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IN THIS ISSUE 

A New Chapter 

T
his January not only ushered in a new decade, but 
also marked the next great chapter for Governing:
After 23 years with Congressional Quarterly and 
the Times Publishing Co., we begin publishing under 

new ownership.
Governing is now part of e.Republic Inc., publishers of 

Government Technology, Public CIO and Emergency Management, 
and founder of the Center for Digital Government. e.Republic 
also manages a thriving events business focused on uniting 
public-sector leaders throughout the country—therefore, the fi t for 
Governing among this impressive stable of titles and events 
couldn’t be better.

This new association with e.Republic presents an exciting 
opportunity to be not only part of an organization that shares our 
passion for public service, but also is focused entirely on providing 
job-critical information to the men and women who serve state 
and local government. Together, we have more than 45 years of 
experience covering and serving this important community.  

Continuing Governing’s long history of editorial excellence, 
I’m pleased to welcome back to our team Tod Newcombe, who 
takes on the role of editor.  Tod is a veteran journalist, former 
editor of Public CIO and one-time writer for Governing.  We’re 
defi nitely in good hands under Tod’s leadership. 

We start off  this month with a feature story on health-care 
reform’s impact on the states.  So far in the health-care reform 
debate, all eyes have been on Washington; once the bill passes, 
however, it will be up to the states to implement key parts of it. 
Governing’s John Buntin explains what this entails and looks at 
two states—New Mexico and Alabama—that are taking diff erent 
approaches to prepare for this new responsibility.  

You’ll also fi nd Governing’s Zach Patton taking a heartening 
look at the rise of homeless families in America, examining two 
programs that use federal stimulus money to combat this trou-
bling trend with some success.  

And if you think clearing snow is as easy as fi xing a shovel on 
the front of a truck, you’re wrong.  Check out David Kidd’s photo 
essay that captures his time spent in Syracuse N.Y.; he followed 
the professionals who clear roads in a city where more snow falls 
than just about anywhere else.  

Let me know how we’re doing by sending me an e-mail at  
publisher@governing.com.

—Fred Kuhn, Publisher
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LETTERS

Government’s Business
I really liked your article about local 

governments getting into the hotel busi-
ness [Hotel Fever, p.27, December 2009]. 
I am glad you showed quite clearly that 
there is a gap between what private com-
panies do and what a healthy society as a 
whole needs. I dislike the idea of govern-
ments becoming too competitive with one 
another. But I equally dislike the idea that 

governments cannot 
do anything in the eco-
nomic fi eld when pri-
vate companies aren’t 
interested. 

Ultimately I am 
very satisfi ed that 
Dallas voted for the 
hotel, and I like Mayor 
Tom Leppert’s sen-
timent that “cities 
simply have diff erent 
standards of success 
than private hotel 
companies do.” As 

long as the taxpayers do not need to pay 
more, I’d call it a success. But I am glad 
your article warns governments that they 
need to base their decisions on the facts 
and not the spin. The competitive edge 
can be quite sharp. 

Fredrick Schermer

Oakland, Calif.

Privatization’s Promise 
and Peril

Thank you for your interesting article 
about Indiana’s welfare privatization saga 
[When Privatization Becomes a Problem, 
Human Services Newsletter, December 
2009].  I think your comments are largely 
on target, but as a longtime observer of 
Indiana’s welfare service delivery cul-
ture, I have to say it was time for some 
kind of change. 

While I have worked with a number 
of fi ne public employees over the years, 
many of the rank-and-fi le state work-
ers on the front end of this system were 
less than inspiring. These were typically 
underpaid and poorly trained individuals, 
some of whom, sad to say, were 20 min-
utes away from being on the caseload. I 

have vivid memories of taking my clients 
to the welfare offi  ce and speaking through 
the bulletproof glass to a surly bureaucrat 
in an eff ort to secure benefi ts. 

The problem was not in contracting 
for privately delivered management ser-
vices but, as you point out, in assuming 
that technology can fi x everything. The 
IBM-ACS rollout in Indiana was too big 
and too fast.  If the state welfare agency 
had moved more cautiously, setting this 
up as a demonstration project in just a 

few counties and retaining more state 
control of back-offi  ce operations, I think 
it would have gone much more smoothly. 
Time will tell if the state’s comeback 
eff ort—a so-called “hybrid” system com-
bining more face-to-face client contact 
and better use of technology—will yield 
the desired result.

Thomas A. Orr

Program Offi  cer 
Local Initiatives Support Corp., Indianapolis

Indianapolis, Ind.
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“I would like to think employee retention/
retirement/furloughs will be a MAJOR 
topic [to watch] since the states’ budgets 
are not improving and revenue 
projections are falling short.”
—from a fan of the Governing Facebook page

“I think the saying goes, we build our 
buildings and then they build us. Our 
governmental structures represent 
who and what we are as a society
—past, present and future.”
—from a fan of the Governing Facebook page

“One thing that makes a good manager 
great is their willingness and ability to 
remain abreast of modern communication 
and technology. The best way to reach 
youth and certain working parents, etc. 
may be social and new media. Meanwhile, 
new hires need to accept they are learning 
too, and there is a lot they don’t know.”
—from a member of Governing’s LinkedIn group

 Join Governing’s LinkedIn group at linkedin.com

 Fan Governing on Facebook at facebook.com/governing

 Follow Governing on Twitter at twitter.com/governing

 Put Governing in your RSS reader at governing.com
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Hotel Fever
Cities want conventions. Some think 

the way to get them is to build a mega-hotel 

next to the convention center.

Others call that a waste of money.

The campaigns of Tom Leppert 

and Anne Raymond spent mil-

lions of dollars this spring woo-

ing Dallas voters. Leppert and 

Raymond debated on radio and television. 

Both commanded a slate of city council 

candidates loyal to their causes.

But Leppert and Raymond weren’t 

running for office against one another. 

They weren’t running for office at all. 

They were arguing about a hotel.

Leppert is the mayor of Dallas. He’s 

also the biggest supporter of building a 

$500-million, 1,000-room hotel that will 

be adjacent to the Dallas Convention Cen-

ter and will be owned by the city itself. 

Leppert believes the hotel will be the 

linchpin of Dallas’ downtown economy.

Raymond is an executive with Crow 

Holdings, a leading Dallas real estate 

firm. She was the spokesperson for a bal-

lot campaign to block the hotel, arguing 

that city government should stay out of 

the hotel business. In that role, Raymond 

acted as a surrogate for hotel baron Har-

By Josh Goodman

lan Crow, who spent an estimated $7 

million of his own money to promote 

the measure. Ultimately, Leppert’s side 

won on a close vote, and construction 

has already begun. But the hotel debate 

became Dallas’ dominant political issue 

for months on end.

Strange as it might seem for a single 

hotel to command that much attention, 

it’s increasingly common. In the long 

war over government’s proper role in 

economic development, one of the most 

intense skirmishes has involved con-

vention-center hotels paid for by cities. 

Today, new convention-center hotels are 

almost all publicly owned or heavily sub-

sidized. In Texas alone, flagship hotels for 

convention centers have been approved 

with public help in Houston, Austin, San 

Antonio and Fort Worth. Elsewhere in 

the country, Chicago, Denver, Phoenix, 

St. Louis and Baltimore have done the 

same thing.
The elected leaders of these cities 

believe that by building fancy hotels con-

nected to their convention centers, they 

can lure more visitors from out of state. 

The taxes and economic activity generated 

by these visitors, they wager, can make 

investments in hotels pay for themselves.

Critics, though, don’t merely say that 

hotel ownership is beyond the proper 

scope of government. They argue that cit-

ies have placed bets on a declining stream 

of revenue based on impossibly rosy fore-

casts. And, there is reason for caution. 

DAVID KIDD

December 2009 | GOVERNING 27

GOV02_06.indd   6GOV02_06.indd   6 1/21/10   10:31:24 AM1/21/10   10:31:24 AM

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



If you’re not one of the 17,000 
government entities that make 
Aflac available to their employees, 
you don’t know quack.

It’s no wonder that state, county, and city governments across the 
United States choose Aflac. Our easy-to-implement policies provide 
more benefits per premium dollar than any of our competitors* and can 
help you attract and retain your workforce—all at no cost** to you. 

Underwritten by American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus.  
In New York, underwritten by American Family Life Assurance Company of New York.  
Worldwide Headquarters • Columbus, GA 31999

getquack.com

NAD0940A

*A.M. Best Insurance Reports - Life & Health, US, 2009 Edition (2008 Annual Data, Version 2009.1)  
**There may be indirect administrative or other costs.

GOV_Feb10.indd   6GOV_Feb10.indd   6 1/6/10   1:45:51 PM1/6/10   1:45:51 PM

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



GOVERNING |  February 20108

ies of state entrepreneurship and called 
it Laboratories of Democracy, echoing the 
phrase coined by Justice Louis Brandeis 
more than 50 years earlier. President Ron-
ald Reagan’s promise to devolve power to 
the states may have gone largely unreal-
ized during his two terms in offi  ce, but 
states treated it as a license for seeking 
solutions to the myriad domestic policy 
problems that weren’t being addressed 
at the federal level. As anybody who was 
around state government in those days 
will recall, it was a heady time. 

And it lasted quite a while. Notwith-
standing a pair of moderately severe 
recessions, states remained the fulcrum 
of public policy experiment in America 
for the better part of two decades. When 
it came to health, energy policy and 
a wide variety of other subjects, there was 
far more innovation at the state level in 
the 1990s and 2000s than in the federal 
government.

T
he contrast between the vitality of 
states and cities circa 1987 couldn’t 
have been greater. Urban America 

was experiencing the twin ravages of 
AIDS and crack cocaine. Rates of violent 
crime were reaching levels never before 
seen in the nation’s history. 

There were more than 2,000 homicides 
in New York City in 1987, nearly three 
times as many as a quarter-century before, 
and the rate was continuing to increase. 
Whole city sections had become bywords 
for physical and social degradation; Paul 
Newman’s movie, Fort Apache, the Bronx, 
characterized one of New York’s boroughs 
as a hellhole more reminiscent of Third 
World chaos than of the largest metropo-
lis in the United States. 

While crime was shooting up, urban 
population was plunging. Cities such as 
Cleveland, Detroit and St. Louis were 

 W
hen the fi rst issue of Gov-
erning appeared 22 years 
a g o,  t h e  e d i t o r s  m a d e 
clear that this was a maga-

zine about states and localities—their 
strengths, weaknesses, accomplishments 
and challenges—not a publication focused 
on one level of government or the other.

At the same time, it was clear which 
one was the senior partner in the Ameri-
can federal system. States were in good 
fi scal shape and more innovative than 
they had been in years. Governors of both 
parties, led by Jim Blanchard in Michigan 
and Dick Thornburgh in Pennsylvania, 
were dreaming up all sorts of economic 
development schemes to keep their states 
healthy in a post-industrial world. Bill 
Clinton in Arkansas and Tommy Thomp-
son in Wisconsin were experimenting 
with changes in welfare law that paved the 
way for federal welfare reform enacted a 
decade later.  

In 1988, journalist David Osborne 
wrote a book detailing the many variet-

half the size they had been a generation 
earlier, and their downtowns were pock-
marked with empty storefronts and unde-
rused offi  ce buildings, the streets lonely 
and dangerous anytime after dark. New 
York’s psyche was still damaged by the 
painful memory of the near-bankruptcy 
of the previous decade; Cleveland still had 
not recovered from the humiliating bond 
default of 1978. 

This was the balance that prevailed 
between states and localities when Gov-
erning published its fi rst issue. To call it 
a balance at all is to underestimate what 
things were like. Many states were feisty 
and eager to take on new challenges. Cit-
ies were struggling just to survive.

T
o say that the balance has shifted in 
22 years would be to make an even 
greater understatement. In 2010, 

the states aren’t laboratories of democ-
racy; they aren’t laboratories of anything, 
unless it’s insolvency. The numbers are 
familiar enough that there’s no need to 
spend whole paragraphs repeating them: 
Suffi  ce it to say that states as a whole are 
facing, by reliable estimates, a combined 
fi scal shortfall of up to $170 billion this 
year and $120 billion next year; that 
some are looking at budget holes equal 
to a quarter of their general fund or even 
more; that they are laying off  thousands 

By Alan Ehrenhalt

Taking Stock
Recalling 22 years of assessing the ebb and fl ow of states and localities.

ASSESSMENTS

If my arithmetic 

is right, this is the 215th 

Assessments column 

I have written as editor 

of Governing. 
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of workers and furloughing many thou-
sands more; and that this still leaves 
them far short of the revenue they need 
to meet constitutional balanced-budget 
requirements. 

The recession may be about over, but 
the fi scal crisis is not. The majority of 
states are looking at long-term pension 
and retiree health-care costs that must 
be addressed before they can be fi scally 
comfortable again. So far, none of the 
states with the most serious long-term 
problems has shown much resolve in 
addressing them.

The bottom line is that it may be unreal-
istic to consider states major innovators in 
public policy anytime in this decade. There 
are creative things they can do that don’t 
cost a lot—they can pass new laws dealing 
with highway safety or cable TV regula-
tion—but since most genuine innovation 
requires spending, it’s fair to say that the 
laboratories of democracy will be closed, 
or at least inactive, for quite a while.

 I
f life has changed dramatically in the 
state capitols over the past two decades, 
it has changed just as much in the 

cities. And on the whole, it has changed 
for the better. To start with, there is safety. 
The number of homicides in New York 
City last year was 466, a level reached 
in 1987 before the end of March. Popu-
lation is growing again as well, not just 
in New York, but also in Chicago, Wash-
ington, D.C., and numerous other cities 
that used to dread each decade’s census 
for its inevitable documentation of con-
tinuing decline.

To say cities are doing better is not to 
minimize the perilous fi scal shape that 
many of them are in right now. Even as 
it becomes safer and more attractive to 
new residents, New York is having to 
raise taxes, lay off  workers and cut back 
on social programs. That is a common 
predicament. But on the whole, urban 
fi scal problems are more recession-based 
and less structural than those of the states. 
Cities don’t have Medicaid to worry 
about. Some have locked themselves into 
dangerous long-term pension commit-
ments—Vallejo, Calif., went bankrupt over 

pension costs and San Diego nearly did a 
few years ago—but on the whole, cities 
have done better than states at avoiding 
this trap. And they have been more cre-
ative at fi nding ways to raise the revenues 
they need to render the services citizens 
demand of them. Raising taxes and fees 
hasn’t always been the best economic 
development strategy, but it has helped 
keep budgets under control.

