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PUBLISHER’S DESK
Publisher Fred Kuhn
Editor Tod Newcombe
Executive Editor Jonathan Walters
Editor-at-Large Paul W. Taylor

No Ordinary Newsletters
f you’re reading this magazine, you’re familiar with the
high-quality monthly articles we produce. You may also be a
consumer of our news, blogs and multimedia features on
Governing.com. But you may not know of our third source
of exclusive editorial content that’s distributed to more than
300,000 readers every month.
Governing publishes a dozen newsletters on seven key topics
covering states and localities (some of the newsletters are published twice monthly). Yes, everybody gets newsletters in their
inbox these days, but many of them are little more than links to
stories that already appear on a website. The newsletter universe
has suffered over the years, thanks largely to software programs
that make them easy to produce but lack the kind of content that
traditional newsletters used to contain. No wonder so many of
them are deleted before they’re ever even opened.
When Governing launched its newsletter program, however, we decided
to do things differently. Instead of a
typical newsletter with a smattering
of headlines and links, ours follow the
tradition that once made these publications so successful: They contain an
exclusive article written on a single topic.
A recent edition of our Human Services
newsletter looked at how former judges
in three states have taken over children
and family services agencies and are
By Fred Kuhn, Publisher undertaking unprecedented reform
efforts. An issue of our Public Workforce
newsletter examined the ways collective bargaining cutbacks
can affect the morale of government workers, warning managers to keep an eye for any potential fallout. It’s the kind of
original reporting we deliver to our readers in every issue of
our newsletters.
The other topics we follow include management, innovation
(called Better, Faster, Cheaper), ﬁnance, technology and health. We
also produce a monthly roundup of featured stories, and for news
junkies we have Governing Daily, which goes out ﬁve days a week.
Some may question this old-fashioned approach to writing
newsletters. But we think it’s worth the extra effort to assign a
writer a story for each issue that goes out. And so far the circulation numbers are showing that readers want exclusive content
landing in their email box, rather than getting a stripped-down,
computer-generated listing of headlines. If you want to tap this
high-value source of reporting by Governing, then click on the
“Newsletters” link at the top of our homepage to subscribe. It’s
an easy, electronic way to get some sound, traditional journalism.
As always, you can let me know how we are doing by emailing
me at publisher@governing.com.
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LETTERS

Zealand. Although these professionals
may be “new” to the U.S., they have
provided quality care in New Zealand
for 90 years.
When physician assistants and
nurse practitioners were proposed,
there were initial fears about these
new models in the workforce.
But today these practitioners are
viewed as essential to patient
care. We believe a consensus will
eventually develop within the
dental community that midlevel
providers can help to bridge the dental
health gap faced by far too many of our
nation’s children.
—Shelly Gehshan, Director of the Pew
Children’s Dental Campaign,
Washington, D.C.

The Dental Care Challenge
Your recent article [The Tooth of the
Matter, January 2012] raises important
issues because dental care remains the
greatest unmet health need among children. Our system of care isn’t working
for roughly one-third of Americans, and
49 million Americans live in areas conﬁrmed to have a dentist shortage.
One solution is to license midlevel
providers-practitioners who are trained
to perform some but not all of the services that dentists offer (such as ﬁlling
cavities). Although some state dental
associations are ﬁrmly opposed to midlevel providers, that opposition is far
from universal. For example, the California Dental Association has issued a
comprehensive report calling for a variety of solutions, including new models
for the dental workforce.
Midlevel providers currently work in
more than 50 countries, including Australia, Canada, Great Britain and New

I enjoyed reading your story on dental
therapists and hope that you will dig
deeper. The simple fact is that almost
30 percent of Americans have limited or
no access to dental care, at a time during
which there is ever growing evidence that
a healthy body is not possible without a
healthy mouth.
Americans have become accustomed
to high-quality health-care services
provided by professionals other than physicians. Every time an ambulance arrives
with an EMT or paramedic, the public is
far better served than it was when such
vehicles were called “meat wagons” and
staffed by a driver and a technician with
minimal skills. Physician assistants, nurse
practitioners, nurse anesthetists and a long
list of others have become commonplace.

