

departments for major improvements. 

Already, the CIO’s offi ce has redesigned 

all state agency websites, launched 60 

new mobile apps, doubled the number 

of online services to more than 100 and 

has launched state open-data websites.

Bhagowalia has held a number of 

powerful IT positions for the federal 

government, including spearheading the 

open government site Data.gov. But “of 

all the work that I’ve done in 29 years, 

[Hawaii] was the hardest because they 

had the worst set-up,” says Bhagowalia, 

who recently handed the CIO reins to 

his deputy and is now Abercrombie’s 

adviser on technology and cybersecurity. 

“But the turnaround has been the most 

satisfying and the people’s attitudes 

here have really made that possible.”

—Liz Farmer

Getting the Aloha 
State Up to Speed
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MAJOR UNIVERSITIES across the 
country maintain large endowments 
that not only provide fi nancial stability, 
but also allow those schools to provide 
scholarships to worthy students in 
need. Should states do the same?

That’s the debate right now in 
Oregon, which this fall could become 
the fi rst state to set up an ongoing 
investment trust fund for higher 
education. The Opportunity Initiative, 
a proposal on the November ballot, 
could change the way Oregon funds 
college grants. The initiative would 
authorize the state to issue bonds 
for the purpose of starting up the 
investment fund, which would be used 
solely to pay for state scholarships.

Having a dedicated fund, says 
State Treasurer Ted Wheeler, would 
take grants for higher education 
and vocational training out of direct 
competition with K-12 funding—or any 

A New (Old) Idea to 
Help Pay for School

other kind of funding, for that matter. 
“There are always more pressing 
immediate fi nancial needs,” says 
Wheeler, who came up with the idea 
for the fund and is also contemplating a 
gubernatorial run in 2018. “So it’s really 
easy to put off  investments that won’t 
show results for another 20 years.”

Under the proposal, if as much 
as $100 million in general obligation 
bonds are issued to help start the 
endowment, they would be paid back 
through the state’s general fund (not 
from the endowment’s earnings).

Steve Buckstein, the founder of the 
Cascade Policy Institute, a conservative 
think tank, argues that Oregon taxpayers 
should not be saddled with debt because 
colleges are making the cost of higher 
education unaff ordable for many people. 
There’s no proof, he says, that the state 
will benefi t economically if more of 
its residents have a college degree.

But Wheeler says that the 
Opportunity Initiative’s grants and 
scholarships would have a workforce 
development tie-in. They would be 
focused on students in need who 
are pursuing degrees in science, 
engineering and technology, as well as 
individuals seeking vocational training 
or other workforce development 
programs. The fund would also 
off er these needy students stability, 
as currently they have to reapply 
for their grant each school year.

“Only one of every fi ve students 
who qualify based on need actually 
get a grant,” Wheeler says. “And if 
they don’t get the grant the next year, 
that student either has to drop out [of 
school] or reduce their credit hours 
to aff ord it. This will allow students 
to focus on graduating on time and 
putting their degree to work.”

—Liz Farmer

Oregon could become the 

fi rst state with a standing 

endowment for public 

colleges, including the 

University of Oregon.
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local agencies to simplify public records management of social media.

Social networks we archive:

Public Records & Retention 
of Social Media for State 
and Local Government

archivesocial.com
info@archivesocial.com
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“ArchiveSocial is a very 
user-friendly and affordable 
solution for archiving social 
media accounts. On average 
it saves us 4 hours per week 
of manual archiving time. 
Well worth the monthly fee.“
PALM BEACH COUNTY, FL
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Houston has no zoning code. A case could challenge its hands-off approach.

The Z-Word

A     few weeks ago, business lead-
ers in Houston introduced a 
new slogan aimed at helping 
to attract more corporations 

to town. It’s a simple slogan: “Houston: 
The City With No Limits.”

Like almost any good civic slogan or 
motto, this one can be interpreted in many 
diff erent ways. But to quite a few outsid-
ers, it will signal one overriding idea about 
the nation’s fourth-largest city: There 
is no zoning. Houston, they believe, is a 
place where you can build anything you 
want next to practically anything you can 
think of—a greasy garage on a pristine res-
idential street, a convenience store in the 
midst of expensive single-family houses, a 
noisy bar next to a nursing home.

That’s only partly true. Houston does, 
in fact, operate without the benefi t of a 
city zoning code, and in the last 70 years, it 
has voted against having one three diff er-
ent times. The garage owner who wants 
to set up shop in between private homes 
does not have to worry about any compre-
hensive city code that might forbid it.

That doesn’t mean, however, there are 
no obstacles to building that garage. In 
many residential neighborhoods, there 
are enforceable private deed restrictions 
that determine what can be built. There 
are rules governing lot subdivision, build-
ing setbacks and parking permits. There 
are preservation and landscaping laws. 
All of these contribute to making devel-
opment in Houston a little more orderly 
than most people on the outside tend to 
imagine it.

Even so, the stereotype about Houston 
being a wide-open development town has 
some validity to it. If your goal in life is 
to operate a nightclub in the vicinity of 
a Baptist church, you’re much better off  
trying it in Houston than in Boston or San 
Francisco. The absence of general zoning 
is in fact a major reason why fi rst-time 

visitors notice a haphazard or unpredict-
able quality to Houston’s neighborhoods. 

Whatever views one may hold about a 
city without zoning, it’s hard to deny that 
Houston has done pretty well for itself 
over the past generation or so. Its popula-
tion has grown faster than that of almost 
any other American city. Its unemploy-
ment rate is among the lowest. It contin-
ues to attract new businesses no matter 
what slogan it chooses to adopt for itself. 
And a growing number of scholars, nota-
bly the urbanologist Edward Glaeser, have 
argued that Houston has done well pre-
cisely because it imposes so few restric-
tions on development.

But will a developmental free-for-all 
bring Houston the same heady results 
in the coming decades that it brought in 
the preceding ones? Or is it, at long last, 
time to impose a little more order on the 
unwieldy metropolis? Those are questions 
that Houston’s development community 
has spent the past couple of years trying to 
puzzle out, as it has negotiated the twists 
and turns of a legal event known to just 
about everybody as the Ashby case. 

The focus of the case is a 1.6-acre lot 
near Rice University that for decades was 

home to a nondescript two-story apart-
ment building known as Maryland Manor. 
This building, set among single-family 
homes worth a million dollars and more, 
didn’t do much to enhance the appeal of 
the surrounding properties, but it didn’t 
especially bother anyone either.

In 2007, however, Buckhead Invest-
ment Partners  announced that it had 
acquired Maryland Manor and planned to 
tear it down and construct a 23-story lux-
ury apartment complex with 228 residen-
tial units.  No matter how it was designed, 
this new building would be out of place 
in an area consisting almost entirely of 
one- and two-story homes. And scarcely 
anyone, besides the developers, tried to 
argue that it fi t the neighborhood.

The neighbors set to work to deter-
mine what they could do to derail the new 
project in a town where there were no 
zoning laws to help them. They beseeched 
the city, which did not particularly like the 
project either, to use any available legal 
means to stop it. Then-Mayor Bill White 
wrote in a letter to area civic groups that 
he would use “any appropriate power 
under law” to alter the development. The 
city continued to deny building permits 
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Critics of the Ashby 

high-rise say the 

“tower of traffi c” would 

destroy surrounding 

neighborhoods.
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during fi ve years of negotiation. Finally, in 
2012, city offi  cials decided they were out 
of options. They concluded the city had 
no legal grounds for blocking the proj-
ect and reached a settlement with Buck-
head granting it the legal right to build, in 
exchange for steps to mitigate light and 
noise from the building and a promise to 
create a physical buff er between the high-
rise and the neighborhood. 

That appeared to be the end of the 
story. But actually, it was only the begin-
ning. The homeowners regrouped and 
fi led suit in the Houston District court, 
arguing that even at 21 stories, the new 
proposed height, the Ashby project was 
a public nuisance and subject to a court 
injunction preventing its construction. 
They also asked the court to award dam-
ages to the residents living closest to the 
project, on the grounds that it would 
decrease their property values, damage 
their homes and create serious traffi  c 
problems. The plaintiff s argued that 10 
existing homes near the site could suff er 
cracked slabs, buckled walls and burst 
pipes just from the construction process.

This was a novel, if not an unprec-
edented, employment of the nuisance 
concept in a civil action. Judges apply the 
nuisance standard to obnoxious sights, 
smells or clearly off ensive activities that 
create hardship for the community in 
which they are located. To declare a build-
ing yet unbuilt to be a nuisance mostly on 
the basis of its planned size was to make 
an argument that no court anywhere had 
ever bought. It was, in eff ect, to impose a 
nuisance standard on the basis of aesthet-
ics. “This is really breaking new ground,” 
law professor Josh Blackman told a local 
reporter. “This is the furthest that any res-
idents have tried to challenge something 
in Houston history.” Blackman described 
the prospect of an injunction against 
the developers as “backdoor zoning for 
the wealthy.”  

Still, it wasn’t a crazy challenge. The 
case was sent to a jury, and there was 
always the possibility that a jury would 
feel more sympathy for the homeown-
ers than for the development company. 
In fact, that was pretty much what 

happened. In December, the Houston jury 
awarded 20 homeowners a total of $1.7 
million in damages on the grounds that 
a 21-story tower in their vicinity would 
indeed constitute a nuisance to the con-
duct of their everyday lives. The jury 
returned the case to Judge Randy Wilson 
to determine whether he should issue a 
permanent injunction blocking the build-
ing from being built at all.

At this point, high-priced legal tal-
ent and substantial media attention 
were focused on the case. And the argu-
ments zeroed in on what the ultimate 
importance of Ashby was: It stood to 
determine whether Houston’s free-for-
all development system would remain 
intact or would be made subject to an 
unpredictable judicial review process. “If 
a permanent injunction is granted,” one 
pro-development organization wrote in 
a friend-of-the-court brief, “it throws all 
the rules out the window.”

The developers argued that the Ashby 
opponents were trying to circumvent 
established city law. They said the home-
owners considered themselves “special” 
and more sensitive to petty annoyances 
than other residents of the city.

The homeowners responded that 
money wasn’t the issue. “It’s about homes; 
it’s about community,” plaintiff s’ attorney 
Jean Frizzell insisted. “They want to call 
these people special; they are fi ghting for 
their homes and their community.”

As the case proceeded in Judge Wil-
son’s court, the city of Houston found 
itself in a rather unusual position. On 
the one hand, it agreed with the plain-
tiff s that the Ashby project was indeed a 
nuisance. Mayor Annise Parker called it 
“the wrong project in the wrong place.” 
 But she opposed the idea of an injunction 
forbidding construction, agreeing with 
the defendants that it could bring chaos 
to development citywide.

In the end, that was about where the 
judge came down. He agreed the proj-
ect would be a nuisance to its neighbors 
and granted them $1.2 million in dam-
ages. But he refused to prevent the build-
ing from being built. “If an injunction is 
granted,” Wilson wrote, “it will have a 

chilling eff ect on other developments 
in Houston.”

Then he honed in on the big issue. “As 
Houston becomes more and more  urban-
ized and denser, perhaps Houston should 
reconsider whether zoning is appropriate 
for this city.” 

That is unlikely to happen. At a mini-
mum, a comprehensive zoning code 
would dramatically revalue properties 
all over the city, amounting to a substan-
tial redistribution of private wealth. No 
elected city leader, not even an outspo-
kenly progressive one like Parker, is going 
to advocate that.

But neither would it be correct to sug-
gest that free-for-all development will 
proceed in the future as it did in pre-
Ashby times. A precedent for awarding 
nuisance damages has been set, assuming 
it is not reversed on appeal. The conces-
sions off ered by the Ashby developers 
over the past seven years seem certain to 
place pressure on others building where 
there is signifi cant local opposition. The 
city government, while backing away 
from zoning, will be asked to impose new 
regulations on future projects. One such 
rule, allowing neighborhood groups to 
apply for minimum lot size restrictions, 
has already become law.

But the most interesting question 
emerging from the case may be whether 
it will lead to more large infi ll projects in 
the central areas of the city. On the one 
hand, the court and the city government 
have made it clear that Houston’s build-it-
anywhere legal structure will remain more 
or less intact. On the other hand, the sheer 
amount of time and eff ort required of the 
developers on the Ashby project may send a 
signal that it remains easier and cheaper to 
build in the exurbs where they do not have 
to deal with entrenched community feeling.

Or, still another possibility—developers 
might draw the lesson that there is plenty 
of useful work to do in creating urban 
density, but they have to go about it in a 
more sensitive and appropriate way than 
they did on Ashby. That might be the best 
outcome of all.  G
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When it comes to measuring results, localities have a leg up on the feds.

Gaming the System

By Donald F. Kettl

I
magine this scenario: Managers feel 
intense pressure from senior offi  cials to 
demonstrate they’re meeting tough per-
formance targets. They push hard on 

front-line workers to massage the numbers 
to demonstrate progress. But then stories 
leak out that managers have been sweeping 
problems under the rug by misreporting per-
formance numbers. The top dog suddenly 
fi nds himself in a harsh spotlight.

Sound familiar? It should, because I’m 
not merely recounting the recent scandal 
at the U.S. Department of Veterans Aff airs 
(VA) where managers are accused of keep-
ing a secret list to disguise the wait times 
for appointments. This is also the tale of the 
New York City Police Department, which 
faced charges in 2010 that its famous Comp-
Stat performance tool was producing strong 
pressures on offi  cers to cook the books. 

Over the last 20 years, performance sys-
tems like CompStat have become the hottest 
strategy for improving governments’ results. 
But they’ve also presented real challenges: 
Are the risks of gaming the system so great 
that governments ought to walk away from 
the performance management strategy alto-
gether? Does it work better at the local level 
where results are front and center than in 
federal agencies where the front lines can 
be thousands of miles away? 

No one should be shocked that managers 
try to fake results. One of the fi rst things I 
learned in my fi rst semester as a professor was that all perfor-
mance measures are gamed. I was reminded of that every time 
my students asked, “Will this be on the exam?” The trick for a 
professor—and for a program manager—is to realize that every 
measure creates incentives, and that good measures create the 
right incentives to get people to do what needs to be done in the 
right way. 

That’s just what CompStat was intended to do in New York, 
and its success led to other “stats” like CitiStat in Baltimore and 
StateStat in Maryland. In a case of innovation fl owing uphill, the 
feds came much later to the game. In recent years, the VA devel-
oped one of the federal government’s most robust performance 
management systems, centered on improving care for veterans. 

It’s had some signifi cant successes, including reducing homeless-
ness among vets. But it broke down in the Phoenix VA and in 
many other hospitals across the country, as workers changed the 
measures to avoid signaling that vets had to endure unconsciona-
bly long waits for care. 

The VA tales aren’t that diff erent from the charges that sur-
faced in the New York Police Department. Former senior com-
manders reported that they felt intense pressure to drive crime 
rates down. When a victim reported a theft, for example, offi  cers 
would use eBay and other websites to fi nd a lower value for the 
stolen item than the value the victim claimed. If they could drive 
the amount down to less than $1,000, it would become a mis-
demeanor instead of a felony, which are reported to the FBI as 

The U.S. Department of 

Veterans Affairs has come 

under fi re for falsifying wait 

times at the Phoenix VA 

hospital and others.
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Three’s a Crowd  
Third-party candidates are unsettling some races.

A standard U.S. political race pits one Republican against one Democrat. But 

in some campaign cycles, a third-party candidate can end up making a big dif-

ference. This year’s gubernatorial races are no exception. In at least fi ve states, 

contests could be decided in part by how well a third-party candidate fares.

The highest-profi le example is Democratic-leaning Maine, where voters in 2010 

put a Republican in the governorship. Paul LePage won with just 38 percent of the 

vote, followed by independent Eliot Cutler with 36 percent and Democrat Libby 

Mitchell with 19 percent. But despite a stormy, sometimes controversial four years 

in offi ce, LePage could easily be re-elected this fall. He’s once again in a three-way 

race that allows him to win with as little as 34 percent of the vote. 

LePage will face Cutler again and Democratic U.S. Rep. Mike Michaud, who’s 

considered a far stronger contender than Mitchell was in 2010. In a two-way race, 

Michaud would be expected to defeat LePage handily, but Cutler complicates the 

math for the Democrat.

The same story is playing out in Hawaii, where third-party candidate Mufi  

Hannemann is making waves. Hannemann, the former Honolulu mayor, is poised 

to face former Republican Lt. Gov. Duke Aiona and 

incumbent Democratic Gov. Neil Abercrombie (if the 

governor manages to defeat a strong primary opponent, 

state Sen. David Ige). Abercrombie, much like LePage, 

has had, at times, a rocky four years in offi ce. Still, in a 

strongly Democratic state, he ought to be the favorite. 