 In any case, the renewal of cities is 
not primarily a fi scal matter. It is shown 
more clearly in the revival of residential 
life and street vitality all across the coun-
try; in the light rail systems taking shape 
in places one would never even associate 
with public transportation, such as Phoe-
nix, Dallas and Charlotte, N.C.; and in the 
nodes of urban density that have begun 
to spring up along the transit lines once 
they are built. Most of all, urban revival 
is linked with changing demographics, 
as increasing numbers of people in their 
teens, 20s and early 30s, the vast major-
ity of them singles or childless couples, 
express a preference for some form 
of urbanized life as a change from the 
cul-de-sac suburbia in which many of 
them grew up.

The urban comeback has stalled in 
the recession, as lending for central-city 
residential and commercial development 
has dried up. Some experts insist the 
comeback hasn’t only stalled but ended: 
They believe once the economy recovers,
suburban sprawl will simply resume. I 
think the evidence, from demographics,
surveys and simple on-the-ground 
realities of the past few years, is clearly 
against them.

Whatever the future of urban revival 
may be, its recent past refl ects a record of 
impressive innovation by many mayors. 
From the downtown development strate-
gies of Richard M. Daley in Chicago, to the 
environmental activism of Greg Nickels in 
Seattle, the transportation planning initia-
tives of Michael Bloomberg in New York, 
and the housing reforms under Shirley 
Franklin in Atlanta, the past decade has 
seen a budding of new ideas in urban pol-
icy far more interesting than anything that 
preceded it for a long time. 

Some may be tempted to say that the 
laboratories of democracy haven’t closed; 
they simply have moved from state capi-
tols to city halls. But I would be wary of 
taking the argument too far. If we have 
learned anything at Governing over the 
past 22 years, it is that power and creativ-
ity in the American federal system ebb 
and fl ow in cycles. The states have a huge 
task of restructuring ahead of them in the 
next decade. It will be excruciating, but 
once they accomplish it—and they really 
have no choice but to accomplish it, if 
they want to survive as legitimate politi-
cal entities—there is reason to hope that 
they can eventually regain the spirit of 
optimism and innovation they displayed 
two decades ago.

 I
f my arithmetic is right, this is the 215th 
Assessments column I have written 
as editor of Governing. It is also the 

last. I’m moving on to try my hand at 
some new research on the states and to 
fi nish a book I’m writing on the future of 
American cities. I’ve heard from many of 
you personally in the past 19 years, and 
have appreciated every letter and e-mail, 
even (or perhaps especially) the many 
that took issue with things I’ve said. I 
expect to pop up in print in quite a few 
places in the coming months and years; I 
hope you’ll continue to let me know what 
you think. G

E-mail ehrenhalt@yahoo.com
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Whether your employees are parks workers keeping public spaces in order or administrators 

keeping budgets in order, they could all use help with retirement planning. As the only not-for-

profit focused exclusively on the retirement needs of the public sector, we provide plan sponsors 

with exceptional support. And we help more than 900,000 employees build retirement 

security through our education materials and multi-manager investment strategy. 

No wonder so many city, county and state employees turn to us to power their 

retirement plans.  Call 800-729-4457 www.icmarc.org 

Who maintains the 
retirements of the people 
who maintain our parks?

Vantagepoint Funds are distributed by ICMA-RC Services, LLC, a wholly owned broker-dealer subsidiary of ICMA-RC, 
member FINRA/SIPC. ©2010 ICMA-RC AC: 0110-3655

PlanSMART with ICMA-RC. 
Learn more at www.icmarc.org/plansmart10.
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OBSERVER   By Josh Goodman

Reaching for a Tuition Tax? 
leges and universities weren’t shy about pointing out those con-
tributions. Students and employees pay a variety of taxes, such 
as sales and occupational taxes, and are considered engines of 
economic growth. Did Pittsburgh, the colleges wondered, really 
want to kill the goose that laid the golden egg?

While only a few other cities have contemplated a tuition tax, 
variations of this debate are playing out around the country. As 
hospitals and colleges are growing, thriving and, most impor-
tantly, gobbling up property, they’re creating growing anxiety for 
city budgeters.

In Pittsburgh, Ravenstahl backed down amid criticisms that 
his proposal was unfair and potentially illegal. In exchange for 
dropping the tuition tax, colleges agreed to make unspecifi ed 
fi nancial contributions to the city and help lobby the Legislature 
to aid Pittsburgh’s pension fund.

The issue isn’t going away though. Fontana is proposing state 
legislation that would give cities the power to tax the newly 
acquired property of large nonprofi ts. He hopes the taxes won’t 

   I
  n cities from Boston to Baltimore to Birmingham, Ala., univer-
sities and hospitals have played key roles in revitalizing urban 
neighborhoods. But expansions of eds and meds come with a 
downside: Tax exemptions cost cities money.
That was the subtext when Pittsburgh Mayor Luke Ravenstahl 

proposed a 1 percent tax on college tuition in late 2009. Part of the 
reason for this proposal was Pittsburgh’s poor fi nancial shape: 
The city has a seriously underfunded employee pension system.

Still, Ravenstahl wasn’t targeting colleges randomly. Univer-
sities and hospitals have thrived in Pittsburgh, with real costs to 
the city. Pittsburgh’s primary source of revenue is property taxes. 
Nonprofi ts are exempt from property taxes, but require city ser-
vices. “They’re buying up taxable real estate properties and taking 
them off  the tax rolls,” says Sen. Wayne Fontana, who represents 
Pittsburgh. “The trickle-down eff ect is that everyone else pays 
more for the same services.”

Of course, these institutions do contribute to cities in various 
ways. When faced with the tuition tax proposal, Pittsburgh col-
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   Conservative Utah doesn’t usu-
ally have a lot in common 
with liberal Massachusetts. 

But both states have embraced health 
exchanges—one of the big ideas in 
health-care reform. As Utah ramps 
up its exchange, the question that its 
experiment will answer is whether an 
exchange will work without Massachu-
setts-style government interventions.

A health exchange creates a place 
online where individuals can shop 
for diff erent health-care plans, a con-
cept that has conservative intellectual 
roots. So it was somewhat ironic when 
Massachusetts moved on the idea fi rst, 
combining an exchange with things 
that conservatives generally don’t 
like—mandates and expansions of 
public health insurance programs—to 
achieve the nation’s highest rate of 
people with insurance.

Health-care reform legislation 
coming out of Congress closely fol-
lows the Massachusetts model, which 
includes a requirement that everyone 
buy health insurance—a model Utah 
policymakers would prefer to avoid.

Utah wants to fi gure out how to 
build a free market for health care. 
House Speaker David Clark acknowl-
edges that if someone is having a heart 
attack, he’s not going to shop around 
for the hospital with the best price. But 
he thinks consumers should be making 
more choices in health insurance plan 
selection. Today most employers pres-
ent people with their health options. 

“I’ve worked for the same bank for 
33 years,” Clark says. “I’ve never picked 
my own health insurance.”

Enter the Utah Health Exchange, 
under which employers give each 
worker a lump sum of money to use 
toward purchasing one of its plans. 
The hope is that each employee can 
pick a plan that suits him or her best; 
that insurance providers will compete 
to off er the best, most aff ordable plans; 
and that employers will enjoy some 
limits on their health costs.

So far, the state has encountered 
some bumps in its demonstration proj-
ect for small businesses that began in 
2009. The biggest problem is that 
prices are higher for insurance in the 
Exchange than outside of it.

To Judi Hillman, executive direc-
tor of the Utah Health Policy Project, 
those price disparities are proof that 
Utah needs to be more aggressive 
in regulating the cost and quality of 
insurance. “This is their last test to 
prove that Utah doesn’t need national 
reform,” Hillman says. “They’re going 
to fail the test.”

Utah offi  cials, though, don’t think 
they’ll fail. They’re working to elimi-
nate the price disparities, but they’re 
not going to pursue Massachusetts-
style regulation. Utah’s plan is to open 
the Exchange to all small businesses 
later this year. The state will soon be a 
great case study in whether the conser-
vative approach to health-care reform 
will work.  G

  Now that American higher educa-
tion has been racially integrated 
for decades, what’s the role of 

historically black colleges and universi-
ties (HBCUs)? That’s the question that 
lingers in the background, as Mississippi 
Gov. Haley Barbour recommends consoli-
dating his state’s three public HBCUs.

Barbour’s proposal has more to do 
with the state budget than it does race. 
Like many other states, Mississippi is cut-
ting hundreds of millions of dollars from 
its budget due to the economic malaise. 
Barbour, a Republican, sees streamlining 
education administration in his state as 
one solution.

He’s proposing reductions in the state’s 
number of K-12 school districts. He’s talk-
ing about merging the Mississippi Univer-
sity for Women (which has admitted men 
since 1982) with Mississippi State. And, 

most controversially, he wants to merge 
the state’s two smaller HBCUs, Missis-
sippi Valley State and Alcorn State, into 
its largest one: Jackson State.

Barbour’s case is that the budget short-
fall’s size makes it essentially impossible to 
hold education harmless. His preference is 
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Educating 
Haley

be necessary—that colleges and universi-
ties will increase their voluntary contribu-
tions instead.

That’s what large nonprofi ts in many 
other places are starting to do through 
what’s known as “payments in lieu of 
taxes.” For example, in Boston, with its 
legion of universities and hospitals, these 

voluntary contributions total $10 million 
per year. Then again, “voluntary” might 
not be quite the right word for these pay-
ments. What offi  cials in Pittsburgh and 
elsewhere increasingly are indicating is 
that with their budgets in jeopardy, they’re 
open to a little bit of coercion.  G 

Time to consolidate? The heads of 

Mississippi’s public universities at a 

presentation on the state’s 

economic situation.
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 When Lincoln Chafee kicked off  his campaign for governor of Rhode 
Island in January, he did something unconventional: He actually 
made news. Rather than stick to feel-good rhetoric, Chafee sug-
gested a tax increase. This proposal instantly roiled the Rhode Island 

political world, and refl ects the unusual campaign Chafee will run as he tries to be 
the fi rst Independent elected governor in the United States in 12 years.

Chaff ee running as an independent is itself a break from tradition. His father was 
an institution in the Rhode Island Republican Party, serving as governor and then as 
a U.S. senator for more than 20 years. The younger Chafee succeeded his father in 
the Senate, also as a mem-
ber of the GOP. Despite a 
moderate record, he was 
beaten in the Democratic 
wave in 2006.

Afterward, Chafee 
became an outspoken 
George W. Bush admin-
istration critic. As he 
aims for the governor’s 
offi  ce, the question now is 
whether he’ll run as a cen-
trist or try to outfl ank the 
Democratic nominee to 
the left in this overwhelm-
ingly Democratic state.

Chafee’s tax proposal 
didn’t go very far toward 
answering that question, 
but it did get people talking in the state. He said the state should consider institut-
ing a sales tax on food, clothes and medicine, all of which currently are tax-exempt 
in Rhode Island.

The reaction was harsh from Republicans, who objected to the higher taxes, and 
Democrats, who complained that Chafee’s proposal would fall disproportionately 
on the middle class. Still, it was a surprisingly concrete idea for fi xing Rhode Island’s 
structural budget problems. “People give Chafee credit for just taking a stand,” says 
political consultant Joe Fleming.

Whether it’s a stand that will earn him votes remains to be seen. Democrats have 
two statewide elected offi  cials in the race in State Treasurer Frank Caprio and Attorney 
General Patrick Lynch. Were it not for Chafee, either would be fairly well positioned 
to be Rhode Island’s next governor. 

Republicans have held the Rhode Island governorship for 16 consecutive years, but 
so far their only candidate is John Robitaille, term-limited incumbent Don Carcieri’s 
little-known communications director.

Chafee is the most likely alternative to the Democrats. He has personal wealth 
and name recognition, but winning as an independent is never easy. Maine’s Angus 

King and Minnesota’s Jesse Ventura were 
the last independents to be elected gover-
nor, both in 1998. —Josh Goodman

An Independent Mind
 Rhode Island’s Lincoln Chafee breaks with tradition.

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

| BALLOT BOX
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Lincoln Chafee declares his candidacy for 

Rhode Island governor as an independent.

to reduce administrators and take advan-
tage of economies of scale rather than 
cut direct classroom spending. “You can’t 
save without touching education,” says 
Dan Turner, Barbour’s spokesman. “The 
idea is consolidation is clearly better than 
closures.” Some duplicative academic pro-
grams at the schools likely would be elimi-
nated under the plan, but the three HBCU 
campuses would continue to operate.

Barbour’s idea appears unlikely to 
gain traction in the Legislature. Some 
legislators question whether consoli-
dation would save much money. They 
wonder why the governor is focusing on 
permanent changes in response to what 
they hope is only a temporary budget-
ary problem.

Questions of race aren’t too far below 
the surface. Some legislators argue that 
black schools are being targeted unfairly. 
“If the governor really wanted to address 
the institutions of higher learning,” says 
Mississippi Rep. Kelvin Buck, chairman of 
the Universities and Colleges Committee, 
“then he would have placed every univer-
sity in the state on the table.”

What the Mississippi debate hints 
at are questions about the purpose of 
HBCUs. Supporters note that many 
HBCUs provide access to college to stu-
dents who might not otherwise be able to 
attend. They also graduate a sizable share 
of the nation’s black doctors, engineers, 
scientists and teachers.

Nonetheless, reassessments of HBCUs 
are taking place beyond Mississippi. Some 
observers argue that a relic of segrega-
tion—and the separate white and black 
public colleges it spawned—is that South-
ern states simply have more institutions of 
higher education than they need. 

But Marybeth Gasman, an expert on 
HBCUs at the University of Pennsylva-
nia, urges caution in these sorts of reas-
sessments. She notes that HBCUs include 
schools that are large and small, urban 
and rural, public and private, selective 
and not. The biggest mistake policymak-
ers could make, she argues, is to treat them 
as though they’re all the same.   G

E-mail jgoodman@governing.com
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A Decade To Remember
10 years, 10 highlights for federalism.

By Donald F. Kettl

14

Now that the New Year’s champagne has lost its fi zz, it’s time to 
size up the state of American federalism. Here is my list of the top 
10 game changers during the decade of the aughts:  

1
Census (2000). Take the decennial count, add personal 
computers equipped with mapping software and presto
—there’s a new game where incumbents can create safe 

legislative districts and permanently lock in their advantage. 
Reapportionment shrank the number of marginal seats and 
increased the level of confl ict between increasingly polarized 
political parties. That made it harder for everyone to govern 
and for newcomers to run.

2
9/11 (2001). Everyone conceded the need to do a far better 
job connecting the dots, but as the feds fought over who 
was in charge, state and local governments often found 

themselves alone on the front lines of fi rst response. We’ve done 
a lot better in pulling the emergency systems together, but too 
many of the dots remain unconnected.