Reverberations
Here are the articles from the January issue of Governing that drew the largest
response. Letters to the editor are still welcomed at mailbox@governing.com.
Georgia House Minority Leader Stacey Abrams

Georgia House Minority Leader Stacey Abrams

The

BOSS
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state legislatures will be preoccupied in two
important ways: They’ll still be digging their way out of the Great
Recession, and they’ll still be compensating for federal inaction
on a number of issues.
This shouldn’t come as a surprise, but the partisan gridlock on
Capitol Hill has had serious ramiﬁcations for states. As of midDecember, the House had passed 326 bills in 2011, and the Senate,
just 368. That’s the fewest since 1995. Among the perennial issues
Congress pushed down the road: a new transportation bill, immigration and tax reform. This leaves states scrambling yet another
year to address these critical issues in the absence of the feds.
This inaction comes on top of news that state spending in
2012 still won’t be back up to 2008 levels. While spending from
state funds declined in 2009 and 2010, overall spending increased
because state ﬁnances were buoyed by the federal stimulus. Now,
“states are likely to face austere budgets for at least the next
several years and will continue to make difficult spending decisions,” according to a December analysis of state spending by
the National Association of State Budget Officers (NASBO). The
report blames a topsy-turvy economy, the likelihood of reduced
federal aid, costs from the federal health-care reform law and
continuing pressure to pay for pensions and beneﬁts for retirees.
In short, this means it’s time for state legislators to get creative
in tackling the big issues left on their plates. Otherwise, they may
face some fed-up voters at the polls this November.
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These are the nine topics that will shape debate in state legislatures in 2012.

The 50 state legislatures have a lot of talent, but these 12 individuals are ones to watch.
28
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Hydraulic fracturing—the process of pumping chemicals and
other ﬂuids into wells to extract natural gas and oil—is high on the
agenda of several state legislatures. This is particularly the case in
the Mid-Atlantic region, which sits atop one of the largest natural
gas sources in the world: the Marcellus Shale, a rock formation
that lies more than a mile beneath the Earth’s surface. Until fracking came along, there was no economical way to extract the gas.
Now legislators in affected states are looking at fracking as a way
to tap into this rich resource. Not surprisingly, some 100 frackingrelated bills—many of which surfaced last year—will be open for
consideration when this year’s legislative sessions begin.
The debate will be, as it was last year, highly contentious.
Much of the anti-fracking argument focuses on health and safety
concerns. Some worry that fracking will contaminate drinking
water, groundwater and air, and cause serious health problems
for people living near drilling sites. At some point in 2012, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) will release the initial
ﬁndings from its study of fracking’s environmental and health
effects. In the meantime, the EPA released a draft ﬁnding of its
study in December that suggested the drilling process may cause
groundwater pollution. The draft ﬁnding could have a chilling
effect on state debates this year.
January 2012 | G O VERNI NG

5LVLQJ6WDUV

Of

BOSTON

)UDFNLQJTapping an Energy Source

$WDWLPH when politicians are about as popular as a sewage treatment plant being built next to your house, it may seem
like poor taste to assemble a list of state legislators who are rising
stars. But there are big decisions ahead of state legislatures this
year, so it’s good to know there are talented people making them.
Here are a dozen state lawmakers, equally divided between
Republicans and Democrats, who are deemed players to watch
based on interviews with political experts in state capitals across
the country.
Undoubtedly, there are scores of noteworthy lawmakers in
state government right now. The list could easily be ﬁlled with
just House speakers and Senate presidents. But that doesn’t seem
like enough. Instead, these legislators are individuals who are
believed to have a long future in government. Many experts say
these 12 state representatives and senators could potentially win
higher office.
These are people who have shown a keen ability to strike
alliances across party lines. They’ve racked up signiﬁcant
accomplishments during their time in office so far. And each
of these lawmakers has an intensely compelling personal story
that informs the way he or she governs.
The 12 legislators to watch, listed in alphabetical order, follow.

Boston’s longestserving mayor has
started to think big.
(But he still sweats
the small stuff.)
By Zach Patton

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

APIMAGES.COM
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By Louis Jacobson

The 50 state legislatures have a lot of talent, but these 12 individuals are ones to watch.
Photography by David Kidd
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WHO SAID THAT?