Yet a June poll shows the Democratic vote is being split 

between Abercrombie and Hannemann, allowing Aiona 

to win a plurality—33 percent, compared to 27 percent 

for Abercrombie and 18 percent for Hannemann.

Contests like these are a stark reminder that elec-

toral politics aren’t just about the issues, but are also 

about the rules the candidates run under. Over the last 

decade or so, states and localities have experimented 

with electoral processes, such as open and all-party primaries. At the same time, 

new media have enabled candidates to reach voters without having to climb 

party hierarchies.

These changes are subtly affecting this cycle’s electoral dynamics. In addi-

tion to the possibility of seeing Republican governors in blue Hawaii and Maine, 

Democrats could possibly be successful in red states as well. There are at least 

three other states where third-party candidates could help decide a gubernatorial 

winner this fall—Connecticut, Georgia and South Carolina. In Georgia, a Libertar-

ian candidate, Andrew Hunt, drew 7 percent in an April poll, potentially hurting 

Gov. Nathan Deal, who is leading his Democratic challenger Jason Carter by just 

6 points. And in South Carolina, Nikki Haley is in a competitive race with Democrat 

Vincent Sheheen, but a third-party challenge could take important votes from her. 

At this stage, this is all just speculation. Still, these races underline one way in 

which parties have lost a measure of control over the electoral process. In deciding 

to run, a third-party candidate is accountable to no one—and that could make for 

some interesting outcomes in November.  G

 Email loujaco@gmail.com 

major crimes. Offi  cers also claimed they 
were under pressure to convince victims 
not to report crimes at all or to adjust the 
facts to allow the police to downgrade the 
charge. Like the VA strategies to shorten 
the waiting list, the commanders said that 
they felt pressed to make the department 
look better. 

Performance systems work best when 
top leaders use them to set goals and 
measure progress instead of using them 
to punish underlings who aren’t making 
the grade. The VA’s problem was that the 
measures imposed from the top down 
didn’t work so much as a way to manage 
as to play gotcha. The VA’s senior-level 
offi  cials were too far away to notice that 
the numbers didn’t line up with reality, 
so the performance measures actually 
dragged down improvement.

Performance measures are meant to 
help front-line managers get what they 
need to get done. That’s because per-
formance systems are much more about 
communicating—being able to ask smart 
questions about what is working and what 
isn’t—than about measuring. They’re the 
language that helps pave the road from 
ambitious goals to fi rm results, and then 
about how to drive successfully down the 
road again. 

Local governments have a leg up in this 
game because top managers can quickly 
notice if the measures get out of sync with 
reality, according to NYPD Commissioner 
William Bratton. The farther senior offi  -
cials are from the front lines, he says, the 
harder it is for this self-correcting system 
to work. That’s the lesson that then-VA 
Secretary Eric Shinseki, sitting 2,300 
miles from the Phoenix VA hospital, so 
painfully learned.

These performance systems aren’t 
cheap, either in the money it takes to col-
lect and analyze the data, or in the man-
agement time it takes to fi gure out what 
to do with it. But they are an essential 
tool for a 21st-century government that 
demands more accountability, effi  ciency 
and results. It’s here that local leaders 
have the advantage.  G

Email kettl@umd.edu

Mufi  Hannemann, the former 

Honolulu mayor
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Do Citizens Have a ‘Right to Try’?  

By Chris Kardish

A few states want the terminally ill to have access to unapproved drugs.   

T
he fi lm Dallas Buyers Club tells the true story of Ron 
Woodroof, an AIDS patient who smuggled and sold 
unapproved drugs to terminally ill patients in the 1980s. 
Now, more than 20 years later, bills that would legalize 

the purchase of experimental drugs are picking up steam at the 
state level.

In May, Colorado became the fi rst state to enact a “right-to-
try” law. With the permission of a doctor and the drug manufac-
turer—but not the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)—dying 
patients can use unapproved drugs that have passed initial toxic-
ity and dosage testing under the FDA’s clinical trial process. The 
idea is to give dying patients who have tried every other viable 
option and aren’t typically eligible for clinical trials an opportu-
nity to take promising new drugs. “They can’t wait for a clinical 
trial,” says Colorado Rep. Joann Ginal, a lead sponsor of the law. 
“They’ve exhausted all other options and this gives them hope to 
try new compounds.”

Ginal, a doctor who’s overseen clinical trials for pharmaceu-
tical companies, was personally touched by the issue when her 
brother died of blood cancer. He took experimental drugs that she 
believes helped prolong and improve his life. In that sense, Ginal 
is like many of the people who have shared their stories before 
legislative committees and in the media. To them, waiting years 
for a drug to complete all phases of an FDA clinical trial is too long 
and the existing process to obtain experimental drugs through 

the FDA is too diffi  cult. (The length of time varies, but it can take 
seven years or more to complete clinical trials.)

Since 2009, the FDA has allowed patients who are either seri-
ously ill or dying to use experimental drugs as a last resort if they 
have permission from both a doctor and the pharmaceutical pro-
vider. The fact that the FDA’s “compassionate use” program also 
includes the seriously ill, not just the terminally ill, makes it more 
expansive than current right-to-try legislation, but the process 
is also much longer. The FDA has gotten 1,037 annual requests, 
on average, and granted about 1,031 since 2009. Right-to-try sup-
porters say the low demand shows how diffi  cult it is to navigate 
the federal process.

Some critics are concerned that right-to-try laws will eventu-
ally extend beyond the terminally ill and could lead to fewer peo-
ple participating in clinical trials. “Without patient participation 
in clinical trials, you cannot generate the safety and effi  cacy data 
needed for the FDA to approve new medicines for use by a broad 

patient population,” says Sascha 
Haverfi eld, the vice president for 
Scientifi c and Regulatory Aff airs 
at the Pharmaceutical Research 
and Manufacturers of America. 
The trade association also says 
the issue shouldn’t be taken up 
on a state-by-state basis.

But past eff orts to pass fed-
eral legislation have failed to get 
off  the ground in both the Sen-
ate and House. Since Colorado 
approved its right-to-try law, 
Louisiana and Missouri have 
enacted similar laws, and Ari-
zona will put the option before 
voters in a referendum this fall.

The FDA isn’t taking a posi-
tion on these state measures and 
won’t say whether they directly 
confl ict with federal law. Mean-

while, some experts say right-to-try laws could expose participat-
ing manufacturers to liability. There’s little question that the FDA 
is ultimately responsible for approving the use of experimental 
drugs, says Arthur Caplan, a bioethicist at New York University, so 
companies will be hesitant to risk liability or jeopardize eventual 
approval of a drug that might one day yield huge profi ts.  G
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A scene from Dallas Buyers Club with Matthew McConaughey, right, as Ron Woodroof, 

an AIDS patient who sold unapproved drugs to patients in the 1980s.
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Q: How does the Optum 
service-based model for MMIS 
differ from the traditional 
model most states use? 

Tom Graves: We suggest states acquire 
business services rather than purchase 
or build an MMIS. Instead of focusing 
on screen layouts, fi eld defi nitions and 
system fl ow diagrams, they can focus 
on the business services they need and 
leave the system responsibilities and risk 
to the contractor. It’s like purchasing 
electricity rather than building the power 
plant. In this model, states still own all 
data and can use it to improve their 
programs, instead of using valuable 
resources to manage an IT system.

Q: The MMIS replacement 
process has been challenging 
for many states, with time 
delays and budget overruns. 
How would the Optum solution 
neutralize those challenges? 

Tom Graves: A service-based approach 
can be implemented more rapidly. 
Standard system implementations have 
edged towards 30-36 months, and 
can run as long as nine years. Once 
an implementation gets beyond 18 
months, the likelihood that state and 
federal requirements are going to change 
increases. This risks more changes, 
delays and cost overruns. We believe we 

can get these projects done in 12-18 
months, with an ultimate goal of 6-12 
months, saving states on the overall cost 
of implementation and allowing them to 
manage their programs more effectively.  

Q: How does a service-based 
approach fi t within the 
regulatory framework for 
states to receive enhanced 
federal funding?

Tom Graves: The federal government 
requires a certifi cation process to receive 
enhanced federal funding, which pays 90 
percent for MMIS implementation and 
75 percent for ongoing operations. States 
acquiring services rather than a system 
may wonder whether they will qualify 
for the enhanced funds. The answer 
is yes — it has been legally established 
that states acquiring business services 
can receive the same MMIS-related 
enhanced federal funds they would have 
received had they acquired a system. 

Q: What changes must an 
agency make to adopt your 
service-based model? 
  
Tom Graves: States must think 
differently about how they organize their 
administrative operations. For example, 
capitation payments to managed care 
entities are typically made by an MMIS, 
but it’s not necessary. They can be made 

directly from state fi nancial systems such 
as PeopleSoft, lessening the burden placed 
on the MMIS. In addition, managed 
care encounters can be directly ingested 
into the data warehouse environment, 
and all reporting and analytics should be 
housed there. The goal is to reduce the 
requirements unique to a traditional MMIS 
to a minimum to allow for commercially 
proven services to enter the market and 
give states competitive options.

Another point: In the transition stage, 
where a state is moving from a contractor 
that processes its MMIS environment to a 
new one, it’s very important that a date-
of-service cutover be used to eliminate the 
need for complicated, expensive recoding 
of benefi t plan changes from past years. 
This can be done by overlapping the two 
providers for six months, during which 
time most claims from prior periods will 
be washed through, and the new provider 
will pick up these claims thereafter. With 
this approach, implementation will be 
dramatically simplifi ed. 

Q: Since most states are 
moving to Medicaid managed 
care, isn’t replacing an MMIS 
an expensive approach to 
accommodate a shrinking 
fee-for-service population?
 
Tom Graves: Yes, which is why a 
service-based approach makes so much 
sense. States just can’t justify the huge 
MMIS development costs of the past 
for current-day MMIS replacements — 
and don’t need to. In addition, with all 
the changes taking place in Medicaid, 
it behooves agencies to focus on their 
programs, policies and people — and let 
the system be their contractor’s burden.

The mammoth IT systems that have handled Medicaid claims processing and information 
for decades are on their last legs. Optum™ has a forward-thinking solution to sidestep the 
expensive, lengthy undertaking of full system replacement: Optum Medicaid Management 
Services. In this interview, Tom Graves, senior vice president of government solutions at 
Optum, discusses using a swift-to-market, service-based administrative model instead of a 
traditional Medicaid Management Information System (MMIS). 
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

Poop to Power
Water utilities are starting to get serious about energy savings.

W
ater utilities are huge energy hogs. That shouldn’t 
be surprising: Producing and transporting clean 
water require enormous amounts of energy, as 
does processing wastewater. In fact in most cities, 

water agencies are electric companies’ No. 1 customers.
That’s true in Gresham, Ore., and Washington, D.C. That sta-

tus, though, is about to change: Both cities have embarked on 
major projects at their wastewater treatment plants that will pro-
duce on site just about all the energy consumed at these facilities. 
It’s a sign of the times. Between severe 
droughts in much of the country and 
strained operating budgets, more and 
more utilities are recognizing the need 
to conserve.

For the city of Gresham, the impe-
tus was its mayor’s energy management 
program. Mayor Shane Bemis believed 
the fastest way to reach the city’s energy 
reduction goals was to target its top 
energy users. So the Gresham Wastewa-
ter Treatment Plant, a 20-million-gallon-
per-day facility that serves 108,000 cus-
tomers, set an ambitious goal: It would 
produce 100 percent of its electricity 
needs from on-site renewable power by 
the end of 2014.

Gresham is well on its way to meet-
ing its target. Through a combination 
of cogeneration and solar power, the 
wastewater treatment plant is cur-
rently producing about 60 percent of 
the energy it uses. Its cogeneration engine works by capturing 
the methane gas produced from the plant’s digesters—where the 
waste is processed—and turning it into electrical power and heat. 
This has reduced the city’s annual electricity costs by $260,000. 
The cogenerator produces 50 percent of the plant’s energy, and 
its solar arrays, one of the largest land-based installations in the 
Northwest, produce 7 percent. That, along with about 18 percent 
of renewable energy purchased from the electric company, makes 
the plant about 75 percent sustainable. To reach its 100 percent 
goal, the city wants to double its cogeneration capacity and is cur-
rently implementing a program to generate energy from grease 
waste. All of these eff orts are part of a seven-year, $21 million con-
tract with the fi rm Veolia Water.

Similarly, D.C. Water is set to produce 13 megawatts of power—
about one-third of the energy the facility consumes—through a 

process called thermal hydrolysis. It’s a technique that is already 
in use in Europe but is about to be employed in North America 
for the fi rst time. As in Gresham, the goal is to use the methane 
produced to generate electric power. Here’s how it works: Waste 
fl ows into stainless steel vessels called Cambis, named for the 
Norwegian company that builds them. The waste, or “enriched 
water,” as D.C. Water General Manager George Hawkins calls it, is 
heated to more than 320 degrees under more than 130 pounds of 
pressure. It is eventually moved to four large anaerobic digesters, 

where the methane gas is produced. Once the more than 
$400-million system is in full service—D.C. Water begins test-
ing this month—it will be the largest clean energy source in the 
Mid-Atlantic at a treatment facility, says Hawkins. It will cut D.C. 
Water’s electricity bill by about $10 million a year.

Both projects were motivated, according to Bemis and 
Hawkins, as much by cost savings as the growing need to be 
energy effi  cient. “It could be a game changer for energy,” Hawkins 
told The Washington Post. “If we turn every enriched-water facil-
ity in the United States into a power plant, it would become one 
of the largest sectors of clean energy that, at the moment, is rela-
tively untapped.”  G
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DD.C. Water is using a technology called thermal 

hydrolysis for the fi rst time in North America.

GOV08_20.indd   20 7/17/14   3:34 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



IWantToBeRecycled.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

www.IWantToBeRecycled.org


Politics+Policy | ECONOMIC ENGINES

22 GOVERNING |  August  2014

By Alex Marshall

F
L
IC

K
R

/P
H

IL
IP

 H
O

W
A

R
D

Kids don’t play on city 

streets the way they did 

50 years ago.

W
hen I fi rst lived in New 
York City in the late 1980s, 
I was struck by how the 
proprietors of the tiny gro-

cery store below my apartment on upper 
Broadway would hold keys for the chil-
dren/guests/friends of nearby residents, 
as well as packages, notes and so on. 

The late Jane Jacobs put a lot of impor-
tance on the practice. In her masterful and 
infl uential 1961 book The Death and Life of 
Great American Cities, Jacobs wrote it was 
an example of the “casual, public trust” 
that underlies the “casual, public contact” 
that constitutes a rich street realm. This 
is great—except shopkeepers don’t do this 
much anymore in New York City, nor do 
people ask them to. 

Curious about the death or at least 
decline of this practice, I reread Death 
and Life to see what else had changed 
from the world Jacobs described in the 

with chalk, jump rope, roller skate, shoot 
marbles, trot out their possessions, con-
verse, trade cards, play stoop ball, walk 
stilts, decorate soap-box scooters, dis-
member old baby carriages, climb on rail-
ings, run up and down.” 

From this play, though, comes respon-
sibility, as random adults hush overly 
noisy children or quash dangerous, rude 
or aggressive behavior. “In real life, only 
from the ordinary adults of the city side-
walks do children learn—if they learn it 
at all—the fi rst fundamental of successful 
city life: People must take a modicum of 
public responsibility for each other even 
if they have no ties to each other.” 

Alas, kids don’t play much on the side-
walks anymore, certainly not in Green-
wich Village, where Jacobs lived, or in 
Park Slope in Brooklyn, where I live, 
which is stuff ed with kids. I sometimes let 
my 9-year-old son play on the sidewalk in 
front of our building. He’s by himself. His 
chums, potential or actual, are at piano 
lessons, soccer practice, with tutors, or 
on supervised “playdates.” 

Kids and adults are holed up inside 
air-conditioned apartments, their faces 
lit by various electronic screens. There are 
fewer of Jacobs’ famous eyes on the street. 

It’s troubling. New York City is safer, 
more prosperous and more populated 
than ever before. But many of the vital 
attributes we identify with it and city life 
in general have declined. And what’s true 
in New York City is true elsewhere, I sus-
pect. So why the change? 