3
No Child Left Behind (2002). The George W. Bush admin-
istration’s signature domestic initiative had broad support. 
Who favored leaving children behind? But no one was very 

happy about the way it worked out. Local school districts com-
plained that the program imposed unfunded mandates. Attacking 
the program was one of the few things Democratic presidential 
candidates agreed on in 2008, but fi nding a fi x is proving very 
hard without pumping in a lot more cash.

4
John Roberts named chief justice (2005). The William 
Rehnquist court left behind a long string of decisions 
expanding the power of the states at the expense of the 

feds. Although it’s still a bit early to determine the mark of the 
Roberts court, the Rehnquist “federalism revolution” is ebbing 
in favor of a much more pragmatic approach. The court, how-
ever, is just one vote away from sliding toward a new revolution 
in states’ rights.

5
Katrina (2005). The storm not only devastated the Gulf 
States, but also left a major city in near-anarchy and made 
FEMA a dirty word. The feds concluded that they made a 

big mistake by trusting state and local offi  cials to deal with really 
big problems. In the aftermath of the Katrina fi asco, the feds have 
quietly decided they’ll be quicker on the trigger with a mega-
federal response the next time a big disaster occurs. 

6
Minneapolis bridge collapse (2007). When the I-35W 
bridge came down in the Twin Cities, the nation got a stun-
ning reminder of the crumbling state of its infrastructure. 

Cable failures on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge, the shut-
down of I-95 in Philadelphia to repair a crumbling bridge, and the 
implosion of a major bridge connecting New York and Vermont 
underlined the emerging crisis. Great video, little action.  

7
Ireland rejects European Union reform treaty (2008). 
Voters decisively rejected the EU’s plan to smooth out 
battles among its states, create a new president and 

strengthen foreign policymaking. Kudos to James Madison and 
the gang from 1787—this federalism stuff  is a lot harder to create 
and sustain than it looks. 

8
Economic meltdown (2009). As the rest of the economy 
staggered back to its feet, state and local governments con-
tinue to battle the long-term eff ects of the Great Recession. 

At the end of 2009, state and local tax revenues were down 7 percent 
over the dismal previous year. Almost every state is looking at big 
defi cits for fi scal 2011. Mayor Scott Smith of Mesa, Ariz., told The 
Wall Street Journal that he wasn’t sure if his city’s services would ever 
return to previous levels. “We are redefi ning what cities are going to 
be,” he says.

9
New transparency (2009). What’s not to like about tens 
of billions of dollars in stimulus money? The cash, though, 
came with lots of strings. Loads of information delivered 

through Recovery.gov became the new accountability, and it’s a 

FEMA/TODD SWAIN

Politics+Policy | POTOMAC CHRONICLE

FEMA/ANDREA BOOHER
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AT ISSUE: Cell Phones

safe bet that this “new transparency” will 
endure long after the stimulus money is 
gone. Everyone agrees transparency is 
the answer. No one really knows what it 
is going to mean. 

10
Health reform (2009). As the 
“public option” evaporated 
from the debate, the states 

became even bigger players in the national 
health-care reform eff ort. A close reading 
of the proposed bills, however, revealed 
that the feds had taken to writing in state 
agencies as if they were agents of the fed-
eral government. In practice, of course, 
they long have been. The frantic drafting 
process of the health-care reform bills 
simply stripped away the old pretense and 
laid bare the way Congress really thinks 
about the states.

Where does this leave us as the new cen-
tury grows into its teens? We’ve changed a 
lot since the 1990s, when the states were in 
the driver’s seat of domestic policy and the 
governor’s mansion was the proving ground 
for presidential candidates. Take away item 
No. 4—with the balance of the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s views on federalism teetering on the 
next appointment—and the feds are steering 
the system. 

It’s hard to see concerns about ter-
rorism ebbing away, and health reform is 
likely to cement the federal government’s 
pre-eminence. It will be hard for state 
and local governments to fi ght back when 
their coff ers are dry and the feds can tip 
the game with vast infusions of cash bor-
rowed from foreign investors. G

E-mail kettl@umd.edu

By Tina Trenkner

Hold the Phone  
A state legislator from Maine reignites the debate 
about links between cell phones and cancer.

Andrea Boland is worried about cell phone safety, but unlike a lot of state legisla-

tors, her focus is not talking or texting while driving. Instead, she sees a different 

threat from cell phones: an increased risk of brain cancer. 

Whether there is a link between cell phone use and cancer is still murky, but 

Boland, a Maine state representative, points to Scandinavian studies suggest-

ing that use of cell phones over a 10-year period could increase the risk of brain 

cancer. Boland plans to introduce legislation, partially based on those studies, to 

add warning labels to cell phones, advising users that electromagnetic radiation 

emitted from the devices may increase users’ risk. A legislative council unani-

mously voted to review the legislation in a special session usually reserved for 

emergency measures. Boland’s bill, along with a similar ordinance proposed in 

San Francisco requiring retailers to display the amount of radio frequency a cell 

phone emits, has attracted international attention and re-sparked the conversa-

tion about the possible harms of cell phone use. 

Cell phones emit radio frequency similar to microwaves, but the FCC already 

limits the amount of electromagnetic radiation that can be absorbed from cell 

phones. According to CTIA-the Wireless Association, research indicates no 

known public health risks for using wireless devices, and the American Cancer 

Society, National Cancer Institute, World Health Organization and the U.S. Food 

and Drug Administration agree. 

While Boland acknowledges that the only certainty regarding her bill is that it 

will be discussed, legislators in a couple of states are also considering introducing 

similar bills. Boland doesn’t see herself as a crusader against the cellular industry, 

and says users could dramatically reduce their amount of exposure just by using 

a speakerphone or a headset. “I just think it’s a simple piece of legislation for 

alerting people so they can take steps for safer ways to use cell phones,” she 

says. “We have warning labels on all sorts of things, like hair dryers.”  

15
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By Jessica B. Mulholland

Texting to Better Health
Patients want better access to care, even if they receive it via a text message.   

 A
s the days of traditional paper and fi le medical records 
start to fade, health-care delivery is following suit. 
Patients want better access to care, and the methods 
in which they’d like to receive it are diverse. 

Would you be comfortable receiving a text message with your 
blood test results? What if the text message was about a new 

medication or remedy for whatever ails you? The majority of the 
population wouldn’t be willing to get information this way, accord-
ing to a Pricewaterhouse Coopers report, but some (perhaps the 
Millennials) would be happy to get it via their smartphone.

Most people, however, would rather receive their health-care 
information via the Internet, according to Top 10 health indus-
try issues in 2010: Squeezing the juice out of healthcare—possibly 
because viewing is a bit more controlled, versus a text message 
that can pop up at any time of the day or night. 

Whether it happens via cell phone or e-mail, what could this 
increased access to our health information outside physicians’ 
offi  ces and hospitals ultimately mean?

The primary implication is engagement: When patients are 
engaged in their health status, especially when there is chronic 
illness such as diabetes, disease management and home health 
care will likely improve. 

An engaged patient + constant feedback on his health = a 
healthier patient. Right?  G

 E-mail  jmulholland@governing.com
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Consumers’ Willingness to Utilize Alternative Methods 
of Accessing Health Care

Via Internet or other 
computer technology

Telephone consultation

Clinical research

Worksite clinic

Retail clinic

Shared medical appointments

Mobile device (text messages)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

26%24%50%

22%27%50%

26%27%46%

36%27%37%

34%29%36%

43%29%28%

55%23%21%

Likely         Neither         Unlikely
SOURCE: PWC CONSUMER ACCESS SURVEY
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Elizabeth Daigneau

The Hidden Cost of Going Green
Complaints about smart utility meters are on the rise.

 O
n the home front, the buzzword is “smart”—as in smart 
meters or devices that wirelessly tell power compa-
nies how much electricity consumers are using and 
encourage them to control their energy use. Utilities 

in California, Texas and the Northeast are spending billions of 
dollars outfi tting homes and businesses with these meters. The 
problem is, not everyone thinks smart meters are so smart.

For states and localities, smart meters mean smart grids, and 
smart grids mean utilities can use energy more effi  ciently, prevent 
costly—both politically and fi nancially—outages and add more 
renewable energy sources like solar and wind. According to the 
U.S. Department of Energy, if the U.S. grid were just 5 percent 
more effi  cient, it would be equal to permanently eliminating the 
fuel and greenhouse gas emissions from 53 million cars. For state 
and local governments, smart meters are a means to an end. 

For utility customers, however, smart meters are ripping them 
off , logging more kilowatt hours than they believe they’re using. 
While utilities—such as Pacifi c Gas and Electric in California—
dispute the charges, attributing the higher readings to summer 
heat and new rate hikes, some customers have seen their smart 
meters log between a 30 and 70 percent jump in electricity con-
sumption in just one year. 

Customers in California and Texas are up in arms, contend-
ing that not only are these devices inaccurate, but they’re also 
expensive—$250 to $500 each—which utilities are passing on 
to customers in the form of fees and higher rates. Furthermore, 
these expenses are just the tip of the iceberg. Consumers will be 
responsible down the road for the cost of installing home displays 
to control appliances and other equipment. 

The California Public Utilities Commission is moving to 
bring in an outside auditor to determine whether the meters are 
accurate, and Connecticut’s Attorney General Richard Blumen-
thal convinced its utility to scale back its plans to provide smart 
meters to all of its 1.2 million customers. Instead, the Connecticut 
Light & Power Co. is running a pilot program that will not only 
test whether smart meters are eff ective in changing consumers’ 
habits, but also will test variable pricing.

But smart meters are here to stay whether consumers want 
them or not. The Recovery Act will help put smart meters in 
40 million homes by 2015—that’s up from 8 million homes now—
and Texas law already requires rapid smart-meter deployment. It 
seems like this whole fi asco off ers a lesson about the importance 
of open communication between utilities and their customers. 
In that vein, the Electric Reliability Council of Texas was able to 
negotiate an agreement with Texas utilities in which they deter-
mined to spend $20.6 million on consumer education and $17.5 
million to purchase home display units for low-income families.

While California and Connecticut are addressing valid concerns 
about smart meters, the real battle for state and local governments lies 
in educating consumers about smart meters. These devices change 
everything about how citizens currently use and pay for energy. 
Consumers may have to take more responsibility for their energy 
use, and may even have to pay more. None of that will be acceptable 
unless citizens understand the long-term benefi ts: a more aff ordable, 
effi  cient grid that also off ers considerable societal benefi ts—such as 
less impact on the environment.  G 

E-mail edaigneau@governing.com
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who seamlessly joined the worlds of 
engineering and architecture in fantas-
tic bridges and train stations all over the 
world, including a new train station at 
Ground Zero in New York City.

It was of course the decade of 9/11, 
when terrorists used airplanes to attack 
skyscrapers and offi  ce buildings in New 
York City and Washington, D.C. The sole 
benefi t of this tragedy is that it got people 
thinking more about the machinery of 
life they so often took for granted—from 
airports, airplanes and security lines to 
water systems and ports. 

It was the decade when we began to 
use our streets more wisely. Rather than 
just being concourses for cars, streets 
were opened to cyclists, pedestrians 
and even loungers. Cities from Chat-
tanooga, Tenn., to St. Louis began con-
verting one-way streets back to two-way 
streets, to better accommodate a diverse 
street environment. The New York City 
Department of Transportation commis-
sioner converted busy streets in Times 

Going Somewhere
There’s little to cheer about as the decade ends, save a notable exception: infrastructure.

 N
ew York City’s High Line is 
aptly named, because it shoots 
down the west side of Manhat-
tan at an altitude of about two 

stories, ignoring the traffi  c and hubbub 
below. Previously its rails serviced indus-
try, such as the block-long old Nabisco fac-
tory at 15th Street, where millions of Oreos 
were made and distributed throughout 
the country.

Now only people stroll along the High 
Line, perhaps taking a break from work, 
enjoying the fl owers, grasses and shrub-
bery that bloom around them. 

This transformation of a derelict old 
train line, just a decade ago considered 
an eyesore and a drag on property values, 
into an elevated park and one of the hot-
test addresses in New York City is perhaps 
an apt symbol for another transformation 
that has occurred over the last decade, 
which is in our thinking. 

The decade of 2000 to 2010 has 
earned many monikers—the aughts, the 
null decade, the double-Os—and most 
of them are negative. But good things 
also happened in the last 10 years, one of 
which is the increasing recognition of and 
focus on infrastructure. A decade ago, the 
word “infrastructure” was hardly known 
outside the specialized worlds of public 
works departments. Now editorial writers
bandy it about without explanation. 

This was the decade of infrastruc-
ture. This was the decade when a bridge 
collapsed in Minneapolis and focused 
a nation’s attention on the vast litany of 
rusting and decrepit bridges, among other 
infrastructure, and the need for funds to 
repair them. This was the decade when a 
new bridge was built and opened in just 
over a year—a compliment to the capacity 
of professionals to work fast when needed. 

This was the decade when the new 
President Barack Obama, campaigning 
on something called an “infrastructure 

Alex Marshall
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bank,” persuaded a relatively compliant 
Congress into appropriating hundreds 
of billions of dollars for all types of infra-
structure as an investment in the future 
and a means to jump-start the economy. 
Not incidentally, this spending included 
roughly $14 billion for intercity train 
travel, including high-speed rail—the fi rst 
signifi cant investment in train travel in at 
least a generation. 

This was a decade in which China, 
India, Korea and other developing coun-
tries built highways, airports, entire new 
subway systems and high-speed rail 
lines at furious rates. It was the decade 
that breathtakingly beautiful bridges 
opened in Europe, like the Millau 
Viaduct in France and the Oresund 
Bridge between Sweden and Denmark. 
This rising tide of mega projects would 
help pressure the United States to at 
least contemplate spending and invest-
ing more on similar projects. 

It was the decade of Santiago Cala-
trava, the Spanish architect and engineer 

A panorama taken on the newly opened 

High Line Park in Chelsea, Manhattan.
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Cities don’t like vacant lots. While some are turned into parking lots, others, trash-
strewn and surrounded by chain-link fences, look like scars on the landscape. At their 
worst, they accentuate the perception of urban blight.

In boom times, vacant lots are mostly a short-term issue that disappears when devel-
opers arrive. But with the sagging economy, the vacant city lot problem has grown con-
siderably, aff ecting even the most robust urban environments, including New York City; 
Washington, D.C.; San Francisco; and Boston.  

The problem’s particularly bad for cities that have struggled even in the best of 
times; they’re now covered with vacant lots as development stalls and commercial 
and residential foreclosures make a bad situation even worse. The typical large city 
has 15 percent of its land sitting vacant or abandoned, according to the National 
Vacant Properties Campaign. 