“Time to time, people will send
me articles and things I need to
know about but I have found that
my life is a lot better if I don’t get
aggravated by what I read in
the newspaper.”
—Ohio Gov. John Kasich, on why he
doesn’t read newspapers

“

Compare: ‘I do not
take a single newspaper,
nor read one a month,
and I feel myself inﬁnitely
the happier for it.’
—Thomas Jefferson”

—Posted by Ken Brickman on Governing.com

There is little to fear from dental therapists, who can be trained to perform basic
dental care in as little as two years and four
months. Such personnel placed in schools
and community health centers, and supervised by either private practitioners or
public health dentists, might improve
access greatly.
At approximately 10 percent of the
cost of a dentist, therapists may be one
of our best opportunities to reach the
underserved. Yet dentistry remains
steadfast in its support of a delivery
model which has been little changed
since the 1950s, spending millions in an
effort to prevent even pilot models which
include dental therapists.
Instead, dentistry offers up voluntarism—clinics staffed by students and
residents—and a drumbeat calling for
increased Medicaid fees (higher taxes).
—Allen Hindin, D.D.S., M.P.H.
Danbury, Conn.
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By Alan Greenblatt

APIMAGES.COM

Some leaders,
including New
Jersey Gov.
Chris Christie,
advocate a
new approach
to deal with
drug use.

A Détente in the War on Drugs
BEFORE HE BECAME governor
of New Jersey, Chris Christie made
his name as a prosecutor. That’s one
reason why it was such a surprise
when he added his voice to the chorus
of those who say the war on drugs
has failed.
Christie is expanding his state’s
drug court program, offering treatment
and counseling to more nonviolent
offenders, rather than prison sentences. “I don’t believe that the only
weapon we [should] use against the
drug problem is incarceration,” he has
said. “I just don’t think it’s worked.”
Christie’s not alone in questioning longstanding drug policies.
Despite strong interdiction and high
arrest rates, the availability of drugs
never seems to decline. Last year,
an international commission that
included figures such as former United
Nations chief Kofi Annan and former
Secretary of State George Shultz
called for legalization and regulation as a way to reduce violence.

“It’s certainly a plus if well-known
politicians add their voice, and it’s
especially good if it’s conservatives like
Christie,” says Jeffrey Miron, a Harvard University economist. “I hope the
signal is that drug use is an individual
choice for adults, just like zillions of
other risky decisions, such as alcohol.”
But it’s precisely such signals that
have led to an increase in illegal drug
use over the past couple of years, following a decade of decline, say the
proponents of tougher laws. The Obama
administration has shown no real interest
in prosecuting medical marijuana dealers (although some federal agencies,
including the IRS and the Department
of Justice, have targeted certain dispensaries and state medical marijuana
programs). Drugs that enjoy a patina of
medical approval—whether marijuana
or prescription drugs such as OxyContin, which has seen enormous growth
in recreational use—seem safe, or at
least safer than street drugs. If doctors
prescribe them, how bad can they be?

Strategies such as Christie’s
will only contribute to the sense
more people have that it’s OK to
take drugs, says Dr. Robert DuPont,
who served as drug czar under presidents Ford and Carter. “As the perceived risk goes down, the use
goes up,” DuPont says, “and an
element of that risk is the criminal
justice system.”
DuPont concedes that those in
favor of liberalizing drug laws currently enjoy the policy momentum.
But drug war veterans like him say
they’ve seen this all before. During the 1970s, about a dozen states
decriminalized marijuana. Eventually,
the era’s spike in drug use, particularly cocaine, prompted harsher laws
under the Reagan administration.
“The more they succeed, the
more they will fail,” says DuPont,
now the president of the Institute
for Behavior and Health. “As the
numbers go up, the public reaction will become more intense.” G
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Everything’s Up to Date in Kansas City
the past decade—bringing new life to
downtowns, particularly after working
hours, by attracting young professionals
and empty nesters with performance
spaces and restaurants—still works.
“It’s a very sound approach, given the
demand for a quality, walkable, urban
environment,” says David Downey of the
International Downtown Association.
“Downtowns are becoming both older
and younger all at the same time.”
As the economy rebounds, it’s
likely that the focus on downtown
revitalization will return, says Jennifer
Vey, an analyst with the Brookings
Institution’s Metropolitan Policy
Program. Communities around the
country have done a better job thinking
about what would work in their own
downtowns and have tailored their
plans more carefully than they had
during earlier development fads,
such as building big convention
centers and accompanying hotels.