Part of what’s happened to the city is 
the arrival of signifi cant and widespread 
wealth. Jacobs identifi ed, with clear dis-
approval, the emergence of small, high-
priced “elevator apartments,” whose 
residents slip in, disappear and don’t par-
ticipate in the life of the streets. Elevator 
apartments are simply a lot more com-
mon now. 

The Death or Life of a Sidewalk Ballet
Are Jane Jacobs’ lively streets disappearing for good?

book. What immediately became clear is 
that the casual, but substantive, interplay 
among sidewalk denizens has declined 
overall, and not just with key-holding.  

The saddest change for me, as a parent, 
is that fewer children are playing on side-
walks with non-parent adults watching 
over them. Jacobs devoted a whole chap-
ter to this. She wrote of how the watchful 
eyes of unrelated adults—shopkeepers, 
housewives and the like—not only helped 
keep children safe but also helped social-
ize the many children playing there. 

These children were central players in 
the “intricate sidewalk ballet” that Jacobs 
so famously described near her home in 
Greenwich Village. “When I get home 
after work, the ballet is reaching its cre-
scendo,” she wrote. “This is the time of 
roller skates and stilts and tricycles, and 
games in the lee of the stoop.” She con-
tinued later: “They slop in puddles, write 
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By Daniel C. Vock 

A Pop-Up Neighborhood for Seniors
A temporary project showcases age-friendly innovations.

The long-anticipated retirement of the baby boom generation has urban planners 
rethinking how to build cities for seniors. To provide a glimpse of what a senior-
friendly neighborhood would look like, the Atlanta Regional Commission recently 
took over two blocks of the city’s Sweet Auburn neighborhood for one weekend.

Volunteers marked off  wider sidewalks and a protected bike lane. They set up 
a health clinic and a farmer’s market. The courtyard in a 14-story retirement home 
featured an oversized chess board, gardening classes and other activities aimed at 
giving residents accessible entertainment. “The defi n-
ing trend of the 21st century is longevity,” says Kathryn 
Lawler, the head of the regional commission’s eff orts 
on aging. “We need to understand what it means for 
human beings to live longer than they ever have before. 
It impacts all aspects of community and society, but 
particularly local government.” 

The share of people of retirement age is rapidly 
increasing, and will continue to do so as the baby 
boomers retire. The need is especially pressing in 
Atlanta, where a recent study found that 90 percent 
of seniors would have poor access to transit by 2015—
the highest rate for any large metropolitan area in the 
country. By 2030, one in fi ve area residents will be ages  60 or older. The demographic 
changes mean older residents will make up an increasingly large part of the economy, 
so regions must adjust to accommodate them.

The regional commission has been studying the needs of the aging population 
for several years, and it has been working with local governments to prepare. But 
change has been slow. “We have to get to scale a lot faster than we are right now,” 
Lawler says. “We are doing amazing things, but when you look at the demographics, 
the pace at which we’re moving isn’t going to work. We have to jump-start change.”

That is why the group teamed up with Mike Lydon, a leader in the “tactical 
urbanism” movement, which seeks to use low-cost, local resources to demonstrate 
potential changes that could improve a neighborhood. It is an approach other cit-
ies are using. Tommy Pacello, the manager of Memphis’ innovation delivery team, 
who helped train volunteers for the Atlanta project, says his city has used tactical 
urbanism to work in economically distressed areas such as south Memphis, where 
the unemployment rate has reached 33 percent. 

In Sweet Auburn, volunteers placed fl ower planters to separate bike traffi  c from 
auto traffi  c. They improved street lighting. One vacant lot was used for a “walk-in” 
(rather than a “drive-in”) movie showing of a remake of Steel Magnolias with an 
African-American cast. The neighborhood, which was once the commercial hub of 
the black community in Atlanta, has one of the only urban senior centers in the area. 
It is also on the route of a soon-to-be-completed streetcar linking the neighborhood 
to Georgia State University and Centennial Olympic Park.

Access to transportation is crucial for elderly residents, Lawler says. That is why 
organizers promoted the streetcar access with a race along the rails and installed 
temporary bike lanes. Riders between the ages  of 60 and 79 accounted for more than 
a third of the increase in bike trips between 1995 and 2009, according to People For 
Bikes, a sponsor of the Atlanta event.  G
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Sweet Auburn’s residential area

Another factor is that there are fewer 
corner delis, neighborhood candy stores, 
butcher shops, locksmiths, fruit vendors, 
cigar stores, tailors, bookstores and small, 
family-run drugstores—all whose owners 
participated in Jacobs’ sidewalk ballet. 
New York City now has giant drugstores, 
giant grocery stores and few bookstores, 
just like the suburbs. 

There’s nothing entirely “natural” 
about these changes. In the 1990s, Mayor 
David Dinkins and Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani spearheaded changes in the zon-
ing and other codes that made it easier to 
bring in big stores. These places are often 
cheaper, but they are less personal.

In one marvelous paragraph, Jacobs 
described how in one morning she 
watched “Mr. Jaff e,” a candy store propri-
etor, act as an impromptu crossing guard 
for children, take custody of two sets 
of keys and multiple packages, lecture 
youngsters who asked for cigarettes, hold 
on to a watch for repair for a nearby store, 
and perform numerous other tasks. I don’t 
see that much anymore.

Nor do I see that “modicum of public 
responsibility” Jacobs endorsed. Adults 
are less likely to discipline strangers’ chil-
dren, lean out the window and comment 
on goings on, or do casual favors for each 
other without compensation or a contract.

This all makes me wonder if Jacobs’ 
rich sidewalk life will continue to decline. 
In reporting this column, though, I did 
fi nd a ray of hope. The gourmet supermar-
ket I often shop at had no opportunity for 
key-holding in its rows of cashiers. The 
manager at a modern supermarket a block 
from my apartment told me curtly, “We 
don’t do that.” But the clerk at a longstand-
ing corner grocery store on a diff erent 
block, with whom I often banter, told me 
people still leave him keys several times a 
week. Interestingly, he said the practice 
declined for years and almost disappeared, 
but has been coming back recently. 

So perhaps the dancers in Jacobs’ bal-
let are coming onto the stage again, and 
reviving that “casual, public trust.” I cer-
tainly hope so.  G

 Email  alex@rpa.org
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By John Buntin
P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  D a v i d  K i d d

asics in L.A.
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E
arlier this year, the Los Angeles 2020 Commission, a 
group of distinguished civic leaders convened to con-
sider the city’s future, published its fi rst report. The 
fi ndings were grim: Los Angeles had 1 million more 
residents in 2010 than in 1980, but 165,000 fewer jobs. 
Its poverty rate was the highest of any big city in the 

country. Its economy was becoming a “barbell” divided between 
the rich and poor, a pattern of development the panel described as 
“more typical of developing world cities … than a major American 
urban area.”

To address these problems, the commission followed up by 
suggesting a long list of fundamental reforms. It proposed a new 
offi  ce of transparency and accountability to analyze legislation 
that would aff ect city jobs. It recommended removing the mayor 
and city council’s ability to set water and power rates and handing 
that job over to an independent body with an appointed board. It 
called for a merger of the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach to 
create a regional megaport. 

Most of the recommendations were in keeping with Califor-
nia’s tradition of progressive reform—greater transparency, inde-
pendent governing boards, a reliance on professional expertise 
and a distrust of politics. To make sure the city’s elected offi  cials 
took notice, the 2020 Commission issued its recommendations 
the day before the fi rst State of the City address by Los Angeles’ 
recently elected mayor, Eric Garcetti. 

What happened next, though, was a startling break from the 
standard reform script. Garcetti rejected the commission’s ideas 
and approach out of hand. He didn’t want a diff erent form of 

government. He wanted to repair the old one. “The challenges we 
face are not new,” he declared. “We do not need a new diagnosis.” 
What the city needed instead was “a new approach to govern-
ing.” The way to make Los Angeles safe, prosperous and livable, 
the mayor insisted, was to make Los Angeles the “best-run city 
in America.” 

For generations, ambitious mayors and governors all over 
the country have followed a common playbook: Pick a few key 
priorities and push to get them through early in the fi rst term, 
while political capital remains high. That was the way Garcetti’s 
predecessors as L.A. mayor approached the job. Both Antonio 
Villaraigosa and James Hahn focused immediate attention on a 
single cause. For Hahn, it was expanding the police department; 
for Villaraigosa, it was gaining control of education. 

Garcetti, who is 43 years old, has taken a very diff erent 
approach. He’s rejected advice to focus on one or two high-profi le 
priorities, and he’s dismissed “artifi cial deadlines.” Rather, he’s 
taken pains to single out those who’ve done the hard work of 
improving government operations, like the parks and recreation 
employee who fi gured out a way to turn off  air conditioning at 
department facilities with a simple red button. Instead of sweep-
ing plans, Garcetti talks about performance-based budgeting and 
management by statistics. 

What has been notably absent, in the opinion of many, is 
vision. That’s puzzled some longtime observers of Los Angeles 
politics. “I have no sense of what he is trying to do,” says politi-
cal commentator Joe Mathews. “I don’t think there has been any 
vision or action toward a vision that I can ascertain.” 

Garcetti believes that such criticisms miss the whole point of 
what he is doing. Far from playing “small ball,” as his critics assert, 
he believes he is engaged in the most wide-ranging and important 
of all enterprises. He says that by demonstrating that city govern-
ment can handle its primary responsibilities eff ectively, he will be 
able to convince one of America’s most skeptical constituencies 
to trust government again. 

It’s a tall order. For one thing, the legal position of mayor of 
Los Angeles is a famously weak one. It’s not entirely clear how 
much power the mayor has over government functions. “In New 
York, the transit district is under the mayor; the school district 
is under the mayor; the hospital corporation is under the mayor; 
everything is under one person,” notes Zev Yaroslavsky, a long-
time city and Los Angeles county offi  cial. “Here it is the opposite. 
Health care is under the county; air quality is under the air quality 
district; fl ood control is under the fl ood control district.”

Not until a 1999 charter reform did L.A. mayors gain the power 
to hire and fi re department heads. Even now, the city council 
exercises numerous checks on the mayor’s authority. It reviews 
contracts and approves zoning changes; a supermajority can 
take up other issues as well. As a result, real power for any mayor 
“depends on whether or not the city council wants to get along,” 
says former Mayor Hahn, now a Los Angeles County superior 
court judge. 

There’s another problem as well. Many Angelenos seem fed 
up with government and are not clamoring for more. “People 
think of California as liberal. We’re actually very libertarian,” says 
Garcetti. “I have to make the case to a committed liberally voting, 
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but libertarian, skeptical electorate, that says, ‘You tell me why I 
need this stuff ,’ not, ‘Please get me this stuff .’”

Garcetti believes that by overhauling city management prac-
tices, he can demonstrate what government can do. His team has 
developed a strikingly original plan to inject the values of innova-
tion and accountability into the city’s 36,000-person workforce. 
It’s an approach that depends on the cooperation of the city 
council, and in his fi rst year in offi  ce, Garcetti has worked hard to 
secure it. He has traveled to Washington with city council mem-
bers repeatedly to persuade the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to 
expand an L.A. River restoration project from a $400 million to 
a $1 billion eff ort. It’s all part of what Garcetti sees as a new way 
for public offi  cials to lead. 

“My model of leadership is that it’s such a complicated politi-
cal landscape in Los Angeles and Southern California, and really 
in the United States and the world, that the ‘great leader in front of 
the army with the fl ag’ model doesn’t work particularly well any-
more,” says Garcetti. “We defi nitely lionize, as we should, those 
great leaders in a moment of crisis, but that’s a rare leadership 
need and usually an unsuccessful leadership model.”

It’s an enticing thought but also one that worries some long-
time observers of how cities work. “I am pretty sure he would 

say he’s playing the long game,” says Franklin Gilliam, the dean of 
public aff airs at the University of California, Los Angeles. But Gil-
liam worries that Garcetti has avoided “the very large problems” 
outlined by the Los Angeles 2020 Commission. Has L.A.’s 42nd 
mayor found a new and more eff ective style of management for an 
electorate that distrusts government? Or is Garcetti avoiding his 
city’s most pressing problem, its broken job machine? 

I
n person, Eric Garcetti is a trim, elegant man of quick wit 
and striking intelligence. A fl uent Spanish speaker of mixed 
Italian, Jewish and Mexican heritage, Garcetti embod-
ies the multiethnic makeup of Los Angeles. But while 
Garcetti’s grandparents came to Los Angeles after fl eeing 
revolutions in Mexico and Russia, Garcetti himself grew up 

middle class in the San Fernando Valley community of Encino. 
His father, Gil Garcetti, was elected Los Angeles County district 
attorney when Eric was a student at Columbia. 

Garcetti’s was not an ordinary college career. At Columbia he 
played jazz piano and wrote librettos; he traveled to Burma to 
help organize dissidents; he went to Ethiopia to combat female 
genital mutilation; he worked as a community activist in Harlem. 
He displayed political precocity as well. As a Rhodes Scholar at 
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Oxford, he organized a hunger strike against Proposition 187, the 
California ballot initiative intended to cut off  public services to 
illegal immigrants—and then phoned a Los Angeles Times journal-
ist to give him the scoop. 

Garcetti returned to Los Angeles from Oxford and got a job 
teaching international aff airs at Occidental College. Five years 
later, in 2001, he was elected to the Los Angeles City Council. 
He was 29. In 2005, he was elected city council president, a posi-
tion that he held until he announced his candidacy for mayor. 
His opponent in the mayoral election was city Controller Wendy 
Greuel. Greuel had the support of the city’s powerful public-
sector unions, but at a time when voters were concerned about 
unfunded pension liabilities, Garcetti was able to turn that sup-
port against her. He won the June 2013 mayoral runoff  election 
with 54 percent of the vote. A mere 409,000 people bothered to 
vote, the lowest total since the 1930s—a turnout that may have 
contributed to Garcetti’s cautious fi rst year in offi  ce.  

Garcetti’s approach to governing is in many ways a reaction 
to Antonio Villaraigosa, his immediate predecessor, who took 
offi  ce in 2005. Possessed of a compelling back story (young man 
from gang-infested Boyle Heights makes good) and movie-star 
charisma, Villaraigosa made it clear from the start that he had 
big ambitions as mayor. His fi rst and most daring goal was a bid 
to take control of the Los Angeles city schools. He obtained the 
authority from the state legislature, but his triumph proved short-
lived. Courts struck down the takeover plan, handing the mayor 
control over a small number of failing schools instead. Other big 
goals were presented with great fanfare—a million new trees 
and a dramatic increase in solar power, among others—and then 
forgotten. Villaraigosa’s inaugural vow, that Los Angeles would 
become “a city of purpose,” came to be seen by many as an empty 
promise.

Villaraigosa was not without accomplishments. He defended 
funding for the Los Angeles Police Department, helping the city 
continue its dramatic reduction in crime. He pushed through a 
half-cent, 30-year sales tax in order to jump-start subway con-
struction. What Villaraigosa never managed, though, was man-
agement. Toward the end of his second term, he essentially 
delegated that responsibility to hedge-fund billionaire Austin  
Beutner, whom he brought into his administration as fi rst dep-
uty mayor—basically, the city’s chief operating offi  cer. Beutner 
had some notable successes in that position. But he wasn’t able 
to change the culture of Los Angeles’ 36,000 employees and 46 
departments,  a bureaucracy that is widely maligned as wasteful 
and ineffi  cient. That is precisely what Garcetti has set out to do. 

The mayor’s point person for this eff ort is Rick Cole, his 
deputy mayor for budget and innovation. Cole is an unusually 
thoughtful and experienced quarterback. A Detroit native, he 
moved to Pasadena, a few miles east of Los Angeles, and in the 
early 1990s served as mayor. In Pasadena, Cole found a way to 
build a middle ground between pro- and anti-growth factions and 
discovered a passion for public administration in the process. He 
left politics and became a city manager, fi rst in the struggling city 
of Azusa, then in Ventura. Soon after Garcetti won the election, 
Cole was asked to come up with a plan to revamp Los Angeles’ 
city government. 
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Garcetti following a June event 

to highlight cleanup efforts at 

the Los Angeles River.
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It was a subject to which Cole had given a lot of thought. As 
he saw it, the fundamental challenge was to introduce a culture 
of innovation. Cities such as Boston, Chicago, Louisville, Phila-
delphia and San Francisco had all attempted to do this by setting 
up semi-autonomous innovation shops. The most famous is Bos-
ton’s Offi  ce of New Urban Mechanics. These experiments have 
sought to capture the innovative spirit of private-sector start-ups 
by acting like private start-ups: hiring small numbers of tech-
savvy, entrepreneurial youth into stand-alone positions outside 
of the existing bureaucracy. Much as Lockheed Martin sought 
to incubate innovation by creating its famous “skunk works,” 
a few city governments have sought to shield their innovators 
from bureaucracy’s stultifying eff ect by concentrating them in 
new offi  ces focused solely on innovation. But when Cole began 
talking to offi  cials in the “urban mechanic” cities, he learned that 
there were serious problems with isolating the innovators in this 
fashion. They created cool products, says Cole, “but it was not 
penetrating other agencies.” These eff orts are supposed to spur 
innovation in city government as a whole. “But,” he says, “that’s 
more in theory than in practice.”