But the days when a lot stood empty until a developer moved in are ending. A 
movement called temporary urbanism is fi lling the void, turning blighted lots into 
instant parks, outdoor markets, short-term retail outlets and event locations.

Nationwide, examples of temporary urbanism abound, but there’s no better place to 
look than Cleveland, where urban designers, public offi  cials and activists are revitalizing 
vacant land and buildings. Last year, in the city’s Industrial Flats section, which has been 
on the cusp of renewal only to see plans sputter out, a group called Pop-Up City held an 
event on vacant property that drew hundreds in midwinter.

Terry Schwarz, an urban planner with the Cleveland Urban Design Collaborative, 
one of Pop-Up City’s partners, describes her approach to temporary urbanism as short-
term, high-impact eff orts to draw public attention to underutilized areas. “Temporary 
use of vacant lots is not a new concept,” she says. “What’s new is the idea of harnessing 
the power of a temporary event or use of empty space on a large scale.” 

For some, the goal is to fi ll an empty space with something attractive, inexpen-
sive and clearly temporary. On the whole, the hope is to draw people’s attention to 
the potential for these vacant sites and for urban life overall. The more adventur-
ous urban designers see the vacant spaces as a blank canvas on which to test new 
ideas for urban living. The goal’s to look beyond temporary use, beyond the next 
big development project and to engage the public about their city’s future, which 
is changing. G

Square into well used parks and plazas 
for locals and tourists. 

It was a decade when we began to 
understand better how infrastructure 
is paid for—or not. There was greater 
acceptance that government subsidizes 
all forms of transportation, and that no 
mode pays for itself. The latest on roads 
was a 2009 study by the Texas Trans-
portation Institute, which concluded 
that “there is not one road in Texas that 
pays for itself based on the tax system 
of today.” A typical example was a high-
way outside Houston that was projected 
to cost $1 billion over its 40-year life 
span and generate only $162 million in 
gas taxes. 

With no mode of transportation 
paying for itself, it was easier to start 
discussing in reasonable tones which 
transportation mode was best in a given 
situation. To be “mode-neutral” was 
another concept that came about this 
last decade. 

This was a decade of increased interest 
in and use of trains, buses and other forms 
of transit. For the fi rst time in perhaps a 
century, transit ridership often grew faster 
than car ridership. Cities approved doz-
ens of streetcar and light rail lines around 
the country. 

It was a decade where “green” or 
“smart” infrastructure came into being, 
when a water engineer was as likely to 
recommend protecting a watershed as 
building a new fi ltration plant. It was a 
decade that saw the rise—and then mostly 
the fall—of private companies buying or 
managing public transportation infra-
structure. It was a decade when New 
York City fi nally started construction of 
its long-delayed 2nd Avenue subway.

Some may counter that all this thought 
and talk about infrastructure has not 
translated into a resurgence of infrastruc-
ture spending. True. But it’s a necessary 
fi rst step. This decade gave us a bumpy 
ride economically, as well as in terms of 
war, terrorism and other big subjects. But 
in terms of infrastructure, I think we’re 
getting somewhere.  G

 E-mail alex@alexmarshall.org 

By Tod Newcombe
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Empty Lot Syndrome

The Cleveland Urban Design 

Initiative organized this 

event on an under-utilized 

pedestrian bridge and 

vacant site in Cleveland’s 

Tremont neighborhood.
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Alabama Medicaid Commissioner 

Carol Steckel argues that 

lawmakers in Washington are 

trying to do health reform on 

the backs of the states.

“We cannot do it,” she says.
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By John Buntin
Photographs by Dave Martin

States disagree on
whether health-care
reform will spark a
boom—or lead to 
a colossal bust.

Dueling
Diagnosis

HEALTH REFORM IN THE STATES
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TTwenty-nine-year-old Samantha Brooks has a health problem: 
She just got a job.

In October 2008, Brooks went into the hospital for an emer-
gency gall bladder operation. At the time, she was working at an 
animal hospital that didn’t off er health insurance, which resulted 
in a $36,000 bill when she left the hospital. By the time she was 
back on her feet six months later, her old job was gone. 

In Brooks’ hometown of East Brewton, Ala., a town of 2,400 
that sits atop the westernmost portion of the Florida Panhandle, 
jobs are in short supply. Nevertheless, she recently found a part-
time position delivering auto parts. That’s when the trouble 
started. Alabama is generous about providing health care to low-

income children. Brook’s two children—a 12-year-old with Down 
syndrome and a 9-year-old with serious asthma—are covered in 
two ways: by the state Medicaid program up to 100 percent of 
the federal poverty level and by the state’s ALL Kids Children’s 
Health Insurance Program up to 300 percent of the federal pov-
erty level. But the state is less generous with low-income parents: 
A parent with two children ceases to qualify for Medicaid when 
her income exceeds $164 per month (although income off sets can 
raise the threshold to $300 per month). 

“When you work one day a week, you don’t qualify for Med-
icaid,” says Brooks bitterly. While she hopes to go full-time soon, 
her new employer doesn’t off er health insurance, and she doubts 
she’ll be able to aff ord a private health insurance policy. 

Brooks isn’t alone. Between 2007 and 2008, the most recent 
years for which data are available, some 1.2 million Alabamans—
30 percent of the under-65 population—went without health 
insurance for at least part of the year. Two-thirds of that popula-
tion lacked coverage for six months or longer. The recession has 

made matters even worse: Dr. Marsha Raulerson, the Brooks’ fam-
ily pediatrician, says she sees the health problems of her patients’ 
parents virtually every day. 

 “If you lose a job, if you get a chronic illness, you’re in trouble,” 
says Raulerson. But that may be about to change.

After more than a half-century of failed attempts, health-care 
reform is fi nally at hand. With it comes the certainty of sweeping 
changes to state health insurance markets, state Medicaid pro-
grams and state-federal relations. For people like Brooks, health-
care reform holds out the prospect of aff ordable, subsidized 
health insurance. But many state offi  cials, Alabama Medicaid 
Commissioner Carol Steckel among them, see something else—

a fi scal calamity.
“They’re doing health-care 

reform on the backs of the 
states,” says Steckel, “and at a 
time like now, it’s just impos-
sible. We cannot do it.”

Indeed, the outlook is so dire 
that offi  cials in Alabama say 
they’re considering “the nuclear 
option”—withdrawing from the 
Medicaid program altogether.

That’s not how New Mex-
ico Medicaid Director Carolyn 
Ingram sees things. Like Ala-
bama, New Mexico is a relatively 
poor state. Its unemployment 
rate is lower than Alabama’s, 
but its uninsured population is 
even higher—23 percent ver-
sus Alabama’s 12 percent. Only 
Texas has more uninsured. Yet 
what Steckel sees as a fi scal 
disaster, Ingram sees as an eco-
nomic boon. 

“We shouldn’t worry about 
fi ve years from now,” says Ingram, instead focusing on the new 
federal dollars that will pour into New Mexico as a result of health 
reform. “In New Mexico, we’re going to get a tremendous match,” 
Ingram says. The result, she believes, will be a second fi scal stimu-
lus that will help jump-start stalled state economies. 

It’s easy to attribute these very diff erent reactions to diff ering 
political affi  liations. Steckel serves under a Republican, Gov. Bob 
Riley; Ingram works for a Democrat, Gov. Bill Richardson. Yet it 
would be a mistake to attribute the strikingly divergent reactions 
of Alabama and New Mexico merely to partisan politics. Rather, 
talking to state offi  cials brings to mind the old story of the group of 
blind men feeling an elephant. Each describes what they feel and 
characterizes the whole accordingly. But to capture health-care 
reform in its entirety, it helps to put diff erent accounts together. 
Doing so provides a more thorough account of health-care 
reform’s promise—and its perils. It also uncovers a surprisingly 
broad agreement on where health-care reform’s greatest possi-
bilities lie and on what steps are necessary to achieve them. 

“When you work one day a week, you don’t qualify for Medicaid,” says Samantha Brooks.
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 I
n the corner of Steckel’s spacious offi  ce suite stands a blow-up 
version of Edvard Munch’s famous painting The Scream. That 
pretty much captures Steckel’s feelings about health reform.

Steckel’s primary concern centers on the bill’s cost—and 
on states’ loss of discretion. States currently enjoy consider-
able leeway in determining who qualifi es for Medicaid. While 
certain populations, such as the disabled and institutionalized, 
and low-income pregnant women with children, must be cov-
ered, states can set eligibility levels for low-income families at 
an extremely low threshold—and states in the south and west 
generally have. Maine, Minnesota and New Jersey have been 
more generous: They cover working parents who earn up to (or 
even slightly more than) 200 percent of the federal poverty level. 
A few have even gone further. Arizona, Massachusetts, New 
York and Vermont have received permission from the federal 
government to off er coverage to the 
poorest childless adults.

Health reform ends that discretion. 
Instead, all states will be required to 
expand eligibility to at least 100 per-
cent of the federal poverty level for 
childless adults. The scope of this 
expansion is huge. According to the 
Kaiser Family Foundation, Medicaid 
funded services for 59 million people 
in 2008. Expanding access to adults 
earning up to 100 percent of the federal 
poverty level would add another 
10 million to 14 million people to the 
program. That worries Steckel.

“We are already seeing about 5,000 
new [Medicaid] recipients every 
month,” Steckel says, and while most 
of the new enrollees are low-cost children, “it’s still an added cost 
to the budget.” Worse, given the fact that it typically takes a year 
after job growth resumes for people to leave Medicaid, it’s a cost 
that shows no sign of diminishing anytime soon. Steckel estimates 
that the cost of Medicaid expansion could approach $400 million. 
In a state Medicaid budget of $1.2 billion, that’s a big fi gure.

It’s also a bit misleading, since the federal government will 
pay the full cost of Medicaid expansion for at least the fi rst three 
years. After that, the federal match rate for the additional costs of 
covering the uninsured will rise to at least 90 percent. (Normally 
the federal government covers 68 cents of every dollar on Medi-
caid spent in the Alabama, with the state government covering the 
remaining 32 cents out of its general funds.) But Steckel worries 
that Alabama won’t be able to handle even 10 percent of the new 
additional costs.

She also believes that health-care reform proponents are under-
estimating administrative costs. Not only will state Medicaid pro-
grams have to develop new systems for tracking and determining 
eligibility for expanded benefi ts, they must also develop linkages 
with another important aspect of reform: the health exchanges 
where small businesses and individuals will be able (if all goes 
according to plan) to purchase private insurance policies.

“All of that interaction is going to be very expensive,” says 
Steckel. Most states, including Alabama, have decades-old eligi-
bility systems built on legacy computer code. At the traditional 
administrative match rate of 50/50 (where states split adminis-
trative costs with the federal government), Steckel notes that the 
IT upgrade costs alone could add up to “hundreds of millions of 
dollars a year, plus staff  time”—and that’s assuming there are staff . 
Agencies in many states currently are dealing with large-scale 
layoff s and furloughs. Even consultants may not be much help. 
In state health IT circles, there’s a lively debate about whether 
enough consultants exist to help 50 states, more or less, simulta-
neously upgrade eligibility systems and launch exchanges. 

While Steckel sees a costly slog to upgrade eligibility systems, 
there’s one aspect of IT associated with health-care reform she’s 
bullish about—namely the move toward electronic health records. 

“What’s exciting is that, for the 
fi rst time in a long time, there is a lot 
of money to do this,” says Steckel. 

Alabama is already moving to 
expand quality improvement software 
it developed with a Medicaid trans-
formation grant into a more robust 
electronic health record. Steckel also 
is enthusiastic about a provision in 
the 2009 American Recovery and Re-
investment Act package that will 
provide funding for regional health 
extension centers. These centers will 
serve as on-the-ground consultants 
who do the essential work of help-
ing providers adopt electronic health 
records and improve their practice 
fl ow. The fact that Medicaid, ALL 

Kids (Alabama’s children’s health insurance project), and Blue 
Cross Blue Shield (the dominant private health insurance com-
pany) already cover 97 percent of the state’s insured popula-
tion should make coordination if not easy, then easier than it is 
in many states.

On the whole, though, “easy” is not a word that fi gures in 
Steckel’s assessment of the coming changes. 

 “Do I want people to have health insurance? Absolutely,” she 
says.  However, she wishes that a more modest approach of incen-
tives for small businesses and pooling had been tried instead. 
“The way we are going about it [now], this is going to be a full 
employment act for lawyers. We’ll be fi xing what’s wrong for the 
next 10 years.”

 F
rom her vantage point in Santa Fe, New Mexico Medicaid 
Director Ingram looks out onto a surprisingly diff erent 
world. Like Alabama, New Mexico is a low-income, high-
uninsured state. Like Alabama, New Mexico is caught in a 

painful fi scal crunch. But whereas Steckel sees health-care reform 
as a destructive new mandate, Ingram sees it as a tremendous 
boost to the state economy. Those providers, in turn, will have 
more money to spend in ways that benefi t New Mexico’s econ-

Despite fundamental disagree-

ments on some issues, there’s 

another issue on which Alabama 

and New Mexico agree—namely, 

that CMS, the federal agency 

that controls the purse strings 

for both Medicare and Medi-

caid, is listening as never before.
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omy. Ingram points to a study conducted by the advocacy group 
New Mexico Voices for Children that found that each dollar spent 
by New Mexico on Medicaid generated $2.90 in federal Medicaid 
funds, which in turn generated an additional $2 in extra economic 
activity as the spending rippled through the economy, ultimately 
creating a combined “multiplier” eff ect of $4.90.

“In some ways, federal health dollars are a good stimulus,” 
agrees University of Southern California economist Dana Gold-
man. Although it’s not the most effi  cient way to generate con-
sumer spending, “it does have a ripple eff ect, and most of the 
money stays in-state,” he says. “It isn’t like a tax cut that can just 
be spent by consumers on products from China.” 

Ingram also hopes health-care reform will help with other, 
more localized problems. One factor behind New Mexico’s 
high uninsured rate is the state’s large number of American Indians, 
which accounts for almost 10 percent of the state’s population. 

Many American Indians, particularly those living on res-
ervations, aren’t familiar with the need for health insurance, 
relying instead on care provided by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services’ Indian Health Service (IHS). 
Yet IHS’ off erings are limited. American Indians who could ben-
efi t from more specialized care outside IHS often can’t aff ord it. 

State offi  cials hope the individual mandate, which would be 
imposed by health reform, will require everyone to have health 
insurance or pay a fi ne, and will fi nally do what previous eff orts have 
not: bring much-needed health insurance to the reservation.