Still, Vey emphasizes, downtown
investments have to be part of a broader
strategy within the city and the region.
There have been plenty of instances in
which gleaming downtowns brought
little beneﬁt to outer neighborhoods
or surrounding suburbs.
That’s the challenge Kansas
City faces now. The city itself spent
heavily to underwrite much of the
construction that’s been happening
downtown. But its schools are a wreck
and the murder rate is sobering.
If the tax incentives and direct
ﬁnancing the city poured into its
downtown pay off, the new developments
will generate revenue to address those
community needs. But if they turn
out to be boondoggles and the city
is left dangling on the hook, Kansas
City residents may wonder why,
in the midst of a recession, the city
was underwriting the purchase of
furniture for fancy office towers. G

FLICKR/KAUFFMAN CENTER

IT’S AN UNUSUAL story that once
was fairly common. Kansas City, Mo.,
is celebrating the completion of one
huge downtown construction project
after another.
The recent opening of a $400
million performing arts center was
just the latest in a series of high-proﬁle
ribbon-cuttings in the city. Over the
past few years, about $6 billion has been
devoted to a sports arena, a towering
headquarters for H&R Block and several
other large-scale developments.
They’ve all been rolled out in a period
when downtown development in most
cities has crawled to a halt. Nearly every
city seemed to be engaged in downtown
revitalization efforts just a few years
ago, but the economic slowdown has put
big projects on hold, while fairly fresh
condos from Miami to Chicago’s South
Loop are sitting vacant by the score.
Some think that Kansas City’s
efforts show that the popular model of

10
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Voting Blue, Governing Red
PRIVATIZATION is not just for conservatives any longer. The basic concept
of finding out whether a privatesector company can perform a public
service more cheaply and efficiently
than government workers has been
embraced by many liberals, including
the mayors of Chicago and New York
and a long list of other cities.
That hasn’t made everyone
happy. In recent months, liberal
bloggers have argued that it’s a myth
that big cities are still bastions of
progressive policies, because so many
Democratic mayors have gone down
the corporatist path.
There’s no question that cities
are feeling the pinch and need to
save money, says David Sirota,
an author and talk radio host in
Denver. But privatization, he argues,
just isn’t the way. “Saving doesn’t
mean corporatizing; it doesn’t mean
privatizating,” Sirota says. “But it is
a way to create a revolving loop of
money going out of the city and into
the contracting community, and money
from that community going into the
political process.”
Complaints about cronyism and
sweetheart deals are nothing new to
privatization debates. Often, of course,
there are excesses. But Leonard Gilroy,
director of government reform at the
libertarian-leaning Reason Foundation,
says that competitive contracting and
the like can save major dollars for
cities. “What we’re seeing are leaders
coming into an executive office, having
to make real decisions based on the
mathematics of a puzzling budget
environment,” he says.
Privatization doesn’t mean the
public sector washes its hands of
a project or service, Gilroy says. It
should be akin to a marriage license,
where the relationship continues long
after the contract has been signed.
The key is for government managers
to be clear about their goals up front,

and then stay on top of contractor
performance.
Given fiscal constraints on cities,
even that is getting tougher for
government workers to do. Cities are
becoming so short-handed, some
struggle to keep tabs on the work that
they’ve contracted out.
In Denver, the Public Works
Department has only four project
managers left—down from 15 a
decade ago. The number of projects
they oversee, meanwhile, has gone
up. The result, according to a scathing
report from Denver’s auditor, is that
contractors are able to take advantage,
and continually raise their fees by
blizzarding city managers with contract
change requests.
“Right now, this city, as most
governments around the country are,
is very short-handed,” says Denis
Berckefeldt, spokesman for Auditor
Dennis Gallagher. “Public Works is not
doing a very good job keeping track
of what’s going on, particularly with
change orders. We believe the process
is extremely flawed.”G

Honoring
the City 2.0
Since 2005, the TED Prize, handed
out every year by the Technology,
Entertainment, Design Conference, has
recognized such individuals as Bono,
Bill Clinton, the physicist Neil Turok
and the oceanographer Sylvia Earle.
But this year, for the ﬁrst time, the
prize isn’t going to a person. It’s being
awarded to an idea: City 2.0.
According to the organization, City
2.0 is a concept that promotes nextgeneration innovations, reduces urban
carbon emissions and better enables
cities to prepare for future challenges.
The TED Prize usually grants winners
$100,000 and “one wish to change the
world.” This year’s grant will be distributed to individuals and organizations
with strategies for improving cities.
Those programs will be announced
during the TED Conference on Feb. 29.

is what boggles
“theThis
mind here: We can

send a man to the moon
but we can’t stop a carp
from reaching the
Great Lakes?”