Garcetti wanted real innovation, spread throughout all the 

city departments. To get it, he and Cole came up with the idea of 
combining responsibility for both the budget and innovation in 
the same offi  ce, the theory being, as Cole puts it, “that if the shop 
that was in charge of innovation had leverage over $5.3 billion 
of resource allocation, then you couldn’t ignore the innovation 
people.”  

The next piece was streamlining and rationalizing top man-
agement. That meant reducing the number of deputy mayors, 
which had fl uctuated between 12 and 15 during the Villaraigosa 
era, down to four. The fi nal step would be to replace the outmoded 
budgeting system with a new one that will allow the city to begin 
using performance-based budgeting. In fact, it’s been a very hard 
task to pull off . “Even analyzing $5.3 billion in spending program-
matically has been a challenge,” Cole says. He acknowledges that 
eff orts to implement performance-based budgeting have gotten 
off  to a slow start. Still, he’s confi dent next year the budgeting 
and innovation reforms Garcetti is putting in place “will have a 
real impact.”

Others, such as Joe Mathews, are less optimistic. “He is going 
to integrate the computer systems—that never goes wrong,” he 
says sarcastically.
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for budget and innovation, 
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G
arcetti understands that internal reforms won’t be 
what voters look to when he is up for re-election in 
2017. When it’s time to evaluate his performance, 
the fi rst thing they will ask, he says, is how the 
economy is doing: “What’s the unemployment rate? 
How many residents are here? How many people 

study here? How happy are they? What’s your average commute? 
The basics.”

The second thing they will look for is evidence of concrete 
accomplishment. Although he hasn’t brought much public 
attention to his eff orts, Garcetti has already had some successes. 
Together with California’s congressional delegation, he’s lobbied 
Washington eff ectively for additional transportation money. 
Besides the L.A. River project, earlier this year Los Angeles 
received $2.1 billion in federal funds to break ground on a new 

subway line to run across West Los Angeles. Mayor Villaraigosa 
oversaw the renovation of the L.A. airport’s international termi-
nal; Garcetti is pushing forward with plans to renovate the city-
owned airport’s other six terminals as well. 

The little-known fact is that underneath Garcetti’s small-ball 
image lurks a mayor who dreams big. “What is most important 
for a mayor is did he make his city great,” he says, sounding for 
a moment like his predecessor. “Did he make people believe in 

it again? Did the world look to the city as a place they wanted 
to be?”

Still, he’s governed cautiously. 
Earlier this summer, he eff ectively passed on an opportunity, 

albeit a politically diffi  cult one, to address what many Angelenos 
see as one of the city’s most pressing problems—the condition 
of its roads and sidewalks. The average L.A. resident incurs an 
additional $832 a year in costs as a result of poor road quality, 
the highest in the nation. Experts say a third of L.A.’s roads are 
in need of major repair. To address the issue, some city council 
members supported putting an initiative before voters this fall 
that would have raised the sales tax by half a cent. Without new 
funding it would be impossible to signifi cantly increase the pace 
of road repairs. But a new tax was a hard sell. For one thing, it 
would require a two-thirds majority vote. Ultimately, Garcetti 

decided against pushing ahead 
with such a proposal. The sales tax 
plan was just the kind of high-pro-
fi le campaign some of his predeces-
sors would have gravitated to. But it 
wasn’t Garcetti’s way.

Eric Garcetti wants to win big—
he just believes that the way to do 
it is to bring the city’s fundamen-
tal management processes under 
control as a fi rst step. Not until 
2016 do most observers expect 
to see Garcetti himself put a con-
troversial proposal before voters: 
That’s when he is expected to back 
an updated version of Measure R, 
the 2008 sales tax initiative that 
jump-started construction of the 
so-called Purple and Crenshaw 
subway lines. One variant pro-
posed by mass transit advocates 
would impose a half-cent sales tax 
for 45 years. That would generate 
some $90 billion in new revenues 
for new subways, streetscapes, and 
so-called “active transportation” 
initiatives such as bike lanes and 
sidewalk improvements. It’s a long 
time to wait, but it may be a smart 
thing to do. Passing a sales tax in 
Los Angeles requires a two-thirds 
majority vote. To maximize their 
chances of getting it, elected offi  -

cials in Los Angeles typically wait for a presidential election to 
draw younger, more progressive voters to the polls. Garcetti has 
as much as acknowledged that that is what he will do. Until then, 
he will stay focused on grinding out small wins.

“The basics is big ball these days,” he insists. “If they were so 
easy, they would have already gotten done.”  G

Email jbuntin@governing.com 
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Garcetti has successfully 

promoted an expansion of 

the city’s subway system.
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Buford Highway 

in suburban Atlanta 

ranks among the nation’s 

deadliest corridors.
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STREETS
BY MIKE MACIAG

Pedestrian death rates are worst in America’s 
poorest neighborhoods. Can cities fi x the problem?
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I
n the middle of a four-lane roadway in one of Miami’s poorest 
neighborhoods, Carl Jones stood over a solid double yellow 
line as he waited to cross one morning in 2012. Just before 
a car traveling west could pass, another vehicle heading in 
the opposite direction hit Jones, sending the homeless man 
airborne. Police found him more than a hundred feet away; 

he died at a hospital shortly thereafter. The driver never stopped.
Cars frequently dart down the three eastbound lanes of that 

stretch of Miami’s NW 79th Street. About half of the neighbor-
hood’s residents live below the poverty line, and many of them 
must walk to and from work, or to the store. That often makes 
for a deadly combination. Over a fi ve-year period beginning in 
2008, four pedestrians were struck and killed in the same block 
between N Miami Avenue and NE First Avenue. “Practically every 
day,” says a clerk at the Victory Foodmart across the street, “you 
hear horns beeping and tires screeching.”

Miami’s 79th Street is an especially dangerous thruway. But it 
exemplifi es a troubling reality of urban areas across the country: 
Pedestrian deaths are much more common in low-income areas 
than in better-off  parts of a city. Overall, the number of pedes-
trians killed nationwide has ticked up in recent years, even as 
vehicular traffi  c fatalities declined.  

No published national data assess income or poverty status of 
those killed in traffi  c accidents. But according to a Governing anal-
ysis of accident locations for the more than 22,000 pedestrians 
killed nationwide between 2008 and 2012, poorer neighborhoods 
have disproportionately higher rates of pedestrian deaths. In the 
nation’s metro areas, the bottom third of Census tracts, in terms 
of per capita income, recorded pedestrian fatality rates twice that 
of higher income tracts. The same holds true when you look at 
tracts by poverty rate. Metro-area Census tracts with relatively 
low poverty (those below the national rate of 15 percent) regis-
tered 5.3 deaths per 100,000 residents over the fi ve-year period, 
while in high-poverty areas (those where more than a quarter of 
the population lives in poverty), the rate was 12.1. 

In cities across America, pedestrian safety eff orts have gained 
traction in recent years as offi  cials have sought to make cities 
more walkable. Such eff orts include ambitious goals for elimi-
nating pedestrian deaths completely, as well as plans to wholly 
remake streets. But while select areas, typically downtowns and 
business districts, are often targeted for improvements, it’s the 
less visible lower-income neighborhoods where pedestrians are 
dying at the highest rates. It’s not just an inner-city problem—at 
least, not for long. As more low-income residents are priced out 
of downtowns, and as poverty continues to rise in less pedestrian-
friendly suburban communities, higher pedestrian death tolls 
could follow.

“Many [poorer] areas have been neglected from a transpor-
tation standpoint,” says Scott Bricker, director of the nonprofi t 
America Walks. “We need to devote much more energy on pro-
viding safe transportation options for everyone. Walking is a basic 
human right.”

A range of factors converge to make Miami one of the nation’s 
most dangerous cities for pedestrians. For one, Miami and other 
Sun Belt cities, with wide streets designed primarily to move auto-
mobiles quickly, have higher pedestrian fatality rates in general. 
On top of that, Miami’s large immigrant population includes many 
newer arrivals who may not be accustomed to the norms of walk-
ing or driving the streets of a large American city. And addressing 
pedestrian deaths—especially when they’re mostly confi ned to 
lower-income areas—isn’t always a priority. Miami City Commis-
sion Chairman Marc Sarnoff , who has pushed to make the city 
more walkable, acknowledges there hasn’t been much public dia-
logue addressing pedestrian safety in the city’s poorer neighbor-
hoods. Instead, it’s trumped by other issues. “Everybody’s concern 
is not so much the cars,” Sarnoff  says. “It’s more the gun violence.”

Miami-Dade County’s low-income Census tracts recorded 16.5 
pedestrian deaths per 100,000 people, compared with a rate of 
8.9 for the rest of Miami-Dade. But that kind of gap persists even 
in places that are relatively safe for pedestrians. Cook County, 
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Ill., for instance, has one of the country’s 
lower fatality rates for people walking 
on the street. But even there, the lowest-
income Census tracts recorded pedestrian 
deaths at a rate of 8.2 per 100,000 residents 
over the fi ve-year period, versus 4.9 per 
100,000 in Cook County’s middle- and 
high-income communities. Nationwide, 
such gaps are most evident in the lowest-
income neighborhoods; in most cities, 
pedestrian death rates for middle-income 
Census tracts diff ered only slightly from 
wealthier communities.

Poverty does not cause pedestrian 
deaths, of course. But many aspects of 
low-income neighborhoods make those 
streets particularly prone to pedestrian 
accidents. Most notably, their residents 
are at greater risk since they are more 
likely to be out walking. Census data 
showed greater shares of commuters 
walk or take public transportation to 
work in lower-income tracts. Poorer 
communities also develop diff erently. 
Historically, many could not fend off  
construction of highways and major 
arterial roadways the way wealthier 
communities did. “Low-income neigh-
borhoods either do not have the political 
clout or are not galvanized to do it,” says 
Joshua Schank, who heads the Eno Cen-
ter for Transportation. “You don’t see 
highways running through the Upper 
East Side of Manhattan.” Consequently, 
heavily traffi  cked arterial roadways 
with higher speed limits may run right 
through these poorer neighborhoods. It 
is along those routes where many pedestrians are hit, with 
slightly more than half (52 percent) of deaths occurring on 
arterial streets for the fi ve years reviewed.

Similarly, pedestrian-friendly infrastructure remains far less 
prevalent throughout much of the nation’s poorer communities. 
“For a lot of pedestrian improvements, the best bang for your buck 
will be in these low-income areas,” Schank says. Bridging the Gap, 
a program of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, conducted 
fi eld research assessing a sample of street segments in 154 com-
munities in 2010. In high-income areas, 89 percent of streets had 
sidewalks, while only 49 percent did in low-income areas. Marked 
crosswalks were found in 13 percent of high-income areas, com-
pared to just 7 percent of streets in low-income communities. 
The study found similar disparities for street lighting and traffi  c 
calming devices. 

Another challenge is funding. Part of the way localities target 
spending for infrastructure improvements depends on the lens 
from which they view the issue. If offi  cials’ primary aim is sup-
porting economic development, they’ll typically direct funds to 

commercial districts. In Miami, for example, offi  cials have pro-
posed a pedestrian promenade along a few blocks of Biscayne 
Boulevard. Commissioners also recently approved a “pedestrian 
priority zone” plan to widen sidewalks, lower speed limits and 
make other improvements. Those plans are good for some pedes-
trians, but they won’t address Miami’s larger problem: Both initia-
tives are limited to the city’s downtown.

B
rookhaven, Ga., is a well-to-do suburb on the north-
east perimeter of Atlanta. It’s one of the newest cities 
in the state, incorporated in December 2012. Many of 
Brookhaven’s residents are educated and well-off , but 

parts of the city have undergone a demographic transformation in 
recent years. Over the past two decades, the city’s southernmost 
neighborhood saw an infl ux of lower-income residents, particu-
larly Hispanics. Many live in apartment complexes along Buford 
Highway, a thoroughfare that ranks among the nation’s deadliest. 
Federal data indicates 13 pedestrians were killed along an approx-
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Danger Zones
This map of Miami-Dade County shows locations 
of pedestrians killed in traffi c accidents from 2008 
to 2012. Census tracts with higher poverty rates 
recorded signifi cantly more deaths.
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imately two-mile stretch of the highway, just south of Clairmont 
Road, between 2008 and 2012.  For years, it has exhibited all the 
hallmarks of a deadly corridor. With seven lanes of traffi  c and 
a 45 mph speed limit, motorists don’t slow down. Much of the 
highway is dimly lit and doesn’t have sidewalks.

A similar scenario is playing out elsewhere. Nationwide, the 
population living in poverty soared 64 percent in suburban areas 
from 2000-2011, more than double the growth rate in cities, 
according to the Brookings Institution. As a result, suburbs are 
welcoming more residents that their streets are least designed for. 

Although pedestrians are frequently found at fault in acci-
dents, it’s the poor suburban street design that’s often conducive 
to dangerous behavior, says David Goldberg with Transporta-
tion for America, which advocates infrastructure investments. 
Crossings in suburbs are often far apart, leading some people to 
put themselves at risk and walk across unmarked areas between 
intersections. Indeed, the vast majority of pedestrian fatalities 
do not occur at intersections. Faster-moving cars along suburban 

streets are another crucial factor. About nine out of 10 pedestrians 
survive crashes with vehicles traveling at 20 mph, while nearly all 
suff er fatal injuries when hit by cars traveling 40 mph. “Some of 
the demographic changes in the older suburbs have taken a lot of 
places by surprise,” Goldberg says. “And they haven’t really been 
ready to deal with the impact.”

In Brookhaven, at least, that’s slowly beginning to change. The 
state Department of Transportation has embarked on an $11.5 
million pedestrian improvement project, which includes building 
sidewalks along the entire length of the highway, adding lighting 
and installing raised concrete medians. Soon, pedestrians will be 
able to activate new crossing signals mid-block without walking 
to the next intersection. A task force of local offi  cials has fl oated 
other ideas, including dropping “highway” from the roadway’s 
name to entice drivers to slow down.

Brookhaven Police Chief Gary Yandura says much of the area’s 
problems stem from intoxicated drivers and pedestrians leaving 
bars and liquor stores lining the corridor. In late June, a Hispanic 
man was killed and another suff ered injuries in an accident after 
police say they left a nearby nightclub. To educate the commu-
nity about the dangers of drinking, police have begun meeting 
with apartment complex managers and the local Latin American 
Association. (In Brookhaven, as in much of the rest of the country, 
pedestrian deaths disproportionately aff ect minority communi-
ties. A Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report pub-
lished last year found fatality rates for black and Hispanic pedes-
trians are about twice that of whites. Adults age 75 and older also 
face higher risks.) 
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Pedestrians cross a busy 

stretch of highway in South 

Fulton County, Ga.
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Pedestrian deaths aren’t 
just an urban concern. 
They are increasingly a 
suburban one. 
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Poor and in Harm’s Way

Methodology  Governing compiled data on all pedestrian fatalities in the National Highway Traffi c Safety Administration’s Fatality Analysis Reporting 

System. The number of pedestrians killed within each Census tract’s boundaries was computed using accidents’ reported location coordinates. About 

300 records (less than 2 percent of all fatalities) did not list coordinates and were excluded from the analysis. Economic estimates for tracts were obtained 

from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2008-2012 American Community Survey. Census tracts were divided into three per-capita income categories, with an equal 

number of tracts for each tertile. A separate poverty category measures the percentage of the total population whose income is below the poverty level. 

Pedestrian death rates were computed for all Census tracts within metropolitan statistical areas, or about 60,000 total.

Census Tract 
Poverty Rate

≤5%

>5-10%

>10-15%

>15-20%

>20-25%

>25-30%

>30%

2008-2012 Deaths
Per 100k People

 3.8
 5.5
 7.0
 8.3
 9.9
 11.2

 12.6

Census Tract Per 
Capita Income

Low Income
(Less than $21,559)

Middle Income
($21,559 - $31,355)

High Income
($31,356+)

2008-2012 Deaths
Per 100k People

 10.4

 6.5

 5.0

Governing analyzed pedestrian fatalities occurring within metro-area Census tracts from 2008-2012. (Census tracts are small subdivisions 

similar to neighborhoods.) More than 22,000 pedestrians died as a result of accidents on U.S. roadways during that fi ve-year span. The 

Governing analysis found that a disproportionate number of these fatalities occurred in low-income and high-poverty communities. 