 D
espite some fundamental disagreements, there’s one 
issue on which Alabama and New Mexico agree: The 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), the 
federal agency that controls the purse strings for both 

Medicare and Medicaid, is listening as never before. Since late 
last summer, Cindy Mann, the director of CMS’s Center for Med-
icaid and State Operations, has been meeting regularly with a 
diverse working group of state offi  cials, from states Red and Blue, 
large and small, to work through the implications. 

State Medicaid offi  cials are unanimous in praising Mann’s atti-
tude, which they describe as a notable and welcome shift from the 
George W. Bush administration’s approach.

Mann has done “an extremely good job of opening lines of 
communications,” Steckel says, and of taking state concerns to 
Congress during the drafting process. And if people like Samantha 
Brooks are to benefi t from health-care reform, that collaboration 
will become even more important in the years ahead.

“I hope so, I really do,” says Brooks, when asked if she wants 
to see health-care reform realized. But she still worries that even 
a more generous, post-health-care reform insurance market will 
be a reach for single parents in her situation.

“I just hope [that when it happens], I can aff ord to get it.”  G 

E-mail jbuntin@governing.com
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AAs the complex debate over health-care reform rages, local 
government hasn’t really been fi gured in. 

While lawmakers in Washington at least considered the impact 
of sweeping Medicaid expansions on state budgets, and debated 
where responsibility for designing health insurance exchanges 
should lie, virtually no one thought of the uninsured problems 
or runaway costs as issues local government should address. And 
that, says Jeff  Downes, Montgomery, Ala.’s deputy mayor, was a 
big mistake.

“Every region—every city—has a unique situation,” says 
Downes. “It’s hard to paint health reform in a broad brush across 
the entire nation.” Instead, Downes believes that metro regions 
must develop local solutions to local problems. Over the past 
two years, that’s precisely what Montgomery has done with an 
unusual communitywide eff ort. Last December, the eff ort reached 
its fi rst milestone: The city secured funding to break ground on 
a state-of-the-art health clinic that will serve 25,000 low-income 

residents each year. Montgomery’s experience illustrates how 
eff ective cities can be in addressing urgent local health needs.

The story of Montgomery’s eff orts to address the health needs 
of uninsured residents goes back to a dark event in the city’s his-
tory: The 1983 Todd Road incident, in which the police raided a 
house in a black neighborhood after spotting a suspicious individ-
ual who was actually a mourner at a funeral. The incident severely 
strained local race relations, but it also gave birth to a program 
known as Leadership Montgomery. Initially nothing more than an 
educational experience for civic leaders, the program eventually 
grew into a pragmatic group—led by well known architect and 
urban planner Gianni Longo—that crafted a vision centered on 
education, race relations and economic development.

But it wasn’t until the spring of 2007 that the new group, 
Envision 2020, focused on health care. That’s when Jim Ridling, 
chairman of the board at Jackson Hospital, one of Montgomery’s 
two big medical systems, came to Mayor Todd Strange with a 

By John Buntin

Lacking a health-care system for the 

poorest of the poor, Montgomery, Ala., 

crafted a uniquely local solution. 

HEALTH REFORM IN THE STATESHealth Services Inc. 

CEO Bernell Mapp 

(left) and Jackson 

Hospital CEO Don 

Henderson found 

a common cause in 

an overcrowded ER.

The Local Option
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problem: Uninsured patients were overwhelming his and Baptist 
Memorial Health Care Corp.’s emergency rooms, endangering the 
economic viability of Montgomery’s largest employers and the lives of 
citizens in need of swift trauma care.

Envision 2020 Executive Director Lynn Beshear, a registered 
nurse by training, immediately took up the problem. A study of 
local health-care providers convinced her—and local leaders—that 
“we did not have a system of health care—no way, no how was 
it a coordinated system.” So the city, the county, the chamber of 
commerce and others raised $150,000 to hire a consulting fi rm to 
help conduct an in-depth analysis of the region’s problems and to 
help them fi nd a solution. It found that roughly one-quarter of the 
people in the region were uninsured or “medically indigent” and 
desperately in need of a medical provider. While the consultants 
concluded that the two area hospital systems “are in no immediate 
fi nancial danger,” it did note that their facilities were old.

Despite the fact that emergency room overcrowding didn’t 
pose a mortal threat to hospital balance sheets, civic leaders 
thought it was unfair that hospitals were being forced to bear 
such a large burden. Some solution was needed. To retired Judge 
William Gordon, chairman of Envision 2020’s health committee, 
it was clear what that solution should include.

“[I]f you wanted to get people out of the ER,” Gordon says, “the 
one thing we had to have was someplace for them to go.” So one day, 
Jackson Hospital President and CEO Don Henderson picked up the 
phone and called Bernell Mapp, CEO of Health Services, Inc., one 

of the nation’s oldest federally qualifi ed community health centers. 
Henderson learned that Mapp and his board had plans to expand, 
but they’d been unable to procure funding to realize it. In short 
order, the two men agreed to work with Envision 2020 and others on 
an application for a federal stimulus “bricks and mortar” grant, with 
which they hoped to build a new federally qualifi ed health clinic. 

To sweeten the grant proposal, Jackson Hospital agreed to 
donate a parcel of land on its campus (valued at $1 million) to the 
new clinic. Last December, community leaders learned they’d 
been awarded an $11 million grant. Local leaders hope to open the 
facility in 18 months, and plans are already afoot to secure funding 
for another new health clinic to serve the southeastern section of 
metro Montgomery.

Montgomery’s new health clinics promise to provide much- 
needed services to an underserved population—while also reliev-
ing the pressure on Jackson Hospital. (It’s no coincidence that 
the new clinic is on its campus.) However, the plan stops short 
of providing residents with what health-care reform could (if it 
works as envisioned)—namely a choice of providers. Nonetheless, 
offi  cials in Montgomery seem to prefer their incremental step to 
health-care reform’s reach for a sweeping solution. 

Mapp, who supports sweeping health-care reform, puts it dif-
ferently: “I don’t know what’s going to happen in Washington, 
D.C.,” he says, “but I have seen real reform in this city.”  G

E-mail jbuntin@governing.com
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On June 10, 2009, state offi  cials in Georgia declared 
that the severe three-year drought that parched metro Atlanta 
and much of the Southeast was fi nally over. But the reprieve 
will be brief: The Atlanta region’s next water shortage begins on 
July 17, 2012.

Atlanta doesn’t know that specifi c date because of some sci-
entifi c advance in weather forecasting. Instead, it knows the date 
because metro Atlanta’s next drought will be a man-made one. 
And the man who’s making it is Paul Magnuson.

Magnuson, a semiretired federal judge, issued a ruling that 
sent shockwaves through Georgia last fall. Weighing in on the 
water wars that have divided Georgia, Florida and Alabama for 
two decades, he ruled that the Atlanta area never should have 

been using Lake Sidney Lanier, a massive reservoir built by the 
Army Corps of Engineers in 1956, as its water supply. There’s just 
one problem with that: Lake Lanier is the Atlanta region’s primary 
source of water.

Barring a legal or political reversal, Magnuson’s ruling will go 
into eff ect in fewer than two and a half years. As a result, a place 
that annually receives 50 inches of rain—and is known for its lush 
forests—now must confront a future of water scarcity. State and 
local offi  cials in Georgia are rushing to either fi nd ways to use less 
water or, less plausibly, acquire more of it.

Whether those offi  cials can meet this challenge will say a lot 
about the future of water policy in the United States—which is 
projected to add 100 million people over the next 40 years. Given 

Supply limits in the Southeast have led to threats of water poaching      

Water 
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that, water is about to become a lot more scarce in places all over 
the country—even in places like Atlanta that always have taken 
it for granted.

The problem that Georgia, Florida and Alabama face 
is that water makes a habit of ignoring boundaries. Both the 
Coosa and Tallapoosa rivers start in western Georgia, but head 
west into Alabama, where they merge and become the Alabama 
River—Montgomery’s primary water source. Likewise, the Chat-
tahoochee River starts out in northeastern Georgia, but soon 
winds its way south along the Alabama border until it hooks up 
with the Flint (another Georgia river) and fl ows through the 

Florida Panhandle as the Apalachicola River, spilling into Apala-
chicola Bay. The Chattahoochee River also is the source for Lake 
Lanier, meaning the amount of water being drawn from Lanier 
impacts the fl ow downstream.

So the question that these three states have fought over is how 
much water Georgia gets to take from these two river systems 
before the water leaves the state. And the question has become 
more urgent for Alabama and Florida, as metro Atlanta’s popula-
tion has exploded in recent years: Alabama worries that growth in 
Georgia won’t leave enough water for it to grow in its own right, 
while Florida worries about Apalachicola Bay, which produces 
10 percent of the nation’s oyster harvest. The fl ow of water from 
the Apalachicola River is crucial to the oyster habitat.

     and calls for toilet rebates to meet the region’s unquenchable thirst.

By Josh Goodman

Parts of Georgia’s Lake Lanier 

went dry during a severe drought 

that fi nally ended last year. Today 

the lake is full, but metro Atlanta 

is about to endure a man-made 

water shortage.
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In the 20-year water war, there have been protracted legal 
battles, negotiations and fl eeting breakthroughs. But nothing has 
settled the issue once and for all. Nor has anything happened that 
was quite as dramatic as Magnuson’s ruling.

Leaders in Georgia weren’t shocked that they lost in court—
they were shocked by the remedy Magnuson ordered. He declared 
that withdrawals from Lanier be reduced to mid-1970s levels by 
the 2012 deadline. Those reductions would be devastating.

For example, Gwinnett County, a sprawling exurb, gets vir-
tually all of its water from Lanier. Today Gwinnett County has 
800,000 people. In 1980, it had just 167,000, meaning that it with-
drew just a fraction of the water it needs today. Not all Atlanta-
area jurisdictions take water directly from Lanier, but even the 
ones that don’t are dependent on releases of water from Lanier 
to other waterways. “The judge himself called it a draconian rul-
ing,” says Georgia State Rep. Lynn Smith, who chairs the Natural 
Resources and Environment Committee. “In Georgia we said, 
‘Well, yes. Draconian is a good word.’ ”

Magnuson reasoned that Congress never formally authorized 
the Army Corps of Engineers to allow water withdrawals from 
Lanier. But Georgia political leaders hope to get the ruling over-
turned one way or another, and if Congress now off ers approval, 
the problem will be solved. The ruling also is being appealed 
in court, and negotiations between the three states lately have 
shown some signs of life.

There’s no guarantee, however, that any of those avenues will 
relieve Georgia’s pressure. So the state is urgently contemplating 
alternatives. After Magnuson’s ruling, one of the fi rst impulses 
coming out of metro Atlanta was to look for new sources of water. 
If Atlanta is losing the water war with Florida and Georgia, why 
not fi ght other water wars it can win?

Ideas include funneling water from Columbus, south of 
Atlanta; Rome, to the west; Lake Buford, to the east; or, most ambi-
tiously, from the Tennessee River, to the north. Fighting for the 
Tennessee River would involve opening a dispute with Tennessee 
over the location of the border—a border that’s stayed where it is 
since 1818—yet some lawmakers seem to take the idea seriously.

The problem with all of these ideas, in addition to major logis-
tical hurdles, is that Atlanta is no more likely to win these water 
wars than the one with Florida and Alabama. Communities guard 
their water jealously. Water is viewed as the key to growth, and 
growth is viewed as the key to economic prosperity. “It’s basi-
cally about outsourcing jobs and resources to a diff erent por-
tion of the state,” says Joe Cook, executive director of the Coosa 
River Basin Initiative in Rome. “They’re asking communities like 
Rome, Augusta and Columbus to transfer water and jobs to metro 
Atlanta.” While some interbasin transfers are occurring, Atlanta 
likely doesn’t have enough clout in the Georgia Legislature to 
engage in large-scale water grabs from other parts of the state.

All of that has led metro Atlanta’s political leadership to a 
simple conclusion: People in the Atlanta area must use less water. 
That, in a nutshell, was the conclusion of Gov. Sonny Perdue’s blue-
ribbon Water Contingency Planning Task Force, which rushed to 
devise a plan after Magnuson’s ruling. While expensive new res-
ervoirs can help over the long term, the only thing that can make a 
diff erence in the judge’s 30-month window is conservation.

Atlanta isn’t Tucson. Water conservation doesn’t come natu-
rally to the area. But, in a way, the drought that just ended was 
a blessing in disguise. The area got a taste of living in a water-
constrained environment, and policymakers have a jump-start on 
fi nding ways to use water more effi  ciently.

Since even before the drought began, some of the most aggres-
sive action has come from Cobb County, an Atlanta suburb with 
700,000 people. Cobb County has blended public relations and 
public programs to promote conservation: It off ers rebates to citi-
zens who install low-fl ush toilets and water-effi  cient faucets; it 
off ers guides for conducting indoor and outdoor water audits; and 
it’s handed out free moisture sensors so residents know whether 
they need to water their yards.

Perhaps the most important thing that Cobb County did was 
hire a full-time employee focused on water effi  ciency. As the 
county’s water resource manager, Kathy Nguyen has spread the 
word about conservation through presentations to garden clubs 
and civic groups. “We were the spokespeople for the drought,” 
Nguyen says. “We probably did more than 250 media interviews—
radio, television and print.”

There are signs that these sorts of strategies are catching on 
more broadly. The Metropolitan North Georgia Water Planning 
District, an organization that includes 15 metro Atlanta counties, 

WATER WARS

A centuries-old border dispute is all that stands between 

Georgia and access to the Tennessee River.
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also is promoting toilet rebates, and it’s ramping up “conserva-
tion pricing” throughout the region—where water becomes more 
expensive the more a customer uses. The Georgia Water Contin-
gency Task Force off ered a mountain of recommendations that 
may likely lead to state legislation this year. Many of the ideas 
are the sorts of things the state probably should have been doing 
all along, like getting more aggressive at identifying and fi xing 
leaky pipes.

Still, there are skeptics. “A lot of what you saw in the drought 
down here was temporary and it wasn’t very well implemented,” 
says Gil Rogers, senior attorney with the Southern Environmental 
Law Center. “It really hurt some water users, and other water 
users were left to do what they were doing all along.” During 
the drought, the state put in place an outdoor watering ban that 
devastated the landscaping industry. Other sorts of mandates 
that could have reduced water consumption weren’t tried. For 

example, a bill to require submeters—water meters in each unit 
of multifamily housing—languished in the Legislature.

Those decisions fi t with Georgia’s political culture. The 
state’s conservative Legislature prefers incentives over govern-
ment mandates, but that preference will be seriously tested in 
the face of Magnuson’s ruling. The Contingency Task Force rec-
ommended that, if Lanier truly is out as a water source, the state 
should employ various mandatory effi  ciency programs. It even 
gave tentative support to a ban on outdoor watering during day-
time hours—when the most water is lost to evaporation.