SOURCE: THE NEW YORK TIMES. IMAGE: SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

FLICKR/KAUFFMAN CENTER

Some liberal leaders are pursuing a conservative economic agenda.

—Michigan Attorney General
Bill Schuette, on the failure of
the Great Lakes states to agree
on a way to stop Asian carp
from reaching Lake Michigan,
where they could wreak havoc
with the lake’s ecosystem
and ﬁshing industry.
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THE BREAKDOWN

The record-high portion of
Florida residents on food
stamps in September 2011.
The state’s number of foodstamp users has nearly tripled
since the Great Recession.

16
in

1,425

Number of local public pension
plans in Pennsylvania—the most
of any other state. Nationwide,
there are 3,196 plans run by
municipalities.

500million
Possible number of trees that died in last
year’s drought in Texas, according to a
preliminary estimate from the state forest
service. If accurate, that ﬁgure would represent about 10 percent of the state’s trees.
—Houston Chronicle

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

SOURCE: ORLANDO SENTINEL, USA TODAY, PUBLIC PENSION PLANS: WHAT WE WORRY ABOUT, NYC DEPT. OF TRANSPORTATION

30%

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

The percent of young adults
who will be arrested by age
23—up from 22 in the 1960s.
Criminologists attribute the
rise to several decades of
tougher crime policies.

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

She walks in beauty
Like the night. Maybe that’s why
Drivers can’t see her.

Cyclist writes screenplay
Plot features bike lane drama
How pedestrian.

me
John Morse C urbside Haiku © 2011 NYC D e part nt of Transportation

Poetry Hits the Streets
John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation
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John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

John Morse Curbside Haiku © 2011
NYC Department of Transportation

New York City streets are getting a little more literary. The city’s
Transportation Department has launched a street safety campaign
that uses graphic pop-art images and witty haiku poems to remind
drivers, bicyclists and pedestrians to be careful. Under the Curbside Haiku program, 200 of the 8-foot-square signs will be posted
at dangerous intersections across the city. See more of the poetic
PSAs at governing.com/haiku.
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Politics + Policy

| DISPATCH
By Paul W. Taylor

Paper Trail 2.0

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

A new initiative may offer a sustainable model for maintaining digital public records.

14

OLYMPIA, Wash.—A walk across the
Washington state capitol campus illustrates the adage, “There is nothing as
permanent as a temporary arrangement,”
and its corollary, “Permanence is more
temporary than originally thought.”
The dust is still settling from a
round of agency consolidations and
office shuffles in a budget-cutting move
that saw the state hand back keys to
14 leased buildings in Olympia. One
post-World War II brick building, which
remains vulnerable to earthquake damage, still has tenants, but the agency it
once housed has been merged out of
existence. Others, including the state
insurance and library building, are no
longer home to their original tenants.
Such is the life of buildings. When
their purpose changes, the public records
they once held are boxed up and loaded
into trucks to be archived in an unseen
warehouse somewhere. It’s a process
that rarely attracts comment because
it is so familiar, and the paper trail
well documented.
We seem to be much less conﬁdent or
comfortable in separating content from
their containers in the digital world. The
shuttering of, changes to or moves by
government-controlled websites, apps

or social media pages raise immediate
concerns about the loss of the public data
they contain.
There has been no larger potential
loss than in the case of Data.gov. The
federal government’s repository of raw,
meta and geospatial data won the data
arms race—growing from 39 data sets in
2009 to 390,000 sets by last summer—but
lost the war when Congress cut funding
for the initiative. The Sunlight Foundation and other transparency advocates
campaigned to restore the money, but to
no avail. Data.gov lives on in a couple of
places: a so-called next-generation cloud
version run by a Seattle-based technology company, and an archive in the
CyberCemetery, a digital graveyard at
the University of North Texas Libraries
that maintains permanent public access
to orphaned U.S. government websites
and publications.
But the fate of Data.gov may, ironically, contain the outlines of a model for
sustaining digital records. “We think that
startups could take these apps (and the
underlying data) that are built and turn
them into cloud-based businesses,” says
Abhi Nemani, the director of Strategy
and Communications for Code for America (CfA), a self-described nonpartisan,