See expanded data for all counties at governing.com/pedestrians. 
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Wayne 

County, MI

San Bernardino 

County, CA

New York 

County, NY

Hillsborough 

County, FL

Philadelphia 

County, PA

Orange 

County, CA

Nassau 

County, NY

Queens 

County, NY

Pinellas 

County, FL

Clark 

County, NV

Prince George’s

 County, MD

Palm Beach 

County, FL
Riverside 

County, CA

Suffolk 

County, NY

Orange 

County, FL

Bexar 

County, TX

Pedestrian fatality rates were found to generally be much higher for poorer Census tracts within the same counties. Rates 

for pedestrians killed over the fi ve-year period per 100,000 population are listed below for counties with the most deaths:

Trouble Spots

Los Angeles 

County, CA

Harris 

County, TX

Miami-Dade 

County, FL

Cook 

County, IL

Maricopa 

County, AZ

San Diego 

County, CA

Broward 

County, FL

Kings 

County, NY

Dallas 

County, TX

7.5

6.7

9.8

4.5

4.2

6.6

8.5

7.8

6.2

5.2
7.7

7.2

8.4

5.5

6.2

8.7

12.9

9.7

5.3

6.5
11

11

16.5

8.2

13.3

10.8

17.9

7.5

10.9

14.8

7.6

3.9

3.5

10.6

6.4

12.8

7.9

7.4

11.1

24.2

8.8

6.5

8.2

7.3

10.3

9.2

3.5

5.2

4.5

11.3

12.4

8.2

12.9

10.6

22.3

18.7

13.2

9.4

8.6

8.9

13.2

10.7

9.7

9.7

14.0

10.4

9.7

30.7

18.3

15.6

5.6

15.5

10.8

14.7

16.3

High Income

Middle Income

Low Income

Census Tracts Per Capita Income

Total U.S. Pedestrian Deaths
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Some larger cities have begun confronting these fatalities 
head on. In New York, where more pedestrians are killed than 
any other U.S. city, Mayor Bill de Blasio this spring announced an 
ambitious Vision Zero initiative aimed at curbing fatalities. Vision 
Zero, which helped sharply reduce pedestrian deaths where it 
was fi rst introduced in Sweden, places the safety burden on sys-
tem design rather than individuals. In June, de Blasio signed a 
package of bills pushing down speed limits, toughening penalties 
for reckless drivers and expanding traffi  c data collection.

Other cities including San Francisco and the District of 
Columbia have set similar goals of eliminating pedestrian deaths. 
Elsewhere, police have honed in on certain problem intersections: 
In Novato, Calif., for example, police conduct decoy operations 
targeting motorists who ignore traffi  c laws at accident-prone 
crosswalks. A plainclothes offi  cer attempts to cross the street 
and if a driver fails to yield or is caught speeding, a cop farther 
up the road pulls him or her over. Still, the degree to which cities 
employ comprehensive approaches to reduce pedestrian-related 
collisions over the long term remains inconsistent. “Some places, 
like Los Angeles, Chicago or New York, are really trying to pri-
oritize pedestrian safety,” Eno Transportation’s Schank says, “but 
there are other places where it’s a foreign concept.”

While all regions have their share of challenges, perhaps 
nowhere faces an uphill battle quite like Florida. For years, the 
state has posted the nation’s highest per capita pedestrian death 
rates. Billy Hattaway, the state’s roadway design engineer up until 
2002, tried throughout the 1980s and ’90s to convince Florida’s 
transportation leaders to implement pedestrian-friendly infra-
structure. But he says he could never get support for his ideas. 
Frustrated, he left for consulting work, implementing his ideas in 
other states. “It fl oored me that we were not doing more to deal 
with this safety problem as a country,” he says. 

When the department began ramping up its pedestrian safety 
eff orts in 2011, it recruited Hattaway to come back as its point per-
son and a district secretary. Florida has since hired dedicated staff  
in each transportation district for pedestrian and bicycle safety, 
developed its fi rst statewide pedestrian plan, and held training 

sessions for more than 800 engineers and planners throughout 
the state.

For Hattaway, shifting the state’s roadway design culture is 
critical. “We’re going from moving cars to moving people,” he 
says. This includes employing a data-driven approach, incorpo-
rating appropriate design based on the context, such as wider 
sidewalks for downtown streets. Hattaway is also pushing for 

more modern roundabouts, which require cars to yield on entry. 
They’re currently a rare sight in Florida, with only nine on the 
entire state roadway system. Changes are slowly beginning to 
take shape in some communities. One proposal in the planning 
stages would divert heavy traffi  c running through Immokalee, an 
agricultural hub with a high poverty rate, so the main corridor 
can be remade into a more pedestrian-friendly environment.

In the end, addressing pedestrian fatalities will require a com-
bination of improving infrastructure and educating both drivers 
and pedestrians about the dangers of the road. Safety advocates 
see parallels to drivers’ changing attitudes about wearing seat 
belts. Only a small fraction of motorists buckled up as recently as 
the 1980s. But after a series of campaigns and stricter laws, seat 
belts eventually gained widespread acceptance. “We don’t want 
to see it take us 20 years to change behavior,” Hattaway says, “but 
it’s going to take time.”  G

 Email mmaciag@governing.com 
More data at governing.com/pedestrians
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Where Pedestrians Were Killed
Fatal accidents occurring between 2008 and 2012 varied 

according to location and type of road. 

Route Type Deaths % of Total Deaths

County Road 2,609 11.8

Local Frontage Road 160 0.7

Interstate 2,208 10

Municipality Local Street 6,336 28.8

State Highway 5,293 24

Township Local Street 1,193 5.4

U.S. Highway 3,444 15.6

Other/Unknown 782 3.6

For years, Florida has 
posted the nation’s 
highest per capita 
pedestrian death rates.

SOURCE: GOVERNING ANALYSIS OF NHTSA DATA

Urban Roads

73% 27%
Rural Roads

Non-Junction

69% 26% 5%
Intersection & 
Intersection-

related

Other

<1%

Unknown

Fatalities are much more 

likely to occur on urban 

roads than rural ones.

Most pedestrian deaths 

don’t occur at intersections.
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Colorado Gov. John Hickenlooper 
is trying to lead from a political 
center that may no longer exist.

By Zach Patton
Photographs by David Kidd

Man
in the
Middle
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Election 2014
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J
ohn Hickenlooper knows a thing or two about 
fracking. When the subject comes up, the Colo-
rado governor is likely to launch into a detailed 
discourse on the geological and chemical intrica-
cies of the oil extraction process. It shouldn’t really 
come as a surprise: Hickenlooper’s fi rst career was 

as a geologist. That was the job that brought him to Colorado in 
the early 1980s, working for a now-defunct oil company called 
Buckhorn Petroleum. Still, as he sat in his wood-paneled offi  ce in 
the state Capitol on a recent morning, it was a little jarring to hear 
him delve into the minutiae of microfractures, wellbore integrity, 
“frack fl uid” and leakage gauges.

But Hickenlooper also knows that fracking has become one of 
the most controversial issues in his state. Opponents of the deep 
oil drilling procedure want localities in Colorado to be able to ban 
fracking if they wish; they’ve spent the sum-
mer gathering signatures to put the issue on 
the November ballot. Hickenlooper, a Demo-
crat who has been friendly to the oil industry 
and who opposes the local-option measures, 
had been working hard to forge a legislative 
compromise that would avoid the November 
faceoff . But late last month he reluctantly 
announced the compromise deal was dead. 
It’s a setback for Hickenlooper, whose main 
political goal has always been to fi nd the 
middle ground.

Fracking is only one of the divisive issues 
pursuing Hickenlooper in his re-election 
campaign this fall against Republican Bob 
Beauprez. Eight years ago, Beauprez failed 
badly in his fi rst campaign for governor, but 
he is not a candidate to be taken lightly. He is 
a relatively moderate Republican with strong 
name recognition and a proven ability to raise 
money. Beauprez and his Republican allies 
will do their best to paint Hickenlooper as a 
vacillating pol who hugs the political middle 
because he can’t make up his mind where 
to stand. 

None of that will change Hickenlooper’s approach, either 
to running a campaign or serving as governor. He has spent his 
entire public career trying to lead from the center, usually with a 
great deal of success. The easygoing geologist-turned-brewpub-
owner, a man most folks knew as “Hick,” was elected mayor 
of Denver in 2003. During his two terms in that offi  ce, he was 
well liked and highly regarded, governing from a political cen-
ter that was socially progressive, fi scally conservative and very 
business-friendly. He was an exceptionally eff ective leader: 
Voters approved almost every one of the more than two dozen 
initiatives he pushed for, and most of the city council supported 
him wholeheartedly. He was also astoundingly popular with the 
public. His approval ratings hovered between 70 and 90 percent 
for most of his two terms. Democrats loved him, independents 
fl ocked to him, and Republicans respected and admired him. 
Governing named him a Public Offi  cial of the Year in 2005, the 

same year Time declared him one of the fi ve best big-city mayors 
in the country. In 2007 he won re-election with 87 percent of the 
vote. “As far as real-life political fairy tales go, it was just about 
impossible to trump Mayor Hickenlooper,” wrote Denver’s 5280 
magazine in 2012. “He was a new kind of natural, one of those 
unicorn-rare, truly apolitical politicians that career politicos so 
often and so fraudulently claim to be.”

Hickenlooper’s charmed political life—and his ability to rise 
above the partisan divide—for the most part continued in 2011 
when he moved across the street from the Denver City Hall to 
the governor’s offi  ce. He had won the gubernatorial election in 
a landslide, garnering 51 percent of the vote in a three-way race. 
In the Capitol, Hickenlooper was able to maintain his centrist 
position largely for one reason: the split state legislature. The 
Democratic-controlled Senate duked things out with the House, 

which had swung to Republican control in the 2010 election. 
For Hickenlooper’s fi rst two years as governor, legislators either 
deadlocked on an issue or hammered out a compromise among 
themselves. Every bill that reached the governor’s desk was, in a 
sense, bipartisan.

Then things changed. Democrats regained the House in 
2012 and suddenly found themselves in control of both legisla-
tive chambers and the governorship. Hickenlooper was now the 
Democratic leader of a fully Democratic state government.

Politically speaking, it was the last thing he should have wished 
for. The emboldened Democrats pushed through a slate of pro-
gressive agenda items, and Hickenlooper was put in the position 
of defending an increasingly left-leaning state government. “He 
defi nitely benefi ted from having the split legislature during those 
fi rst two years,” says University of Colorado political scientist Ken 
Bickers. “He could play a middle-of-the-road position. When the 

E L E C T I O N  2 0 1 4 :  M A N  I N  T H E  M I D D L E

The governor shoots a PSA for the Colorado Proud agriculture program.
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Democrats gained control, he couldn’t play the center pivot the 
way he had before.”

Colorado, says Bickers, is a “perfect purple” state. One-third 
of the electorate is Democratic, one-third is Republican and one-
third is independent. But just like the rest of the country, Colorado 
has become more politically polarized in recent years. Democrats 
have pushed the state to the left on gay civil unions, immigra-
tion and a host of other sensitive issues. At the same time, Tea 
Party conservatism and a fi ercely Western libertarian streak have 
pushed the state GOP further to the right.

And poised between them is Hickenlooper, still trying to main-
tain his down-the-middle politics even as he runs for a second 
term. In doing so, he’s been forced to confront a central question 
of modern politics: Can you govern as a centrist when there’s no 
political center?

 

S
ome of Hickenlooper’s dilemmas trace back to 
a tragic event on July 20, 2012, when a gunman 
opened fi re in a crowded movie theater in the 
Denver suburb of Aurora, killing 12 people and 
injuring 70 more. Hickenlooper was devastated, 
of course, along with the rest of the country. But 

the governor did not initially use the incident to call for tighter 
gun control. In fact, when Hickenlooper, who owns guns and 
likes to take his son hunting, appeared on CNN two days after 
the shooting, he questioned whether stricter regulations would 

have made any diff erence in Aurora. “This person—if there were 
no assault weapons available, and no this or no that—this guy’s 
going to fi nd something, right?” he said then. “If it was not one 
weapon, it would have been another.”

Eight months later, however, prodded by the Democratic leg-
islature, Hickenlooper signed some of the toughest gun control 
laws in the nation, imposing universal background checks for 
all gun purchases and a ban on high-capacity magazines with 
more than 15 rounds of fi re. The new laws were extremely divi-
sive. Hickenlooper had previously enjoyed a good relationship 
with the National Rifl e Association; now the group called him a 
“fanatic,” and NRA members and other opponents, including the 
County Sheriff s of Colorado, protested at the Capitol while the 
bills were being debated. A plane circled downtown Denver with 
a banner reading, “Hick, don’t take our guns.” After the laws were 
passed, voters launched an eff ort to recall some of the lawmakers 
who had supported them. The recalls attracted national atten-
tion and money. In a special election that September, for the fi rst 
time in Colorado history, voters successfully recalled two state 
senators, including Senate President John Morse. The following 
month a third senator, facing the possibility of a recall, resigned.

The gun laws became emblematic of the tumultuous 2013 ses-
sion, but they were far from the only divisive measures passed 
by the Democrats that year. Legislators also enacted progres-
sive new laws on election procedure, same-sex civil unions, 
expanded renewable energy requirements, in-state tuition for 
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Colorado is evenly divided among Democrats, Republicans and independents. Hickenlooper has tried to govern from 

the center, but that has become more diffi cult in an increasingly partisan environment.
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undocumented students and a measure allowing undocumented 
immigrants to receive Colorado driver’s licenses. Additionally, 
lawmakers set up a regulatory framework for recreational mari-
juana sales, which voters had made legal in a 2012 ballot initiative. 
In all, the legislature took up 613 bills and passed a whopping 440.

For Democrats, the historic session merely refl ected what they 
saw as Colorado’s decade-long swing toward a new status as a 
solidly blue state. And it was a chance to fi nally enact measures 
they’d been waiting years to pass. “There were a lot of issues that 
had gone unresolved for a long time,” says former Democratic 
House Speaker Mark Ferrandino. (Ferrandino, who was term-
limited this fall, stepped down in July to become the chief fi nan-
cial offi  cer for the Denver Public Schools.) “And there was a lot of 
excitement to get to do what we’d long been trying to do. There 
was a lot of pent-up demand.”

But Republicans viewed the package of bills as an overreach. 
“2013 was the most partisan session I’ve been a part of,” says state 
Rep. Frank McNulty, a Republican who served as speaker when 
the GOP controlled the House in 2011 and 2012. “The shift was 
clear, it was drastic—and the governor had no idea what to do 
about it, no idea how to manage partisan politics.”

The way some critics see it, Hickenlooper let himself get 
dragged to the left by an out-of-control, unchecked Democratic 

majority. That’s not really the case. 
The governor basically agreed with 
all of the specifi c pieces of policy that 
were put in place. And he’s quick to 
point out that 420 of the 440 bills 
that passed did have some sort of 
bipartisan support. But Hicken-
looper concedes that the totality of 
the agenda was too much, too fast. 
“You go back and look at everything 
that got passed, and we don’t see 
things we would change,” he told 
me. “But I think there was a sense 
in the state that it was just a lot of 
change. I don’t mean that we would 
do anything diff erently, but I think it 
made people uncomfortable. Doing 
so much so fast in one year was a big 
bite to take.”

Hickenlooper, as practically any-
one in Colorado will tell you, doesn’t 
like to rock the boat that much. “At 
his core,” says independent Colorado 
political analyst Eric Sondermann, 
“he’s a let’s-work-this-out, let’s-split-
the-diff erence, let’s-fi nd-consensus 
kind of leader. But that works less 
well for him in this highly partisan 
environment. Every once in a while, 
you have to stake your ground.”

During the gun-law recall cam-
paigns, for instance, Hickenlooper 
largely watched from the sidelines. 

Aside from a few media interviews and a letter to Democratic 
donors urging them to support the Democratic candidates, the 
governor was mostly quiet. It’s very likely his support wouldn’t 
have made any diff erence in the elections. But some saw his 
actions as tepid.