Nonetheless, there’s a bigger cause for skepticism: Even if 
Georgia does a splendid job conserving water, it won’t be enough. 
In fact, that’s something everyone in the state acknowledges. 
“Conservation makes the most sense, but we cannot save enough 
water to meet the 2012 deadline,” says Bert Brantley, Perdue’s 
director of communications. “There’s no way we can conserve 

that much.” The hope is that Congress and the courts wouldn’t 
actually leave Atlanta without the water it needs. By proving that 
they’re good stewards of their water, offi  cials in metro Atlanta are 
hoping they’ll get relief.

Atlanta, then, is in a lamentable position. 
A metropolitan region that looked completely in control of its 
own destiny as it grew is now dependent on the whims of fed-
eral courts and Congress. The obvious question is whether other 
big cities, even ones in water-rich areas, could experience the 
same fate. Robert Glennon’s answer, more or less, is that they 
already are.

Glennon is a law professor at the University of Arizona’s James 
E. Rogers College of Law, as well as the author of Unquenchable: 
America’s Water Crisis and What To Do About It. He points to 

falling water tables around the country that would take 
perhaps thousands of years to restore, and notes that 
the United States’ ability to add new water supplies is 
largely tapped out—there aren’t more rivers to divert 
or many places for new reservoirs—yet our population 
keeps growing. And he notes growing confl ict over 
water. It isn’t just Georgia, Alabama and Florida that are 
battling over water in the supposedly soggy Southeast. 
North Carolina and South Carolina are in court, fi ghting 
over the Catawba River. “We have a crisis right now,” 
Glennon says. “It’s not in the future. It’s right now.”

Not everyone echoes Glennon’s dire warnings. 
Atlanta has unique water disadvantages, including an 
unusually high elevation for the East Coast (more than 
1,000 feet), the lack of a major river, which most cities 
possess, and runaway population growth. Still, what 
Glennon’s clearly right about is that there has been 
very little acknowledgement of the nation’s future water 
challenges, from elected offi  cials or the public. Except in 
a few arid parts of the country, most people treat water 
as an abundant, almost limitless resource. 

That, offi  cials in Georgia say, is something that needs 
to change. This year’s weather has been a cruel joke for 
metro Atlanta. One of the wettest years on record culmi-

nated in September when the region endured serious fl oods. But 
all of that rain did nothing to change the looming water scarcity 
from Magnuson’s ruling.

The rain creates one more diffi  culty for Atlanta-area offi  -
cials: How do you persuade the public that water effi  ciency is 
critical when it always seems to be pouring outside? “It’s
actually a really big challenge,” Nguyen says. “It’s probably the 
biggest challenge.”

In eff ect, the challenge the Atlanta region faces is creating a 
permanent water conservation ethos—one that can survive both 
droughts and fl oods—where it never has existed before. If gov-
ernments in the Atlanta area can do that, they’ll have developed 
a model for other water-scarce cities to emulate. If they can’t, 
they’ll likely have big problems come July 17, 2012.  G

E-mail jgoodman@governing.com

WATER WARS

Gov. Sonny Perdue’s prayers for rain were answered. Now Georgia 

hopes for intervention from Congress or the courts.
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 Last year, Raleigh, N.C., partnered with Wake County 
to announce a new program to help homeless families fi nd hous-
ing—and offi  cials knew demand would be high. But the inunda-
tion of requests that poured in was shocking. At one of the two 
nonprofi ts administering the program, the call volume over the 
fi rst weekend literally shut down the phone system, which maxed 
out at 999 voicemails. “They were fl ooded and had to shut down 
almost immediately, because they were so overwhelmed” says Joe 
Rappl, Raleigh’s special housing coordinator. 

To hire more help, the vendor is now re-drafting its budget 
from three years to two. And fl iers the city and county printed to 
increase program awareness haven’t been distributed—offi  cials 
fear they’d generate an even greater increase in demand. “There’s 
just always more people than we can handle,” says Rappl.

What happened in Raleigh has been happening across the 
country in recent years. More and more families are becoming 
homeless, and local governments are struggling to meet their 
needs. Although the number of homeless individuals has held 
steady over the past few years, the number of homeless families 
is on the rise, jumping 9 percent from 2007 to 2008, according to 
the most recent data from the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD). 

The rise is even greater in suburbs and rural areas, where fam-
ily homelessness increased 56 percent in 2008, according to HUD. 
More recent data suggest those statistics continued to rise last 
year. In a December report from the U.S. Conference of Mayors, 
76 percent of the cities surveyed reported an increase in family 
homelessness in the past year. According to the respondents, 

many of the middle-class families that previously donated to food 
pantries are now the ones asking for help.

Cities are responding. They’re redoubling their eff orts on an 
approach known as “rapid re-housing,” the idea that the best 
way to help homeless people is to place them in independent, 
permanent housing as soon as possible. Rather than providing 
beds in shelters and mandating counseling or other community 
services, the rapid re-housing approach is based on a simple 
notion: The cause of homelessness is the lack of housing. That’s 
it. Help someone secure a home, and they’re no longer homeless. 
All other services—job help, child care, drug or alcohol counsel-
ing—can be dealt with more easily once you’ve moved into your 
own home, says Nan Roman, president and CEO of the National 
Alliance to End Homelessness. “Homelessness is not a lifestyle,” she 
says. “It’s a crisis. And we should remedy it as quickly as we can.”

Born of the New York City Housing First model pioneered in 
the early 1990s, rapid re-housing programs have become a major 
focus in many cities over the past fi ve years. It’s not always easy 
to implement, and it can be hard convincing citizens that this is 
the best way to handle the homeless population. But now, thanks 
to the recent spike in homeless families—and a big shift in fed-
eral homelessness policy—more and more cities are adopting a 
re-housing approach. “A systems change is happening,” says 
Roman. “There’s going to be a lot of learning over the next 
year in a lot of places.”

The causes behind the rise in family homelessness aren’t hard 
to pinpoint. The housing crisis, the Great Recession and a double-
digit unemployment rate have all hit middle-class families hard. 

Stemming the Tide o

With family homelessness 
on the rise, cities are 
refocusing their efforts 
on rapid re-housing. 
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But those factors are really only exacerbating a crisis that’s been 
on the rise for three decades, says Barbara Poppe, who President 
Barack Obama appointed in November as executive director of 
the Interagency Council on Homelessness—better known as the 
nation’s “homeless czar.” Poppe, who previously worked in hous-
ing nonprofi ts for more than 25 years, says that family homeless-
ness has always been something of an issue. 

“The homeless population has always been a diverse group 
of folks,” she says. “Even in the early ’80s, we saw young families 
with children, and that pattern continues today. But we are also 
seeing this new phenomenon, an increase in homeless families 
directly tied to loss of jobs and the housing market.”

Homelessness in America is still concentrated among single 
male adults, and it’s still concentrated in urban areas. But the 
recent, rapid changes in the demographics of who’s on the street 
are forcing people everywhere to rethink their preconceptions of 
what homelessness looks like. “There’s this media image of the 
chronically homeless single adult who suff ers from a mental dis-
ability or a chemical dependency,” says Poppe. “But as folks come 
to grips with the reality of who’s struggling with homelessness, 
they’re starting to say, ‘Wow, I know those people.’”

Talk to homelessness advocates long enough, and 
they’ll inevitably mention the same place: Hennepin County, 
Minn., which adopted a re-housing approach for families before 
just about anyone else. While New York’s Housing First model ini-
tially focused more on homeless individuals who required ongo-
ing care for disabilities or chemical dependencies, Hennepin’s 
Rapid Exit Program, fi rst implemented in 1993, was targeted on 
homeless families from the beginning. The county designed the 
program by interviewing families in homeless shelters and ask-
ing what factors were keeping them from moving into their own 
home. In most cases, it was a purely economic barrier, says Marge 
Wherley, the county’s supervisor for housing and homeless initia-
tives, adding that they were staying in a shelter long enough to 
save up the $2,000 needed to move into a new place—for things 
such as a security deposit, moving costs and fi rst and last months’ 
rent. “We were spending $9,000 [to keep them in shelter] so they 
could save up $2,000,” she says. “It didn’t make sense.”

So the county began targeting funds toward helping families 
get over those initial obstacles to renting a home. But there was 
more to it than that: The families reported that landlords were 
refusing to rent to them, screening them out over concerns that 
previously homeless tenants were too risky. The solution? Make 
the landlords a better off er. Hennepin pledged to take care of any 
problems during the fi rst six months of a tenancy. “We told the 
landlords, ‘If the rent is late, you don’t have to deal with it. Call 
us,’” says Wherley. “‘If there’s damage, noise complaints, fi ghts, 
anything—call us. We’ll even pay for the court costs if you need 
to evict someone.’”

The landlords came around. With the county’s backing, the 
homeless families suddenly became relatively desirable tenants. 
A full 95 percent of them stayed in housing without returning 
to shelter during at least the fi rst year, Wherley says. “One land-
lord told us he got into this because he thought it was the socially 
responsible thing to do, but it ended up being the best business 
decision of his life.”

Today, Hennepin’s Rapid Exit Program has revolutionized the 
way the county manages its homeless population, even as that 
task becomes a bigger challenge. Last year, Hennepin County 
saw a 25 percent increase in the number of people entering shel-
ters, but their average length of stay actually went down. “That’s 
totally because of Rapid Exit,” says Wherley.

In other places, such as Columbus, Ohio, where Poppe worked 
on homeless issues for 15 years prior to her federal appointment, re-
housing eff orts have actually helped prevent family homelessness 
before it even occurs. Beginning in the late 1990s, Columbus 
began working with families in need, placing them in independent 
housing before they ever even entered a shelter. Initially, the city 
prevented shelter stays about 40 percent of the time. Today, that 
fi gure has risen to 60 percent.

Successes like those in Hennepin and Columbus have driven 
a change in the federal government’s approach to homelessness. 
For the past decade, the policy in Washington has been targeted 
on a small slice of the homeless population: individuals who are 
chronically homeless. Getting those people off  the streets may 
have been a good goal, but it came at the expense of homeless 
families, for whom the lack of housing tends to be a temporary 
crisis rather than a chronic issue. 

But as the economic downturn has highlighted the increase in 
family homelessness, the federal government has adopted a policy 
much more focused on re-housing eff orts. The federal stimulus 
included $1.5 billion to help prevent families from becoming 
homeless—and to quickly fi nd housing for those who do. And 
when Congress last year reauthorized the homeless assistance 
program administered by HUD, the legislation shifted millions of 
dollars toward preventing family homelessness and funding local 
re-housing programs. 

The shift in federal policy—coupled with the on-the-ground 
re-housing successes in communities across the country—signals 
a sea change in the approach to family homelessness, says Poppe. 
“It should be a game-changer. We’re seeing the second wave of 
transforming our communities into systems that prevent and 
ultimately end homelessness.”  G

E-mail zpatton@governing.com
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T
he week before Jan. 19, 2010, was a busy one for Tim 
Webb, Tennessee’s commissioner of education. Webb 
and his aides were in meetings and briefi ngs in the 
Capitol, many of them overlapping one another on vari-

ous days. Webb’s goal was to convince legislators to change how 
teachers are evaluated and to allow the state to help turn around 
low-performing schools. Gov. Phil Bredesen challenged the 
Legislature to pass these reforms within a week. 

Why? Because Tennessee has a one-time opportunity from 
the federal government to win millions of dollars for educa-
tion reform under Race to the Top grants, made available by the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009.

Further north, the Michigan Department of Education was 
in a time crunch of its own for a similar reason. The department 
needed teachers’ unions, school districts and the State Board 
of Education to pledge support for the state’s education reform 
plan, backed by Gov. Jennifer Granholm. There was just one 
problem: No fi nal plan existed as to how those reforms would 
be achieved; there was just a 12-page summary. The full plan 
wasn’t expected until the weekend before Jan. 19, 2010, and 
many stakeholders were uneasy about supporting something 
they hadn’t seen. 

Race to the Top, the ARRA program that awards slices of 
$4.35 billion in discretionary stimulus funding to a select group 
of states, has two deadlines, and Jan. 19, 2010, was the closing date 
for round one. 

Though the amount at stake for each state isn’t much com-
pared to their overall education budget, ever-shrinking funds are 
still making education offi  cials consider whether the deadline 
race is worth it. These monies may very well be enough to help 
fi nance major changes states couldn’t previously have made.

Tennessee and Michigan are just two of a number of states that 
have made major changes to their education systems in a rush to 
meet the Race to the Top’s round one deadline. Each governor 
must submit the applications to the U.S. Department of Education 
along with signatures from the state’s chief state school offi  cers 
and the president of the state’s board of education. 

W
hile states already receive other sources of federal 
funding for schools, U.S. Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan has spotlighted the Race to the Top, 
calling it “education reform’s moon shot.” The 

grants will reward states for making changes in teacher certifi -
cation and evaluation, academic standards, and tracking student 
performance. The program also encourages states to take a bigger 
role in turning around low-performing schools and increasing 
student achievement. The hope is that these reforms will make 
U.S. students internationally competitive and better prepared 
for college and careers. 

The amount a state could win in Race to the Top roughly 
depends on population. The smallest states could start at 
$20 million, while larger states like New York, California, Florida 
and Texas could ask for up to $700 million. Half of the awarded 
funding would be disbursed to participating local education 
agencies based on their share of Title I funds, while the other 

half could be spent on state initiatives or as additional funding 
to local schools. 

Some states, however, are not applying for these funds at all: 
Texas Gov. Rick Perry announced Jan. 13, 2010, that his state 
would not apply, saying in a release that he didn’t want Texas to 
commit to national standards. This, however, seems to be one 
of the few exceptions, as 40 states and the District of Columbia 
applied for funds in round one, according to the department. 

     But that doesn’t mean the remaining states can’t still apply. 
They can wait for the second round—and unsuccessful states 
can reapply. 

Most states pulled out all stops to apply for Race to the Top 
funds. “We’ve been impressed by the number of states who are 
still engaged in the process of round one of Race to the Top,” says 
Gene Wilhoit, executive director of the Council of Chief State 
School Offi  cers. The council has assisted states with the appli-
cation process, and also partnered with the National Governors 
Association in creating common standards for K-12 education, 
which a majority of states support. 
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States are clamoring 
for a slice of $4.35 billion 
for education reform. 
Will being fi rst help 
them win? 

the Top
Rushing t

By Tina Trenkner
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There may also be a fear of fewer dollars available in the 
second round, says John F. (Jack) Jennings, president and 
CEO of the Center on Education Policy, an independent edu-
cation advocacy group. The Department of Education has said 
there will be enough money for states that apply (or reapply) 
in round two. “State leaders just don’t want to take a chance,” 
says Jennings.

For those that have applied early, there are some advantages. 
The two-step judging process includes a panel review of the writ-
ten application, and potential face-to-face presentation in Wash-
ington, D.C. States can expect feedback on their proposals, and if 
they don’t win a round one award, they can perfect their applica-
tion based on this feedback for round two. 

To meet that Jan. 19, 2010, deadline, some states, such as Ten-
nessee and Michigan, had to reform their education laws quickly 
to make themselves more competitive. One thing states could do 
to better their chances is link student test scores to teacher evalu-
ations. Providing the state the power to make decisions for low-
performing schools was another issue for legislators. Some states 

attempted to change other laws regarding the legality of charter 
schools, or lifting caps on the number of charters.

“Regardless of Race to the Top, Tennessee will benefi t from 
the changes being considered” wrote Commissioner Webb in an 
e-mail during the special legislative session. If the laws Tennessee 
proposed were not passed within that week’s time, he planned on 
passing the laws in the regular session. But Bredesen put heavy 
pressure on the Legislature to get the laws passed in time for a 
January application. The Legislature passed Race to the Top leg-
islature Jan. 15. 

E
ven if a state’s laws are passed and signed in time for 
the deadline, states must conquer yet another challenge. 
U.S. Department of Education offi  cials want to see that 
the governor and state superintendent have support 

from local districts, unions and the state board of education. If 
local stakeholders are unclear or unhappy with a state’s plan, it 
could weaken the state’s Race to the Top application. 

In Michigan, local offi  cials and teacher unions expressed 
concerns after the state’s Department of Education posted just a 
12-page summary of the application. The fi nal plan was expected 
to be about 100 pages. “A lot of people want to see those 88 pages,” 
says Doug Pratt, a spokesman for the Michigan Education Asso-
ciation (MEA). In the end, MEA’s fi nal decision to its locals 
recommended not supporting the state’s Race to the Top plan. 
Michigan’s State Board of Education president did approve the 
state’s plan, as did more than 750 school districts, with nearly 50 
union locals signing on. 

So far, only a handful of states, including Maryland, Maine 
and Washington, had announced they would wait until June to 
submit their Race to the Top initiatives. Offi  cials in those states 
determined they couldn’t make the necessary changes to their 
laws to meet the fi rst deadline. “We need time to explain to legis-
lators and the public what we’re trying to accomplish,” says Maine 
Department of Education Spokesman David Connerty-Marin. 

States that wait will have an advantage of seeing what the 
winning applications propose, and will then have two months to 
alter their plans, gather support and submit for the June dead-
line. While extra time could help states position themselves 
better for round two, it doesn’t mean states can slow down on 
gathering Race to the Top support. “This is all very much on the 
fast track, regardless of if you do it by Jan. 19 or in June,” says 
Connerty-Marin. 

Even if states rushed to submit their applications for round 
one or round two, there is no guarantee that the states will 
win money. What the states will have after Race to the Top are 
reforms that may not have happened without the potential of 
money. “I think in some cases, it’s fi lling in the gaps in policy-
making that they may not have paid attention to,” observes 
Wilhoit, who added that laws a state passed could support and 
potentially open up opportunities to engage in much-needed 
education reforms. “Race to the Top has been just the catalyst 
some states have needed legislatively.”  G

 E-mail ttrenkner@governing.com 
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 On March 30, 1992, after Syracuse, N.Y., had seen record snow-
fall in excess of 162.5 inches for the 1991-1992 winter season, the 
Syracuse Common Council unanimously approved the following 
resolution:  

“Be it resolved, on behalf of the snow-weary citizens of the city of Syra-
cuse, any further snowfall is expressly outlawed in the city of Syracuse until 
December 24, 1992.”

Though this resolution gave no power against the weather, as two more 
inches of snow fell on the city two days later, it did provide humor that helped 
residents make it to spring. 

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

There are places nationwide that get more snow, but among America’s 
cities with populations greater than 100,000, Syracuse’s snowfall is supreme. 
Yes, there are years when Buff alo and Rochester do better, but if you want to 
bet on it, put your money on Syracuse. An average year fi nds total accumula-
tion of 115.6 inches covering this city, which is 25.6 square miles and home to 
approximately 150,000 residents. 

In good economic times and bad, snow is a fact of life for central New 
Yorkers. If the snow is not moved off  the streets—and fast—life would come 
to a halt here. How do they do it? They push it aside with plows, cart it away 
with dump trucks and melt it with salt—just like they’ve been doing for 
100 years. And when necessary, they do it around the clock every day.

The only place you’ll see things done a bit diff erently is at Syracuse Han-
cock International Airport. There, due to Federal Aviation Administration 
regulations, salt is forbidden on the runways. To keep from breaking the lights 
imbedded in the tarmac, small wheels mounted under the plows keep those 
plows just off  the ground. The airport also has giant sweepers and snow blow-
ers, which wouldn’t work on city streets.

Let’s face it, if you need to move a lot of snow, you’ll need a lot of good 
equipment. But you’ll also need a lot of hearty people who are willing to go 
out there and get it done. Syracuse, thank goodness, has both.  G

E-mail dkidd@governing.com

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

KEEPING THE STREETS OF 
AMERICA’S SNOWIEST CITY CLEAN.
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Snow plow driver 

Eduardo “Paco” 

Huertas, left, stands 

with his wingman, 

Stanley Gardynski, 

who operates the 

side-mounted plow, 

Jan. 9, 2010.
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Right: Newly elected Mayor 

Stephanie Miner shows off the 

latest addition to the city’s fl eet. 

The truck was on display at her 

outdoor inauguration ceremony 

in early January. Below: A crew 

of welders and mechanics is kept 

busy repairing damaged equipment 

and keeping the plows on the road. 

Bottom: The airport has a number 

of specialized snow removal 

vehicles. Despite the amount of 

snow that falls, runway closures 

are a rare occurrence.
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Left: Though it’s known as the 

Salt City, Syracuse imports its 

road salt from Lansing, 50 miles 

to the south. In 2009 the city used 

nearly 41,000 tons to combat 149 

inches of snow. Below left: Operat-

ing heavy equipment in dangerous 

conditions can sometimes lead to 

accidents. This plow slid down an 

icy hill and snapped a telephone 

pole, trapping the driver and wing-

man in a tangle of live power lines. 

Neither was injured. Below right: 

John Ostune enjoys a few minutes 

of warmth before heading out into 

the freezing weather.
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Right: crewleader Rich DeMarzo 

hands out assignments for the 

night. Below: Syracuse may be 

under a foot or more of snow, but 

the citizens expect their roads to 

be clear. Bottom left: The driver 

and wingman perform routine 

checks of their equipment before 

heading out. Bottom right: If there 

is snow and ice on the streets, 

23-year veteran Mike Politis is 

going to take care of it.
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GOVERNING’s 12th annual Managing Technology Conference is 

an executive event focused on practical, realistic solutions, best 

practices and cutting edge developments in effective management 

of technology across the full spectrum of state and local functions.

Learn about challenges and successes from colleagues in other 

communities, and walk away with new ideas and strategies to 

address your most critical issues:

ß Streamlined Government: Making IT Consolidation Real

ß Protecting Security, Providing Access

ß The Fiscal Impact of IT Choices: Save Money or Create Jobs?

ß Cross-Border Collaboration: Sharing Systems and Services

ß Modernizing Critical Systems: UI and MMIS

ß Taking It Back: Undoing Outsourcing

ß New Workforce, New Workplace — Government 2010

RESULTS-DRIVEN COLLABORATION IN 
A HIGHLY COMPLEX, STRATEGIC AND 
POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

REGISTER 
NOW

MANAGING
TECHNOLOGY

MARCH 17 & 18 
SACRAMENTO, CA  

WWW.GOVERNING.COM/CONFERENCES/TECHNOLOGY
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A city offi  cial once compared 
managing in City Hall to driv-
ing a bus, with one diff erence: 
“Every seat is equipped with a 

brake, so lots of people can stop the bus at 
any time,” he says. “The problem is that 
this makes the bus almost undriveable.”

Anyone who’s ever tried to introduce 
change to city operations will recognize 
the feeling. Would you like to save money 

by closing an underutilized fi re station? 
You can expect the fi refi ghters’ union, 
the neighborhood association and the 
local city council member to all reach for 
their brakes.

Even the most incremental change 
is often greeted with a massive wave of 
resistance. A political leader has to expend 
enormous energy to generate relatively 
small savings.

So if you are going to have a big fi ght 
even for little changes, why not fi ght 
for something big? Why not go for trans-
formational change instead of incremen-
tal change?

That’s the approach Detroit Mayor 
Dave Bing is taking—he’s thinking big. 
Facing a $280 million budget defi cit, the 
mayor convened a “crisis turnaround 
team” that laid out a path forward. Based 

Driving Change: Go Big or Go Home
State and local leaders fi nd success by thinking big.   By John O’Leary

Problem Solver
Real-World Solutions and Ideas for Government Managers
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on the team’s 150 recommendations, the 
mayor is looking to close a city-run power 
plant that employs 68 city workers, out-
source the management of Detroit’s air-
port and consolidate IT operations. And 
that’s just the start. In many ways, it is a 
total revamping of city operations.

“The biggest problem that we’re going 
to have ... is that it’s a very hard spin 
to get city workers and people who 
live in the city to accept change,” Bing 
told the Detroit Free Press. “But if we 
don’t, we die ...”

Bing took over a city in both fi scal and 
administrative meltdown, his predecessor 
convicted of two felonies on his way out 
of offi  ce. But what if a public leader takes 
offi  ce without the “benefi t” of a major 
fi scal crisis to help drive change? For a 
visionary leader, it’s important to make 
the case for change before a crisis.

On his fi rst day in offi  ce in January 
2005, Indiana Gov. Mitch Daniels issued 
an executive order establishing the 
state’s Offi  ce of Management and Bud-

get, including the creation of a small but 
important department of Government 
Effi  ciency and Financial Planning. With 
a $1 million annual budget and a staff  of 
fi ve to nine employees, this offi  ce was 
given three tasks: assisting agencies to 
create performance measures, identify-
ing and implementing cost savings, and 
conducting a systematic review of all 
state government programs.

Unlike a department-by-department 
cost-cutting exercise, this offi  ce had the 
big picture in mind, and drove change 

from the top down. While most states 
were caught fl at-footed by economic 
events, Indiana met the recession from 
a position of strength. For example, 
in 2006, Indiana received $3.8 billion 
from foreign investors in exchange for 
the right to operate the 157-mile Indi-
ana Toll Road for the next 75 years. 
Not only is that a price that’s unlikely 
attainable today, it also helped Indiana 
fund needed infrastructure without 
raising taxes.

“Sometimes I joke about the brilliance 
of our method, things like spending less 
money than we take in,” Daniels says. 
“What a blinding insight that is.”

It was the independence of the 
Government Effi  ciency and Financial 
Planning department that allowed it to 
turn a critical spotlight on state opera-
tions: “The organization and structure 
of Indiana state government is the result 
of decades spent creating new agencies, 
boards, commissions and programs to 
address problems and placate special 
interests,” according to a 2006 review 
by Indiana’s Offi  ce of Management and 
Budget. “With 73 agencies and more 
than 300 boards and commissions, 
Indiana state government today is 
unmanageable, unaccountable and inef-
fi cient. If state government were created 

today, it is doubtful that the new organi-
zational structure would look anything 
like today’s state government.”

Indiana probably isn’t unique in that 
regard. But Indiana is unique in that it 
took on these issues in 2005. As a result, 
its fi scal outlook is healthy, while many of 
its neighbors are in fi scal meltdown.

Just before a tsunami hits, the shore-
line actually retreats into the ocean, giv-
ing a false impression of calm, low seas. 
Smart swimmers take note, and start run-
ning for high ground.

With billions of dollars in federal
stimulus money fl owing to state and local 
governments, many public offi  cials are also 
witnessing a false period of calm. Smart 
offi  cials know that a massive tidal wave of 
red ink is heading their way, but what is a 
smart public leader supposed to do?

Start now. One lesson from Detroit and 
Indiana is that transformation requires a 
separate, independent team focused 100 
percent on instituting big changes. The 
other lesson is that change will face oppo-
sition—so why not focus on transforma-
tive change rather than incremental? It’s 
a lot better to get ahead of a crisis than to 
wait to be engulfed in an incoming fl ood 
of red ink.  G

E-mail johnoleary@alum.mit.edu 

Sometimes I joke 

about the brilliance 

of our method, things 

like spending less 

money than we take in. 
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Detroit Mayor Dave Bing walks to his 

polling facility in Detroit on Aug. 4, 2009.
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 Y
ou can hardly go to a conference
about state budgets without 
someone calling health care a 
“monster,” and then talking about 

how it’s “devouring” state revenues in an 
alarming fashion. States are trying to fi ght 
this growing bill on many fronts, including 
spending money on anti-obesity programs, 
prenatal care, smoking cessation, public 
education on various topics and attempt-
ing to allocate Medicaid dollars most 
eff ectively. It seems indisputable that 
policymakers trying to determine
 the best places to put the public’s 
money should be informed by the 
best available data. 

Unfortunately one of the most sig-
nifi cant sources of information used 
by policymakers—mortality statis-
tics—can be fatally fl awed. These 
are the numbers produced by 
the federal government that 
indicate how many people 
die of heart disease, cancer, 
accidents, etc. But they’re 
often based on information 
provided on inaccurate death 
certifi cates. Cause of death 
tends to be more accurate for 
violent fatalities—shootings, 
suicides or trauma—but when 
it comes to natural causes, it’s a 
very diff erent story.

Studies that compare death 
certifi cates with subsequent autopsy 
results consistently fi nd that 20 to 40 per-
cent of the time, there’s disagreement on 
the cause of death, or a contributing fac-
tor is unmentioned on the certifi cate. Of 
course, autopsies are often done for more 
complex cases, which may infl ate those 
numbers, but they’re still unquestionably 
far too high. Robert Anderson, chief of the 
mortality statistics branch for the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
National Center for Health Statistics told 

One contributing factor to spotty 
cause-of-death reporting is that many 
places require that death certifi cates 
be promptly fi lled out. In Michigan, 
for example, death certifi cates must 
be completed and submitted within 
48 hours after a death because it’s required 
for burial.

Autopsies provide an important 
alternative source of information about 
the cause of death. But the number of 
autopsies has declined from approxi-
mately 15 percent of deaths in 1980 to 
nearly 7 percent today. Fewer autop-

sies are performed partly because 
they’re expensive, and hospitals 

aren’t directly reimbursed for 
them under Medicare. On the 
dark side, some experts specu-
late that hospitals might not 
encourage autopsies because 
they might uncover medical 
variances with diagnoses, which 
could lead to malpractice suits.