Then there’s the case of Nathan Dunlap, a man convicted of 
shooting and killing four people at a Chuck E. Cheese’s restau-
rant in Aurora in 1993. Last year, Dunlap was set to become the 
fi rst person executed in Colorado in 15 years. Capital punishment 
opponents urged the governor to grant clemency, or to outlaw 
state executions altogether; others wanted to see the sentence 
carried out. Hickenlooper again went for the middle ground: He 
granted Dunlap a “temporary reprieve” and said it was “highly 
unlikely” he would revisit the issue while in offi  ce. It was hard for 
many people not to see the move as a political punt.

The governor similarly ignited controversy this June, when he 
appeared to walk back his support for the most controversial part 
of last year’s gun laws, the magazine limit. Speaking to the county 
sheriff s at their biannual meeting in Aspen, Hickenlooper report-
edly apologized for not consulting with the group while consid-
ering the bill, saying he didn’t know they had wanted to meet 
with him, and he seemed to suggest that his offi  ce hadn’t properly 
considered all the facts. “I think we screwed that up,” he told the 

The Colorado economy has improved over the past four years. Unemployment 

is down to 6 percent, and the state has gone from 40th to fourth in job growth.
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sheriff s, according to press accounts. “If we had known that it 
was going to divide the state so intensely, we probably would have 
thought about it twice.” One of the sheriff s at the meeting posted 
the comments to his Facebook page; within hours the story had 
gone viral. The governor has since reiterated his support for the 
magazine limit, but otherwise has refused to comment publicly 
on the exchange.

Critics say those kinds of examples show a governor who is 
indecisive and too eager to please. Hickenlooper’s split-down-
the-middle solutions can come across as “too cute by half,” says 
Sondermann. “He so wants to have it both ways, to ingratiate him-
self with both sides, that he ends up leaving everyone unfulfi lled, 
like they’ve been played.”

 

O
n a recent Friday afternoon, the Boulder 
Chamber of Commerce was hosting one of 
its monthly “hoppy hour” get-togethers at 
the Twisted Pine Brewing Co. When Hicken-
looper shows up, it seems less like the arrival 
of a governor and more like everybody’s 

favorite fraternity brother has come back for the weekend. The 
governor grabs a pint of the microbrewery’s Hop Zealot IPA and 
then starts back-slapping and fi st-bumping his way through the 

noisy party. He jokes around with the business leaders he talks 
to, and it’s clear everyone is having a blast. Later, the chamber 
CEO raises a glass to the governor for his political “balance” on 
the issues.

Hickenlooper remains very popular among Colorado’s busi-
ness community. He’s also a guy you almost can’t help liking. He’s 
aff able and mellow, with an endearing “aw shucks” demeanor and 
an undeniable cool factor. (Ask him about going to Woodstock, or 
the Fourth of July weekend he spent at Kurt Vonnegut’s house.) 
At the Boulder hoppy hour, one person toasts Hickenlooper for 
installing a kegerator in the governor’s mansion. Hick grabs the 
microphone and corrects the record: He installed a full draft sys-
tem. His quirky personality has always driven his campaigns—
his television ads have famously included one spot in which he 
explained a complicated fi scal measure while skydiving from a 
plane, and another in which he showered fully dressed while 
promising to run a “clean” campaign.

Colorado’s economy has had a good four years. When Hick-
enlooper took offi  ce, the state was facing a billion-dollar budget 
shortfall, and lawmakers had trouble setting aside 2 percent of 
revenues for rainy day reserves. Now, thanks to rebounding tax 
receipts—including higher-than-expected returns from retail 
marijuana sales, which topped $2 million in taxes in January 

E L E C T I O N  2 0 1 4 :  M A N  I N  T H E  M I D D L E

Colorado has seen 13 federally declared disasters during Hickenlooper’s fi rst term, including deadly fl oods last year.
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alone, the fi rst month such sales were legal—the state has been 
able to increase funding for education and health care. By next 
year, Colorado will be setting aside 6.5 percent of revenues in its 
rainy day fund. Unemployment has fallen from 9 percent in late 
2010 to 6 percent as of this April. The state has gone from 40th in 
job creation to fourth. 

Some of those improvements, to be sure, are refl ective of 
national trends. But Hickenlooper is proud of the strides Colo-
rado has made under his leadership, and he says his business-
friendly administration helped pave the way for them. He also 
likes to note that he accomplished them during an unprecedented 
wave of natural disasters, including several wildfi res and last sum-
mer’s devastating “thousand-year fl ood,”  which killed at least 
eight people and caused a billion dollars  in damage. In all, 13 
federally declared disasters occurred in Colorado during Hick-
enlooper’s fi rst three and a half years as governor. No other state 
has ever seen that many in such a short period of time, and the 
fi gure doesn’t include the mass shooting in Aurora. “Even though 
we went through those disasters,” Hickenlooper says, “we never 
lost focus on what we were trying to get done.”

Now Hickenlooper is facing the fi rst truly challenging race of 
his life, one in which Beauprez and his allies will spend a great 

deal of money trying to turn the governor’s record of moderation 
against him. “He’s still searching” for his true political self, says 
Rep. McNulty, the former Republican speaker. “I don’t suspect 
he has that type of compass. He’ll have to answer that question in 
the coming months.”

Indeed, Hickenlooper may fi nally be forced to choose political 
sides. But the bigger question is whether the governor’s approach 
will be a liability or an asset, says Colorado State University politi-
cal scientist John Straayer. “He seems to be completely confl ict-
averse. He’s uncomfortable with hardcore, in-your-face choices. 
Republicans and even some Democrats are critical of that.” But it 
could also prove to be a political strength, Straayer says. “Given 
that style and that persona, it does make it hard to attack him as 
a partisan .”

For Hickenlooper, even getting him to defi ne himself politi-
cally takes a bit of arm-twisting. “I guess I’m a centrist?” he says 
tentatively when asked about his politics. “A moderate? You know, 
all those words …” he trails off , suggesting that he’s not entirely 
comfortable even picking his own label. “I like politics, but I’m 
kind of apartisan.”  G

Email zpatton@governing.com 
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Hickenlooper’s easygoing personality has endeared him to many Coloradans, including some of his political rivals.
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gather in Detroit, Michigan this September for the 2014 World 
Congress on Intelligent Transport Systems (ITS).  These industry 
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Michigan’s Belle Isle; more than 250 programmatic panels, 
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numerous networking events with the who’s who in ITS. Don’t 
miss this opportunity to join the discussion as we begin 
“Reinventing Transportation in our Connected World.”
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A
health clinic in the San Francisco Bay Area. A transit-
oriented development in Denver. A mixed-use plan in a 
run-down neighborhood in Dallas. When it comes to how 
these places and a handful of others view and leverage the 
Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), they are breaking 
through old barriers. 

All of which brings a measure of satisfaction to Bob 
McNulty, longtime community development activist and 

president of Partners for Livable Communities.   These are exactly the sort of 
CRA-funded projects that he would like to see take root all across the country. 

For years, however, it’s been a challenge to move the key players in any CRA 
deal—banks, regulators and community development advocates—in new direc-
tions. The reason gets down to a basic tenet of the CRA: The program, aimed 
at low- and moderate-income neighborhoods, is rooted in housing. As a result, 
there has been resistance and a good deal of caution when it comes to thinking 
about investing in new and diff erent things. 

Part of that resistance revolves around an active game of fi nger-pointing. 
Banks say that regulators aren’t willing to be open-minded about diff erent types 
of investment, so they’re stuck in the housing box. Regulators say they are more 
than willing to work with banks on testing new investment strategies aimed at 
low- and moderate-income neighborhoods, but that the banks are evincing a 
chronic failure of imagination. Community development activists complain that 
regulators are, in general, going way too easy on banks when it comes to cred-
iting them for “CRA-worthy investments.” There is, the activists say, chronic 
grade infl ation.

McNulty describes it succinctly as a “conspiracy of caution,” where bank-
ers and regulators have settled into a comfortable routine of business as usual. 
Bankers don’t have to think very hard about new ways to invest in communities. 
Regulators can cruise along in their comfort zone of monitoring straightforward 
home loans and housing projects.D
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A handful 
of cities are 
pushing the 
Community 
Reinvestment 
Act into 
uncharted 
territory.

By Jonathan Walters

 Reinvestment
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There is no doubt that when the CRA was passed, it was aimed 
primarily at housing. The impetus for it was a disturbing pattern 
of active disinvestment by banks in low-income and minority 
areas around the country, particularly with mortgages but also 
in the area of small business loans. Called “redlining”—because 
it appeared that banks were drawing red lines around population 
centers where they considered residents to be bad bets for loans—
the practice fi nally got the attention of the U.S. Senate Banking 
Committee in the mid-1970s.

At that time, a two-year Banking Committee study found a 
clear pattern of redlining nationally. Just over 10 percent of money 
deposited in Brooklyn banks was actually 
reinvested in the community. Only 10 percent 
of deposits in Washington, D.C., were rein-
vested there, with similar ratios turning up 
in key cities like Cleveland, Indianapolis, Los 
Angeles and St. Louis. By then, Congress had 
apparently seen enough, and, over the strong 
protests of those in high fi nance, it passed the 
Community Reinvestment Act of 1977.

Under the new law, banks were being 
asked to redirect a portion of their lending 
capital to low- and medium-income areas 
within a defi ned geographical range covered by the bank. Regu-
lators would, in turn, do regular reviews of bank lending practices 
to gauge compliance. There has long been a debate about what 
sort of investments the CRA should focus on and which ones pass 
muster. Today, there’s an additional debate about “geography” 
and “banking.” There’s a new world of Internet fi nance and spi-
noff  fi nancial institutions. Some of these fi nancial entities aren’t 
technically banks, but they are key to homeownership and other 
housing projects.

Under the CRA there aren’t any fi nes or other direct penalties 
for failure to measure up. But a bank’s ranking—either “outstand-
ing,” “satisfactory,” “needs to improve” or “substantial noncom-
pliance”—determines whether or not it will win approvals from 
federal regulators for such key business moves as adding a branch 
or proceeding with a merger.

For years, some community development activists, like 
McNulty, have been arguing that bankers and regulators ought 
to think more holistically about investing in low- and moderate-
income areas. That is, there’s more to a community than just hous-
ing, that a community’s economic welfare is directly aff ected by 
creating more livable places generally and helping build a healthy, 
educated and prosperous populace specifi cally. It appears that 
those who are pushing for that more sweeping view are starting 
to gain traction.

“There’s some movement in getting out of the aff ordable hous-
ing box,” says Ellen Seidman, a senior fellow at the Urban Insti-
tute, who focuses on housing fi nance and community develop-
ment. The perception, she adds, has been that regulators “don’t 
have a lot of creativity or imagination and that lenders didn’t want 
to take risks.” In order to break the chicken-and-egg cycle, “You 
need chicken , eggs and farmers,” she says.

As it turns out, one of those farmers is a fed. Elizabeth Sobel 
Blum, senior community development adviser with the Federal 

Reserve Bank of Dallas, is a proponent of a growing movement for 
a much broader view of CRA investment. Writing in a recent fed-
eral reserve paper aimed at CRA compliance offi  cers, she called 
for a “healthy communities framework” that “involves creating an 
environment in which there is an abundance of healthy choices.” 
She notes that there aren’t any “right answers” when it comes 
to evaluating a bank’s compliance, but she wouldn’t mind seeing 
banks credited for more than just helping with housing or small 
business development.

Other feds appear to be joining the chorus. “We do try to pro-
mote creativity,” says Paul Kaboth, vice president for commu-

nity development at the Cleveland Federal Reserve. His shop is 
actively working with banks to think more broadly about things 
like skills training, social services, counseling and day care. “You 
don’t look at it as just housing or small business loans as much as 
what you’re providing to low- and moderate-income individuals,” 
he says. The rub, he suggests, is not so much bankers’ resistance 
to new ideas as their basic conservatism.

Nonetheless, some major fi nancial players like Wells Fargo, 
Goldman Sachs and FirstBank are getting into the CRA game. As 
they do, there are adjustments that bankers need to make. CRA 
is diff erent than the usual deal-making. “Lots of players have to 
be involved,” says Rob Chaney, who oversees loan operations for 
FirstBank in Lakewood, Colo., “and someone has to be the cham-
pion. There’s a great need for someone to beat the square peg into 
the round hole.”

As to  state and local government, Chaney sees a potential role 
for the public sector to work in concert with community devel-
opment organizations. Together, they could come up with more 
sophisticated investment options for a wide range of issues facing 
communities beyond housing. In that regard, community activists 
may have to step up their game. By way of example, he points to 
the issue of food deserts—the lack of fresh food or supermarkets 
in low-income neighborhoods. “The tendency,” he says, “is to just 
throw money at the problem versus asking if there’s a sustain-
able business model that we can help build that gets businesses 
to come in and invest, and that has community involvement and 
engagement to prove that people are really interested in solving 
these issues over the long term.” The target community itself has 
to mobilize for banks to have confi dence in a deal, he notes.

Indeed, the most successful initiatives are the ones where the 
community is involved from the start. “When I look at successful 
community development projects,” says Karl Zavitkovsky,  who 
heads up Dallas’ Offi  ce of Economic Development, “it’s important 

R E D I S C O V E R I N G  R E I N V E S T M E N T

The best projects are still the 
ones that make business sense, 
something on which regulators 
and bankers can certainly agree. 
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to have community buy-in and it’s important to have a willing 
fi nancial institution. You can do things in a physical sense, but 
if the community isn’t aware of the new clinic or new school or 
retail center, it just doesn’t work as well.”

Acting as a convener is one very important role the city can 
play, Zavitkovsky points out. But cities can do a lot more than 
simply be a meeting site for principals.  Cities can help assemble 
viable parcels for development, put up city money to sweeten a 
given deal and perhaps help convince fi nanciers that a city is will-
ing to be a real partner in a project.

For example, Dallas just cut the ribbon on a project that is 
located next to a light rail line station and is across the street 
from a VA Hospital, which employs 4,000 people and generates 
a huge volume of patient traffi  c. Despite the location, there’s never 
been much there in terms of services or livable housing. Local 
community groups, banks and developers came together to focus 
attention and investment on the area. For its part, the city bought 
the land, tore down some “hot sheet” hotels and swung some tax 
increment fi nancing to help underwrite debt service on a U.S. 
Housing and Urban Development loan.

The new mixed-use project, Lancaster Urban Village, boasts 
an 18,000-square-foot development of retail shops along with a 
couple hundred apartments—a mix of market rate and aff ordable 
that made the project CRA-worthy.  The project is in a section of 
Dallas that represents half the city’s geographical area but that 

only delivers 15 percent of the city’s tax base. That factor alone 
made the project important from a broad economic develop-
ment standpoint. And, yes, to be CRA-worthy, such projects have 
to occur in a low- to moderate-income area, “but when you’re 
looking to be successful in a neighborhood, it’s really important 
to have a holistic approach,” Zavitkovsky says.

For banks, that low- to moderate-income test should be as 
much of a focus as the type of project being funded, says the 
Cleveland Fed’s Kaboth. “The worst possible outcome for a bank’s 
CRA offi  cer,” he says, “is you go to your oversight committee and 
say we should do these loans in these Census areas and there’s 
reluctance because they’re not sure they’ll get CRA credits.” 
That’s why he is happy discussing potential projects beforehand, 
although banks still need to understand that the proof will be in 
the fi nished pudding.

Given the success of several alternative and mixed-use proj-
ects involving the CRA, it’s clear that there are bankers and reg-
ulators ready to disrupt the tradition of caution and move into 
previously uncharted territory. At that, though, the best projects 
are still the ones that make business sense, something on which 
regulators and bankers can certainly agree. “It has to make sense 
from a business standpoint,” says FirstBank’s Chaney. “It can’t just 
be about the warm and fuzzy.”  G

Email jowaz22@gmail.com
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52

Wild 
Ride

By Liz Farmer

Some states are looking for ways 
to prepare for an increasingly 

volatile economy.

Ask budget forecasters if they ever fi nd certainty in their line of 
work and you will get the same answer: Certainty doesn’t exist. 
The only sure thing, says Kristen Cox, executive director of 
Utah’s budget offi  ce,  is “no matter how good we get at forecast-

ing and modeling, we will never get it right. The trends [we track] are what 
we know. But it’s the unknowable that will nail you.”

In 2008 many states, including Utah, were predicting another stellar 
year of revenue growth approaching 10 percent. Instead, the economy took 
a historic leap off  a cliff  and state revenues collectively plummeted faster 
and deeper than at any time in recent memory. Even states that had a large 
rainy day fund (at least 10 percent of operating revenue), had to scramble to 
balance their budgets. At that time, Utah’s two reserve funds covered about 
8 percent of general fund appropriations and nearly 7 percent of education 
spending. Utah didn’t come close to emptying the funds, but it had to use 
cash it had set aside for capital projects to help eliminate shortfalls during 
the recession. 
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that “the recent boom and bust cycles appear more pronounced 
and longer lasting than those from the 1960s and 1970s.” 