What’s more, “most physi-
cians receive very little training 
in fi lling out death certifi cates,” 
says Jeff rey Jentzen, director of 
autopsy and forensic services 
at the University of Michigan. 
Randy Hanzlick, chief medi-
cal examiner in Fulton County, 
Ga., agrees:  “The fi rst time that 

someone sees a death certifi cate 
is when a patient dies.” 

Fortunately better training from 
hospitals, public health departments 
or medical schools is one solution that 
states and localities can utilize. A 2007 
study in the UK found that stepping up 
education for individuals completing 
death certifi cates signifi cantly improved 
rates of accuracy. The CDC has devel-
oped training materials on its Web page, 
but the CDC’s Anderson says he believes 
they haven’t had suffi  cient distribution. 

By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Mortally Wounded
Flawed information on death certifi cates impacts how states allocate health-care funds. 
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us, “We know there are problems. But it’s 
really diffi  cult to tell how bad things are.”

Not only is this important for states 
and localities in deciding where to allo-
cate health-care dollars, but collecting 
these death certifi cates and ensuring their 
accuracy is a managerial state and local 
function that infl uences the expenditure 
of health-care dollars at all levels of gov-
ernment—an enormous responsibility. 

Some causes of death—blood clots 
to the lungs, for example—are under-
reported, according to experts, and this 
may divert attention from the problem 
that could increase eff orts at preven-
tion. Similarly, maternal deaths directly 
related to pregnancy or childbirth are 
“substantially underestimated when 
death certifi cates alone are used to 
identify deaths,” according to a Mary-
land Department of Health and Mental 
Hygiene study. 
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HAVE YOU
LOGGED ON
TODAY?

GOVERNING.com provides essential access 
to management, policy and politics. Serving 
as a one-stop destination for state and local 
news and resources, GOVERNING.com off ers 
comprehesive information and tools you can 
use to meet your missions and achieve results.

STAY CONNECTED
to the issues that matter most.
Bookmark GOVERNING.com as your state
and local daily digest.
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Electronic death registration also can 
help obtain more accurate data. Nearly 
half the states have electronic systems 
in place, and others are moving in this 
direction. Funding for these systems is, 
however, scarce, and states are far from 
having the majority of deaths reported 
this way.

A third route to better reporting may 
simply be eliminating the requirement to 
show cause of death for elderly patients, 
who may have four or fi ve diseases, each 
competing to deliver the fi nal blow. 
Thanks to lack of clarity, many of these 
deaths are merely attributed to heart 
failure. In fact, the National Institutes 
of Health reports that national mortal-
ity statistics may overestimate the fre-
quency of coronary heart disease as a 
cause of death by as much as twofold in 
older people. 

“Writing down ‘old age’ is not an 
acceptable cause of death, and most 
places will not accept that. We’ve been 
rethinking that recently,” says Anderson. 
“We’ve been trying to get some inter-
national consensus on whether that’s 
acceptable and at what age it becomes 
acceptable. I have mixed feelings about it 
myself. I’m not going to quibble with old 
age as a cause of death for a 105-year-old 
person, but not an 80-year-old.”  G

E-mail greenebarrett@gmail.com

By Elizabeth Daigneau and Tina Trenkner

Going for the Green
Sometimes the best way to get individuals or agencies to change for good is to 

create a little healthy competition. In Virginia, friendly rivalry helps state agencies 

and localities become greener. The Virginia Municipal League’s Go Green Virginia 

initiative pits localities against one another, with opportunities for towns to learn 

and share best practices through forums and tips submitted to an online Green 

Book. Participating localities earn points for doing things like formally adopting a 

sustainability plan, establishing Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

certifi cations for new buildings, and creating innovative practices for reducing 

carbon emissions. Cities that earn 100 out of 200 points gain a “green govern-

ment” classifi cation. Last year, Gov. Tim Kaine challenged state agencies to be 

more sustainable, and 37 agencies accepted that challenge. The Green Com-

monwealth Challenge helped increase carpooling and alternative transportation, 

and expanded recycling programs in 19 agencies. The departments of Environ-

mental Quality and Corrections, and Virginia Tech, were recognized for their top 

scores in the contest. Agency directors could reward employees with a day off.

| IDEA CENTER

Rolling Up Pavement  
When it comes to progress, nothing says it better than paved roads. But in these 

economic times, paved roads are too costly. In Michigan, 20 of its 83 counties 

have turned some rural roads back to gravel. While the practice is most common 

in Michigan, the sour economy and high price of pavement also has driven munici-

palities in Pennsylvania, Indiana and Vermont to roll up the asphalt—the price 

of which has more than doubled over the past three years to about $400 a ton. 

Cash-strapped towns can’t afford to repave roads, let alone fi x potholes. That’s 

particularly true in cold-weather states, where roads take a beating from freeze-

and-thaw cycles and road salt. In Michigan, 50 miles of paved road has been 

converted to gravel in the past few years. Most are lightly traveled back roads, 

but at least one county in Michigan turned a 10-mile stretch of primary road into 

gravel. Montcalm County claims it saved $900,000 converting the pothole-plagued 

road. The conversion might save money up front and may even make sense for 

low-traffi c roads, but a 2005 study by the Minnesota Department of Transporta-

tion found that high-traffi c gravel roads can cost more per mile over a several-year 

period than paved roads.

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

Garcetti’s Google Lesson
An innovative technology deal turns political for the Los Angeles City Council president. 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

the measure through the vote. “It did sur-
prise me that there was so much initial 
opposition.”

Why did a plan considered a slam-
dunk by the city’s technology agency end 
up passing by the skin of its teeth? 

“There was an assumption by some of 
the IT professionals that this would sell 
itself or that people would trust them 
because the IT professional is recom-
mending it,” says Garcetti, one of the 
nation’s more tech-savvy local leaders. “In 
changes to the core systems that people 
use—and I would argue e-mail is more 
core than the telephone these days—they 

have to consider the political environ-
ment. The stakes are high, and people will 
be lobbying one way or the other. People 
have to think it through not from the tech-
nology side, but from the human side.”

Cloud computing is new to govern-
ment agencies. Many of us have made 
the leap to cloud-based e-mail in our 

 L
os Angeles became a cloud-
computing pioneer in late 
October 2009 when the city 
council unanimously approved a 

fi ve-year deal with Google to use the com-
pany’s Internet-based e-mail and produc-
tivity tools. The city is thought to be the 
largest government entity that decided to 
move its entire e-mail system—used by 
30,000 municipal employees—to Google’s 
Gmail service. 

But getting there wasn’t easy. The out-
come was uncertain until the moment 
votes were cast. And in the months lead-
ing up to the decision, city departments— 

including the Los Angeles Police—raised 
concerns about the plan, and industry 
heavyweights and others lobbied the 
council intensely against the move.

“I thought this was a no-brainer. The 
idea of going out to the cloud to me seemed 
so obvious,” says Los Angeles City Council 
President Eric Garcetti, who shepherded 

personal lives by opening Gmail, Micro-
soft Hotmail or Yahoo Mail accounts. But 
in government, having a private company 
own and operate the equipment needed 
to run your offi  cial e-mail system—and 
to store and manage the information 
that system produces—is stepping into 
relatively uncharted water.

So, even though Los Angeles was 
replacing a cranky old e-mail system 
with a widely popular suite of services 
provided by one of the world’s most inno-
vative technology companies, the move 
needed to be carefully sold to city depart-
ments and the public. 

Garcetti says elected offi  cials must play 
a central role in making the real-world case 
for technology upgrades, especially when 
they involve relatively new approaches.

“The council’s role was to have that 
public debate, and for me to try to speak 
about the benefi ts of this in plain English. 
To not say, ‘Hey check out all these gizmos,’ 
but look at the simplicity of this system and 
think about how you’ll use it,” he says. “This 
will not sell itself and information technol-
ogy professionals can’t sell it themselves.”

Garcetti’s advice for communities 
undertaking similar initiatives: Technol-
ogy professionals should make their case 
to elected leaders, and then rely on those 
leaders to sell the plan to rank-and-fi le 
users and the public at large.   G

E-mail stowns@govtech.com

GOVERNING |  February 201048

I thought this 

was a no-brainer. The 

idea of going out to 

the cloud to me seemed 

so obvious. 

 “

F
L
IC

K
R

/E
R

IC
 G

A
R

C
E

T
T

I

Los Angeles City 

Council President 

Eric Garcetti shepherded 

the measure to move 

the city’s e-mail system 

to Google’s Gmail.
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Chart a course 
foR success!

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

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

Register now at www.nascio.org.
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By Girard Miller

 A few decades ago, the idea of a 
four-day workweek idea was 
a utopian dream of futurists 
who expected American pros-

perity and rising productivity to enable 
workers to enjoy more leisure, with 
three-day weekends and shorter working 
hours. Instead, Americans kept working 
longer hours to make ends meet or to 
live better—especially in professions 
like law and fi nance, where time is 
money. So it’s a bit ironic that a shorter 
workweek for government workers has 
come from the exactly opposite reason: 
running out of money.    

The economic recession has forced 
hundreds of government employers to 
furlough workers, often on a selective 
basis. Payless Fridays have become a com-
monplace solution for balancing shrink-
ing budgets. Rather than lay off  workers 
by eliminating positions to cut the payroll 
(as typically occurs in the private sec-
tor), state and local governments spread 
the pain of underemployment in 2009 by 
giving workers an unpaid day every two 
or three weeks. It has become very com-
mon in California to fi nd city hall closed 
on alternate Fridays, and doors closed for 
all but police and fi re services.

In Utah and Iowa, governors have 
taken the four-day workweek to the next 
level by closing buildings one day weekly 
and reducing work hours. This saves 
energy costs because buildings require 
less heating, air conditioning and electric-
ity when they’re open one less day each 
week. The question now is whether this 
is the beginning of a permanent trend or 
just a passing phenomenon.

Employee perspectives. From a 
worker’s viewpoint, some think the four-
day workweek is a great idea—as long as 
they earn full pay. Few public employees 
would voluntarily choose a pay cut for 
the sole purpose of a longer weekend. So 

the shorter workweek is viewed grudg-
ingly as an involuntary pay cut by those 
on furlough. Those who keep full pay 
can fully appreciate the added fl exibility. 
As we learned the past decade with fl ex-
time arrangements, some workers would 
rather work four 10-hour days and skip 
the fi fth; others fi nd it more complicated 
arranging for child care and meeting other 
responsibilities if their workday hours 
are extended.  

Some public services don’t operate 
four days weekly, and never will. Nobody 
dares to propose that we close the police 
stations or highway patrol for three days 
a week, or that fi re stations shut down 
for long weekends. Schools still need to 
provide teachers and facilities for pupils 
fi ve days a week—and most parents would 
freak out if they had to baby-sit their chil-
dren during their own working hours. So 
there are some professions in the public 
service for which a four-day week is ill-
suited. (A notable exception is fi refi ghters, 
who for decades have worked “Kelly shift” 
hours and other nonconventional sched-
ules, while maintaining 24/7 operations.) 

What if the public doesn’t notice? 
Perhaps the most important long-term 
issue for public-sector managers 
is whether a temporary shift to 
a four-day week will change 
citizens’ attitudes about public 
services. If the library is open 
fewer days, will support for 
libraries dwindle? If local 
builders can’t get permits 
every weekday, will resi-
dential construction be 
hampered? Will local 
voters begrudge pub-

lic employees’ time off  and the reduced 
access they experience, to the point that 
they vote against future tax increases at 
election time? Isn’t there a chance that 
reduced access will translate into reduced 
willingness to pay? Or is the greater risk 
that voters will see that nothing changed 
even when employees were furloughed, 
so the budget should be cut back perma-
nently even when the economy recovers? 
This presents a double-edged dilemma 
for elected offi  cials to ponder.  

If the economy recovers, many of 
the involuntary furloughs may subside 
by the end of 2010. At least that’s what 
elected offi  cials and governmental union 
leaders are hoping. However, there are 
some public employers whose pension 
and retiree medical costs may increase 
so much in the next two years, along 
with other deferred expenses, that they 
will never be able to restore traditional 
fi ve-day workweeks. 

We sometimes say that state and local 
governments are laboratories for experi-
mentation. Hopefully this will include 
the deeper implications of shorter work-
ing hours and partial facilities closures. 
We might learn something important 
about what the public values—and what 

it doesn’t.  G

E-mail girardinmalibu@
charter.net 

Furlough Fever
Will short workweeks become the norm?

IS
T
O

C
K

P
H

O
T
O

.C
O

M

Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



GOVERNING | April  20092

@Register for GOVERNING’s free e-mail newsletters and receive essential
news and information delivered directly to your inbox.

GOVERNING.com Daily
Provides a quick scan of the day’s headlines of special interest to the state and local

community, as well as links to updated features on GOVERNING.com

PLUS . . . targeted verticals that align with your area of expertise:
Management • Technology • Human Services

Finance • Public Workforce • Effi ciency • Tax and Revenue

Visit GOVERNING.com/email
to sign up for your

FREE subscriptions today!

Get connected. Get e-mail newsletters.

DON’T MISS A HEADLINE
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52

Player

P
ublic defenders are often seen as the Rodney 

Dangerfi elds of local government: They get 

respect from neither the prosecutor-loving public 

nor other public offi cials. Not Jeff Adachi, though. 

When San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom proposed 

a $1.9 million cut to his $23 million budget, Adachi 

objected in visible ways, such as mailing out 5,000 post 

cards adorned with images of a public defender action 

hero, proclaiming the necessity of his offi ce. More soberly, 

Adachi also explained that the cuts would force him 

to farm out 9,000 cases per year to more expensive 

private counsel.

Adachi’s feisty response came as no surprise. During 

his eight-year tenure, Adachi hasn’t hesitated to tangle 

with public offi cials who crossed him. When the city 

created a new court to handle cases in the Tenderloin, 

San Francisco’s red-light district and the focus of a recent 

cleanup effort, Adachi refused, saying his 93 attorneys 

were too busy. Eventually he agreed to provide legal 

defenses there himself.

Adachi’s antics have frustrated offi cials in the 

mayor’s offi ce, who insist that in the current fi scal 

situation, everyone must live within their means. But 

Adachi disagrees. The Public Defender’s Offi ce, he said, 

is the only department constitutionally obligated to per-

form its function. Most San Franciscans seem to agree. 

Observers expect Adachi to be easily re-elected in 2010. 

Unless, that is, he runs for another offi ce altogether—the 

mayor’s offi ce.                                             —John Bunti n

52

Jeff Adachi
Position: Public Defender, 

San Francisco 

 Age: 50 

  Other jobs: Deputy Public Defender, 

Documentary fi lmmaker  
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