After the 2011 report in Utah, one main conclusion arose: The 
state needed to have a codifi ed budget reserves funding policy. It 
was unclear under existing law whether the funds were simply 
to cover forecasting errors or instead meant to supplement lost 
revenue in the event of a downturn. This year, lawmakers passed 
legislation that mapped out a rainy day fund policy. It requires fi s-
cal analysts to notify the legislature’s appropriations committees 
when revenues are trending higher than usual—in other words, 
when there is a windfall. The legislation advises that lawmakers 
use windfall money to pay down debt or set it aside for future 
spending needs in the event of a downturn. “Because if we don’t,” 
says the bill’s sponsor, state Rep. Brad Wilson, “we are inclined 
to spend it.” 

S tates have contributed to revenue volatility through 
their own tax policies. In the 1980s and early 1990s, 
state tax rates generally increased when the economy 
soured, in order to stabilize revenue. When the econ-

omy expanded, rates generally fell. But since the mid-1990s, tax 
rates have been less responsive to economic conditions, a function 
of reluctance among legislators to vote for tax increases at any 
time, regardless of the economic situation.

In earlier decades, budget forecasters could at least be fairly 
confi dent that tax revenues would not stray too far from overall 
economic performance. Since 2000, that has been less and less 
true. The big culprit is investment income, which experienced 
mild swings in the 1990s but very dramatic ones in the 2000s, 
according to research by economists at the Federal Reserve Bank 
of Chicago. That’s likely because trading became more accessible 
and frequent with the Internet, so investment income began play-
ing a larger role in tax reporting, says Donald Boyd, a senior fellow 
at the Rockefeller Institute of Government. “Really it’s the top 
tenth of a percent of people where all the money’s coming from,” 
he says. “So a small handful are driving the big swings in this.”

A total of 43 states have reserve funds of some kind, and while 
few have stocked the funds as generously as most budget ana-
lysts would recommend, there has been a considerable amount 
of recent attention to the problem. “I think the recession really 
drove that point home for a lot of people,” says Brenna Erford, 
a research manager at the Pew Charitable Trusts. Earlier this 
year, Pew released a report that looked at how state budgeting 
can smooth revenue volatility and hedge against risk. Pew rec-
ommended that states include contingency plans for shortfalls 
and surpluses in their formal budgets; that they design their rainy 
day funds so that they are large enough to make a signifi cant con-
tribution to softening economic downturns; and that they time 
their revenue forecasts closer to the fi nal passage of the budget 
to minimize error. 

Some 13 of the states have rainy day fund deposit policies that 
are connected to volatility.  Virginia has one of the more unique 
rules; it compares the increase in tax revenue from the previous 
year to the average increase over the past six years to determine 
how much to contribute to its stabilization fund. Other states link 
their funds to a particularly volatile revenue stream. Massachu-

Most states across the country took bigger hits than Utah did, 
and are still showing the eff ects in their rainy day budgeting. 
Before the recession, states nationwide had amassed a collective 
10 percent of their appropriations in reserves (excluding Texas 
and Alaska, which have outsized funds). Now those reserves aver-
age barely 4 percent. Because of slow revenue growth following 
the downturn, states have not come close to replenishing their 
reserves. The bottom line is, most state budgets are even less pre-
pared than they were in 2008 for a serious contraction.

But even in the absence of a recession, some states are paying 
a high price for inaccurate forecasting. The main culprit is the 
growing unpredictability of state revenues from year to year. At 
the close of the 2014 fi scal year, New Jersey was slammed with 
a shortfall of more than $1 billion and a credit rating downgrade 
as income tax revenue fell woefully short of expectations. The 
state cut payments to its pension fund to cover the gap, despite 
a promise in February that it would fully fund pensions in the 
2015 budget.  

Pennsylvania’s revenue estimates missed the mark badly in 
2014 as corporate income tax revenue fell short by more than 
$300 million. Combined with other revenue estimate misses, 
the result was a $1 billion shortfall in the proposed 2015 budget, 
with just weeks to fi nd a solution. Pennsylvania lawmakers fi nally 
passed a bill at the 11th hour that included a tax on natural gas 
drilling to help cover the fi scal hole.

A handful of states, however, are trying to get off  the roller 
coaster and fi nd a better way to manage their increasingly vola-
tile revenues. Among them, Utah has taken the most systematic 
approach. It studies revenue swings in minute detail to gauge its 
exposure to risk. It started as a reaction to the dot-com stock col-
lapse in the early 2000s. “Elected offi  cials don’t like disappointing 
people,” says Utah legislative fi scal analyst Jonathan Ball, recall-
ing the dot-com days. “We had set all these expectations about 
revenue numbers and then the bottom fell out and we had to go 
back and tell everyone it wasn’t real.”

After the dot-com debacle was over, Utah decided to create 
a separate budget reserve fund for public education, so that the 
state’s schools would be better insulated against the swings of 
income tax collection, the primary source of school funding. 
Then, in 2008, lawmakers approved a joint legislative and execu-
tive study of the state’s revenue volatility every three years. The 
idea was to take the temperature of the state’s income streams, 
spot trends or warnings and adjust policy accordingly. The analy-
sis prompted Utah to raise funding targets for both of its reserve 
funds up to at least 8 percent of appropriations as its economy 
recovered from the recession.

The state’s 2011 volatility report found that Utah’s corporate 
income is by far its most volatile tax base. Studying 50 years 
of fi scal data, analysts noted that there were 16 years in which 
corporate income fell and another 16 years in which it grew by 
more than 15 percent. But the corporate income tax is a relatively 
small source of state revenue, and did not create the most serious 
volatility issues. The real problem was the personal income tax, 
which brings in nearly half the state’s total revenues and can shift 
in returns dramatically from year to year. And lately, those shifts 
were becoming more extreme. The result, the report noted, was 

W I L D  R I D E
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economy. As the Utah report notes, “some policymakers may pre-
fer to face more risk” rather than have substantial savings held by 
the government. 

But there is one common point. The economy’s wild swings—
and even wilder swings in state revenue—mean that no state can 
put enough in reserve to make it through a serious downturn 
unscathed. “It doesn’t mean rainy day funds are a bad idea, they’re 
simply not enough,” says Boyd. “You realistically can’t make them 
big enough politically. Taxpayers look at that and say why are we 
putting all that money in there?”

Where reserves can make the biggest diff erence is in a state’s 
bounce-back. Utah provides a good example. Going into the 2008 
recession, the state had nearly $430 million combined in its two 
reserve funds. Utah needed the money—in 2009, it ultimately 
drew down about a third of its general fund and half of its edu-
cation fund—but this marked a dramatic diff erence from what 
happened in the 2001 recession, when nearly all the state’s $120 
million in reserves were withdrawn. The focus of Utah’s current 
legislative eff orts is to fi nd a way to replicate its 2008 perfor-
mance the next time an economic downturn hits the state. “We 
learned a lot from the recession,” Wilson says. “The swings can 
be much steeper and faster than you’d expect. And you have to 
prepare for them.”  G

Email lfarmer@governing.com 
More stories at governing.com/fi nance101

setts tied its fund to excess capital gains revenue after it drew 
down on its reserves signifi cantly during the recession. After the 
capital gains rule was implemented in 2010, the fund more than 
doubled to $1.7 billion in just two years.

California has struggled painfully with wild variations in 
its capital gains collection. “They have a highly elastic revenue 
structure,” says Gabriel Petek, a Standard and Poor’s analyst who 
notes that from 2008 to 2009, the state’s economy declined by 
about 5 percent while general fund revenues declined by about 
20 percent. This fall, a ballot initiative in California will seek voter 
approval to harness excess capital gains revenue to pump up its 
reserve fund.

There are other questions when it comes to rainy day funds’ 
usefulness. Are they too diffi  cult to access? Texas, for example, 
requires a three-fi fths  vote in both chambers of the legislature to 
spend money from a massive, $8 billion reserve fund that totals 10 
percent of appropriations and is largely maintained via oil-related 
revenues. Or do replenishment rules make withdrawals cumber-
some? The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities advises that 
states eliminate such rules altogether, particularly if they require 
payback in less than the two to three years a downturn usually 
lasts. (West Virginia requires payback within 90 days.) 

Underlying all these diff erences is the ultimate question of 
how much money is enough to provide an eff ective fi nancial 
cushion in hard times. There is no right answer to this one. Each 
state has to tailor its reserve policies to its own tax structure and 
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Problem Solver

Among larger cities (those with at least 50,000 housing units), these 
places have the greatest share of housing stock that’s more than 75 
years old. Nationwide, an estimated 13.5 percent of all housing units 
were built before 1940.  

These Old Houses
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Older homes both lend value and pose numerous 
challenges to cities.

pair is surfacing as a top priority. “Having 
the architectural structures and historical 
landmarks is a great thing when you’re 
able to maintain them,” Rochester Mayor 
Lovely Warren says. “But when you’re 
not able to maintain them, it becomes a 
liability and you have to employ innova-
tive approaches.”

The Rochester Land Bank Corp., 
established last year, began acquiring 
vacant and abandoned properties in the 
city, most of which will be demolished or 
sold to developers. The city is focusing its 
eff orts on revitalizing four transitioning 
neighborhoods by targeting additional 
funding from federal Community Devel-
opment Block Grants, city programs, out-
side agencies and the private sector.

Progress can be slow. Properties may sit 
vacant for years, hindered by a prolonged 
foreclosure process. An even larger prob-
lem stems from all the out-of-town inves-
tors who’ve scooped up properties to fl ip 
or rent. “We’ve gone through this period 
of trying to make people take homeowner-
ship—even if it’s an investment property—
very seriously,” Warren says.

Del Smith, who heads the city’s Depart-
ment of Neighborhood and Business 
Development, says his staff  tries to strike 

C
ity blocks in many of the older 
neighborhoods of Rochester, N.Y., 
don’t look much diff erent than 
they did generations ago. More 

than half of the city’s nearly 100,000 
housing units are more than 75 years old, 
one of the highest shares of aging housing 
stock nationally. Such older homes and 
their historic architecture certainly can 
add charm and character to a community. 
But at the same time, an older housing 
stock can pose a unique set of challenges 
for local governments.

Fewer than 18 million of the nation’s 
current homes were built before 1940, 
according to recent Census Bureau esti-
mates. While that’s only about 14 percent 
of the housing stock, the share is expo-
nentially higher in select pockets of the 
country.

Take Buff alo, N.Y., which was essen-
tially built out by the 1960s. Census esti-
mates suggest 63 percent of housing units 
in the city are at least 75 years old—the 
largest share in the nation of cities with 
50,000 units or more. Other cities where 
older homes are most prevalent include 
Boston, Providence, R.I., and St. Louis.

For cities with an aging housing stock, 
preventing homes from falling into disre-
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By Mike Maciag

| BEHIND THE NUMBERS

See housing data for all cities at 
governing.com/housingdata

a balance in applying code enforcement. 
While they cite the owners of blighted 
properties after several warning notices, 
they don’t want to overburden poorer 
residents of the city. Rochester has one of 
the nation’s highest poverty rates. “We’re 
never going to have enough resources to 
address all the vacant housing and all the 
issues of blight,” Smith says, “but we can 
try to create economic opportunities for 
those who are left out.”

Because older homes require more 
upkeep, building inspection and code 
enforcement are two crucial front-line 
implications for localities, says James 
Brooks, director of city solutions at the 
National League of Cities (NLC). Provid-
ing assistance to elderly residents, who 
often lack the fi nancial means or physi-
cal ability to repair older homes, is also of 
particular concern for offi  cials.

Yet a home’s construction date might 
not always be the most reliable indicator 
of its condition, especially for those in 
well-maintained historic neighborhoods. 
“A lot of times, the construction of these 
properties is brick,” Brooks says, “and 
they’re probably better made 150 years 
ago than they were yesterday.” Also com-
plicating matters is the public infrastruc-
ture surrounding older homes. Water and 
sewer lines connecting older city blocks 
can date back more than 100 years, so 
replacing them is a costly proposition. 

Outdated types of older homes may 
create further public safety hazards. 

Modern building codes, which require 
compartmentalization of structures and 
smoke alarms, didn’t go into eff ect until 
around the 1970s. When a fi re ignites in 
a home built before then, it can spread 
much more rapidly. “Housing that’s not 
maintained and that was built to pre-
modern building codes all pose chal-
lenges to fi re departments,” says the 
National Fire Protection Association’s 
Ken Willette.

To combat fi res in select types of older 
structures, departments may deploy addi-
tional manpower on the initial response. 
They may also conduct outreach in these 
neighborhoods encouraging residents to 
install smoke alarms. Boston is home to 
many “triple deckers”—wood construc-
tion buildings with three apartment units 
stacked on top of one another. Boston 

Fire Commissioner John Hasson says his 
department deploys additional fi refi ght-
ers and equipment when there’s a report 
of a triple-decker fi re. “It’s not unusual to 
get a fi re that starts in the basement,” he 
says, “then, when you drive up, it’s up to 
the roof already.”

Hasson cited the city’s older brick or 
brownstone buildings with wooden inte-
riors as among the most dangerous. Such 
structures, common in the Back Bay and 
South End neighborhoods, retain heat 
during a fi re and are prone to interior col-
lapse. In March, two city fi refi ghters were 
killed battling a blaze that swept through 
a four-story Back Bay brownstone.

Still, older homes often remain valu-
able assets, particularly those in historic 
districts. Research suggests property val-
ues in designated historic districts gener-
ally rise 5 to 35 percent more per decade 
than homes in undesignated neighbor-
hoods in the same areas.

Older homes are also common in 
densely populated, walkable neighbor-
hoods near transit. It’s these same neigh-
borhoods that are acting as a catalyst for 
urban revival, attracting young newcom-
ers and recent retirees alike. To leverage 
their older housing stock, cities need to 
preserve it or establish historic neighbor-
hoods, NLC’s Brooks says. That way, com-
munities can continue to reap benefi ts for 
years to come.  G
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Problem Solver | SMART MANAGEMENT

Who Moved My Backhoe?

By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Having a good inventory system com-
pletes the circle of fi nancial management, 
Mike Mucha, director  of the Government 
Finance Offi  cers Association, says. “If you 
don’t know what you have, then it makes 
it much more diffi  cult to determine the 
costs of your services. If you are a private-
sector business, knowing your inventory 
is essential for staying competitive.”

As for public safety, Mucha says 
that from a police and fi re perspective, 
“whether you have axes, chainsaws, 
breathing apparatus and other equipment, 
knowing how many you have and where 
they are is critical.” 

One of the biggest problems among 
cities is that inventory information is 
disaggregated into diff erent depart-
ments that don’t communicate with one 
another. Fire hydrants are an example of 
this. In many cities, if a car crashes into 
a hydrant and it’s disabled, the damaged 
device is reported to the department of 
public works for replacement. But does 
anyone tell the fi re department? Not nec-
essarily. “A lot of times,” says Cate Rich-
ards of IBM’s Smarter Cities, “fi refi ghters 
don’t know that a hydrant is out until they 
get to the fi re.” 

The variety of unaccountable invento-
ries can be signifi cant. They can include 
large items like backhoes (Orlando has 
misplaced a few in the past) to smaller 
assets such as pens, paper, toner car-
tridges, cellphones, laptops—even guns. 
A recent Philadelphia audit discovered 
that there were 11 guns missing from the 
police department (not a whole lot, but 
even one missing gun is alarming). The 
city auditor did a full inventory of every 
fi rearm. As of now, there are 10 guns for 
which they’ve painstakingly located the 
paperwork—they just can’t fi nd the guns. 

Were the guns destroyed—which is 
standard operating practice in many cities 
for guns taken out of commission—or are 
they sitting in some Philadelphian’s pri-
vate arsenal? Without a strong inventory 
control system, items such as harmless 
cellphones to menacing guns can easily 
walk out the door. 

There’s also a need to analyze the 
times when available inventories are 
most necessary, and to manage them to 
avoid mismatches between capacity and 
needs. Washington, D.C., for example, 
has the fewest number of ambulances 
ready to go in the wee hours of the morn-
ing, just when there’s the most need for 
them. Moreover, it has far more fi re truck 
capacity than ambulances. So, if a resident 
calls 911 complaining of chest pain, a fi re 
engine may be dispatched because there 

Tracking inventory—from snowplows to ink cartridges—is a challenge for cities. 

W
e work out of an offi  ce in 
our New York City apart-
ment. Even though it’s just 
a two-person operation, 

we go through a surprising amount of 
supplies: paper, toner cartridges, fi le fold-
ers and so on. In order to save money and 
be more effi  cient, we buy in bulk.

Makes sense, right? The only problem 
is that we still run out of supplies (leading 
to sometimes loud conversations about 
who used the last black ink cartridge and 
didn’t re-order). Even when we haven’t 
run out of something, we frequently can’t 
fi gure out what fi le cabinet it’s in. So, we 
re-order. It’s our theory that if we ever 
leave this apartment, we’ll uncover four 
years’ worth of yellow legal pads. 

This is hardly earthshaking news, 
especially to anyone who has ever been 
in our offi  ce. But it’s remarkable how 
many of America’s cities aren’t doing their 
jobs of inventory control a whole lot bet-
ter than we are. For them, however, it’s a 
matter of big dollars, effi  ciency and even 
public safety.
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| BETTER GOVERNMENT

By Mark Funkhouser

59

aren’t enough ambulances available. In 
many instances, all the fi refi ghters can 
do is call for one. The solutions here may 
cost money but it doesn’t make sense to 
spend a single dollar until there is a full 
understanding of the times when invento-
ries are most needed, as well as what uses 
they best fulfi ll.

That isn’t the only organization 
issue. Pittsburgh Auditor  Michael Lamb 
recently ran an audit of inventory controls 
and found that the city was losing a great 
deal of effi  ciency and dollars thanks to its 
weak systems. Managers had determined 
that they could expedite the procurement 
process by moving away from centralized 
purchases of things like weed whackers, 
lawnmowers, snowplows and chainsaws. 
One downside of decentralization, Lamb 
notes, is that there are six divisions that 
maintain the parks and streets of the city. 
“We got away from buying a specifi c kind 
of lawnmower. That makes it much more 
diffi  cult to keep inventories of parts.”

Even when an entity is buying a single 
commodity, its location can be a mystery. 
Let’s say Pittsburgh was  purchasing parts 
for just one kind of lawnmower. If they’re 
stored in multiple warehouses around the 
city, it can be time-consuming getting the 
right part to the lawnmower in need—if it 
can be found at all.

Decentralized inventories also make it 
a lot harder to buy in the kind of bulk that 
tends to save money on parts. It means 
that the city is often precluded from 
using so-called “mini-auctions” for many 
purchases. “Even if Pittsburgh saved 
only 10 percent by doing mini-auctions 
instead of relying on existing contracts 
for commonly used items, it could save 
10 percent—that is $20 million a year,” 
says Lamb.

The good news about Pittsburgh is 
that it has purchased a module to its giant 
computer system that will allow for bet-
ter inventory controls. The bad news is 
that implementation of the system has 
been delayed for years. “We’ve built the 
house,” says Lamb. “Now, we’re waiting to 
move in.”  G
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How to Engage Public Workers
It’s crucial, and a government HR expert shows the way.

It’s about a whole lot more than free pizza, casual Fridays and the boss’s open-
door policy. That’s the main message of Engaging Government Employees, a book by 
Robert Lavigna, and it’s one that leaders of government organizations large and small 
should pay attention to.

Lavigna, who was a Governing Public Offi  cial of the Year in 2000, is currently 
director of human resources for the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He has more 
than 30 years of experience leading public-sector personnel operations. But he tells 
you straight up that insights “culled from 
my many years of experience” are not the 
basis of his book. Instead, he has built it 
on empirical research.

There’s no doubt that employee 
engagement has a powerful impact 
on organizational outcomes. Studying 
private-sector organizations in critical 
areas such as profi tability and customer 
satisfaction, the polling fi rm Gallup found 
that high-engagement organizations 
were almost 20 percent more productive 
than their low-engagement counterparts. 
While measures such as profi tability are 
not a factor in government organizations, 
Lavigna cites a broad range of studies 
showing that results such as success in 
achieving strategic goals are closely associated with employee engagement.

As with the Gallup study, much of the literature on employee engagement focuses 
on private-sector organizations. Engaging government employees requires a very 
diff erent approach and is arguably more diffi  cult. For one thing, as Lavigna notes, 
government organizations and their workers increasingly are being “denigrated and 
stigmatized as under-worked and overpaid”—resulting, not surprisingly, in “a sharp 
decline in employee morale and engagement.” These are negative infl uences that 
private-sector employers and their workers have not had to face.

Another diff erence is that the factors motivating government employees are dif-
ferent from those that drive their private-sector counterparts. Public servants are 
more likely to be motivated by incentives such as the opportunity to make a diff er-
ence in the lives of the people they serve, which makes the line of sight between their 
roles and their agencies’ larger missions of paramount importance.

Lavigna’s book has three vital components. First, he lays out a framework for how 
to systematically improve engagement that uses neither hunches nor intuition but 
empirical measures. Second, he gives examples of free resources, including valid and 
reliable survey instruments that government leaders can use. And third, he off ers 
examples of agencies at every government level that have successfully used these 
tools to improve engagement.

Few governments can aff ord more employees, so it’s vital that the ones they have 
work at high levels of performance. That will come only from workers who are 
engaged because their leaders have made employee engagement a strategic impera-
tive and have pursued it seriously, steadily and systematically.  G
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Problem Solver | TECH TALK

60

W
ith more than 80 percent 
of Americans using their 
cellphones to send and 
receive text messages, it 

only makes sense we should be able to 
text 911 in an emergency. But that abil-
ity is only now just coming online and 
there’s still a lot of work to do before it’s 
universal: Only 100 call centers out of 
more than 6,000 across the country are 
capable of receiving and responding to 
text messages.

Now that America’s four major wire-
less phone carriers have agreed to sup-
port text-to-911, however, expect to see 
the number of call centers accepting text 
messages grow rapidly, says Trey For-
gety, director of government aff airs at the 

National Emergency Number Association 
(NENA). “Nearly everyone is either work-
ing to move to text-to-911 or is planning 
how they are going to do it,” he says.

That’s the challenge for states and 
localities: fi guring out the technology. 
Currently, emergency call centers have 
three options when it comes to receiv-
ing and sending text messages. The fi rst 
involves the legacy system known as TTY, 
which just about everyone has and is used 
to receive messages from the deaf and dis-
abled. The second option involves setting 

By Tod Newcombe

Can You Read Me Now?
Texting 911 has begun, but just a few call centers are ready to get the messages. 

up a Web portal to display text messages. 
These two approaches are considered 
shortcuts. While they give call centers a 
quick on-ramp to accepting emergency 
calls by text, experts say, they fall short of 
what today’s technology can off er. Under 
each of these scenarios, phone calls would 
still be preferable because they have better 
location-targeting capabilities.

The third option is adopting so-called 
next-generation 911. The new technol-
ogy runs on Internet protocol standards, 
which allows call centers to integrate 
not just text messages but also photos, 
video and other types of attachments. In 
addition, the technology would give dis-
patchers the ability to locate where a text 
message originated and would provide 

for scripted responses. This last part will 
make it so dispatchers don’t have to type 
out all their responses to callers—stream-
lining the process. 

But next-generation 911 isn’t cheap. 
The Federal Communications Commis-
sion estimates that to upgrade every call 
center in the country to next-generation 
911 will cost nearly $3 billion. For now, 
that means call centers will have diff erent 
capabilities. And until everyone adopts 
text-to-911, those who try to text an emer-
gency call center that’s not equipped for 

texts will get a bounce-back message from 
the phone carriers, instructing them to 
call 911.

The Hamilton County, Ohio, Com-
munications Center is one of the fi rst to 
adopt next-generation 911 technology. 
The center handles 688,000 calls annu-
ally, and Jayson Dunn, the center’s direc-
tor, says, “We were a bit anxious the move 
would overwhelm us with messages.” 
That hasn’t been the case. The county 
call center has received just four text mes-
sages so far, but they refl ect why the move 
to text-to-911 is so important. In one case, 
Dunn says, a young woman was contem-
plating suicide and a friend urged her to 
call for help. She didn’t want her parents 
to hear her on the phone, though, so she 
texted instead. 

Text-to-911 could be more benefi -
cial than a voice call in a number of sce-
narios: helping those who don’t want to 
alert an intruder, aiding someone who 
has been kidnapped or engaging young 
people in trouble who don’t want to talk 
on the phone, but are comfortable texting. 
According to Dunn, text-to-911 will also 
have a huge impact on the disabled, espe-
cially the deaf community. “They will be 
able to communicate with us much more 
eff ectively during an emergency,” he says.

By making call centers text-ready, 
local governments can open the door to 
modernization, says NENA’s Forgety. He 
points out that many call centers still use 
a legacy technology, known as switched 
networks. Next-generation 911, however, 
is based on the Internet, which is much 
more fl exible and adaptive to change. 
“This transition [to texting] will allow 911 
call centers to deal with the kinds of tech-
nological changes they are going to have 
to routinely engage with in an Internet 
environment.”  G 
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Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

The Coeur d’Alene Resort

             

        National Association of State Technology Directors   www.nastd.org

Since 1978, the National Association of State Technology Directors (NASTD) has been the trusted 
resource for state government information technology professionals looking to share new ideas and 
key information on provisioning and managing public sector information technology assets.  
     
The 2014 NASTD Annual Conference and Technology Showcase will bring more than 200 state 
government and private sector information technology professionals together to explore how state 
governments can achieve and maintain service delivery excellence through enhanced collaboration. 
The event will include more than 10 general sessions, four breakout sessions, two 90-minute 
roundtable discussion sessions and a showcase featuring leading technology solution providers.   

Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) have also been invited to provide 

federal/state technology initiatives.

Attaining Excellence Through Collaboration

37th
Annual Conference & Technology Showcase
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By Justin Marlowe

T
he California state auditor’s 
offi  ce raised lots of eyebrows 
around Sacramento last spring. 
In an annual review of the state’s 

fi nancial statements, auditors identifi ed 
more than $30 billion worth of errors. 
They found faulty accounting assump-
tions, transactions recognized incorrectly 
and simple arithmetic mistakes, among 
other problems. Fortunately, these errors 
were corrected before the fi nal fi nancial 
report was published.

In a state with almost $300 billion of 
assets, enormous pension funds and doz-
ens of quasi-independent entities under 
its purview, a few small mistakes can 
quickly add up to $30 billion. Controller 
John Chiang, whose offi  ce prepares the 
fi nancial statements, characterized many 
of these as honest errors attributable to 
understaffi  ng and a lack of clear internal 
procedures—fi xable problems. 

In fact, there are those who think 
this is how public fi nancial governance 
should work: An entity within the gov-
ernment that is also independent of it 
reviews that government’s fi nancial poli-
cies, procedures and reports. When that 
entity fi nds errors it shares those errors 
directly with the governing body. The 

government then fi xes those mistakes. 
For those who subscribe to this more 
“corporate” style of fi nancial governance, 
the California episode is an uplifting 
story of what’s possible. It might also 
illustrate things to come.

Throughout the past decade, public 
companies have overhauled their fi nan-
cial governance practices. Much of that 
change was brought about by the 2002 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act passed in the wake 
of the Enron scandal. Enron was a colos-
sal mess in part because its auditors rarely 
questioned management’s aggressive 
accounting and fi nancial reporting tactics.

In the post-Sarbanes-Oxley world, 
public companies must establish, among 
other things, an independent audit com-
mittee that oversees the fi nancial audit 
process, reviews fi nancial policies and 
procedures, and generally monitors a 
company’s fi nancial inner-workings. If 
the audit committee spots a problem, 
it can circumvent management and 
report directly to the company’s board of 
directors. Experts disagree—sometimes 
pointedly—about whether these reforms 
have worked, but there’s no question 
that these reforms changed fi nancial 
governance forever. 

States and big cities that elect an 
auditor or create an audit committee 
can realize many of these oversight ben-
efi ts. According to some recent academic 
research in this area, only about one-
third of smaller local governments and 
one-half of big cities have voluntarily 
established an independent audit func-
tion. Most that have not say their internal 
controls and other fi nancial governance 
structures are strong enough. Others 
say audit committees are so politically 
sensitive that the benefi ts don’t usually 
outweigh the costs.

But this might change. Around the 
time the California auditor’s offi  ce pub-
lished its fi ndings, the Association of 
Local Government Auditors (ALGA), 
the main professional association in this 
area, published its long-awaited guidance 
on independent audit committees. ALGA 
recommended that local governments 
not only establish an independent audit 
committee, but also make certain that the 
committee includes fi nancial experts who 
are not members of the governing body. 
The guidance goes on to say that prop-
erly resourced audit committees should 
have access to outside experts who can 
help make sense of complex or unfore-
seen fi nancial issues. Hypothetically, this 
could include everything from decisions 
about whether to issue debt to the fund-
ing of pension plans to how much money 
to keep in a rainy day fund.

ALGA’s message is subtle, but clear: 
As public fi nance becomes ever more 
complex, even small local governments 
need a competent, vigilant, independent 
and expansive voice to make sure the 
public’s money is managed prudently. 
The independent audit committee model 
is far from perfect, but it seems to have 
emerged as the go-to model, for now.  G
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Checking the Books, Twice
Is it time for states and localities to set up an audit of the auditors?
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FINANCIAL 
LITERACY

GUIDE TO

Connecting 
Money, Policy 
and Priorities
Most people get involved in government and public 

service because they have a desire to change or 

accomplish something. Some want to expand health 

care while others may want to reform education. 

Regardless of the reason, government leaders soon 

realize they can’t accomplish much if they don’t speak 

the language of public fi nance. The Governing Guide to 

Financial Literacy provides government leaders with a 

go-to resource for understanding and mastering public 

fi nance. Download the Guide to learn more about:

✓ Budget basics
✓ Investing
✓ Legacy costs
✓ Taxes

To download 
a complimentary 
copy, visit: 
www.governing.com/
publicfi nance

Connecting 
Money, Policy 
and Priorities

Sponsors:

FINANCIAL 
LITERACY

GUIDE TO

Connecting Money,  
Policy and Priorities

A SUPPLEMENT TO GOVERNING
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Last Look

Vermont Lt. Gov. Phil Scott added an interesting tidbit to his 
résumé last year when he became the fi rst acting governor to drive 
a stock car professionally. “I think I’m the fi rst to win,” he added 
in an interview with Sports Illustrated. Gov. Peter Shumlin was out 
of the state on vacation when Scott beat a fi eld of 29 at Thunder 
Road International Speedbowl, where he’s the all-time wins leader. 
Scott, who hails from Barre, has been a race car driver for more 
than 23 years, racing snowmobiles before that. The Republican, 
who also owns a construction company, attributes his early political 
success—he served fi ve terms in the Vermont Senate before running 
for lieutenant governor—to the racetrack for giving him name 
recognition. But it’s clear that racing has infl uenced the second-
term lieutenant governor off  the track as well: “I treat people the 
way I want to be treated, so it’s not like I’m banging on other guys’ 
bumpers all the time.”  —Elizabeth Daigneau  

LEIF TILLOTSON

governing.com/lastlook
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Wells Fargo Government and Institutional Banking is a specialized business with professionals who are experienced 
in understanding the unique challenges faced by all types of government organizations. From raising capital and 
managing assets to increasing operational effi  ciencies and managing risk, we off er the right combination of services 
to help you achieve your goals. Let us put our knowledge and experience to work for you.

To learn more, visit wellsfargo.com/government.

Put our experienced team to work for you

1Cliff water LLC - Trends in State Pension Asset Allocation and Performance, June 26, 2012.
2 RPMG, 2012 Purchasing Card Benchmark Survey Results.
Commercial banking products and services are provided by Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. Investment banking and capital markets products and services are provided by Wells Fargo Securities, 
and are not a condition to any banking product or service. Wells Fargo Securities is the trade name for certain securities-related capital markets and investment banking services of 
Wells Fargo & Company and its subsidiaries, including Wells Fargo Securities, LLC, member NYSE, FINRA, NFA, and SIPC, and Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. Municipal derivatives services are 
provided by Wells Fargo Bank, N.A., a swap dealer registered with the CFTC and member of the NFA. 

© 2014 Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. All rights reserved. Member FDIC. WCS-1202286 (07/2014)

Public pension fund commitments to alternative 
investments have doubled over the last fi ve years.1

$74 per transaction is the average savings by moving 
supplier payments to commercial cards from a 
traditional purchase order-invoice-check process.2

Let us help you understand the risks and opportunities 
in new investments. 

Learn how you can exercise greater control of your 
disbursements with a single accounts payable solution.
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