nonproﬁt incubator for doing government differently through technology.
Nemani says the startup accelerator is
one of the group’s priorities this year, as
is the CfA Brigade, a citizen army of open
source “civic hackers” who help build
public service data projects. The brigade
launches next month. “It’s our way to
start offloading some of the responsibility
from governments onto the community
groups that use the applications themselves,” he says.
Taken together, they offer a new
approach to sustaining digital-based initiatives that often seem too temporary to
be taken seriously. Something important
happens as these digital services begin
to take on the characteristics of permanence—including the preservation of
content—and the organizations that create them are continually being remade:
Government agencies become less fearful
of testing and launching new initiatives.
“We have to recognize that some of this
is going to be disposable. Let’s not expect
that everything has to succeed,” says
Nemani. “When we talk about the change
we are going to bring to government, we
have to accept that failure is OK.” G

Email ptaylor@governing.com
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Creating Your Smart Grid
d
A

H O W - T O

Your How-to Guide for
Creating Your Smart Grid

G U I D E

This insightful guidebook will help you explore
smart grids which promise to improve safety,
reliability, efficiency and security – in real time – for
better control, management and decision-making.

Are You Secure?

Secure, Manage, Integrate,
and Extend Your Smart Grid Network
with Communications Technology

Produced by

How do we create the smart grid? What are the technologies to
consider? How do the various technologies interoperate? How
do we get traditional utility applications to work well with the
new ones?
®

The Creating Your Smart Grid how-to guide, produced by
Government Technology with content expertise from AlcatelLucent, offers practical advice to utility managers and
operations personnel on how to address these questions and
other issues, including:
• Extending the smart grid deeper into distribution
• Securing your smart grid communications network
• Managing your network

To receive your FREE copies,
visit: www.govtech.com/smartgrid

In Partnership with:

Produced by:
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Politics + Policy

| POTOMAC CHRONICLE
By Donald F. Kettl

Rethinking the Plastic Bag Battle

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

The latest skirmish shows how localities, not the feds, are driving eco-policy.

f you employ reusable shopping bags to carry your groceries,
the odds are good, researchers have found, that there’s nasty
stuff all over your food.
A study conducted by the University of Arizona and
Loma Linda University found bacteria in 99 percent of the
bags researchers collected outside grocery stores in Arizona and California. Coliform was on half the bags, and
E. coli was on 8 percent of them. Add a little leaked juice from a
meat container, store in a warm car trunk for a couple of hours
and voilà, you have E. coli. Reusable grocery bags, the study concluded, are not good for your health.
The solution? Well, you could wash the bags, which eliminates 99.9 percent of the contamination. Or, and this is music
to the ears of the plastic bag industry, you could use disposable
bags. The only problem with that is it may cost you. Disposable
bags are now the subject of fees and even bans in several local
governments across the country.
Environmental activists are pushing hard for bills that ban
plastic bags or, at least, charge consumers for using them. They
call the bags that get snagged on tree limbs and litter the landscape “plastic confetti,” and argue that they unnecessarily add to
the piles of trash that end up in our landﬁlls. Still, the plastic bag
industry is ﬁghting back with the chorus of the 2012 presidential
campaign: jobs.
Take high school student Lex Shapiro in Hailey, Idaho. She
and her classmates in the Wood River High School Environmental Club wrote a column for the local newspaper supporting
an ordinance banning the use of plastic grocery bags in Hailey.
When they noticed the plastic litter in their central Idaho town

I

16

of almost 8,000 residents, they started digging. “The facts blew
us away; 60,000 plastic bags are used in one second!” they wrote
in the newspaper. “We believe that plastic bags pose a serious
and unnecessary risk to the world.” To cap their argument to
ban plastic grocery bags, Shapiro and her friends quoted Gandhi.
The campaign, however, ran right into the teeth of opposition
from Hilex Poly, a leading manufacturer of plastic bags. The company created a website to ﬁght the students’ efforts. The plastic
bag industry, the website said, “supports more than 125 jobs right
here in Idaho,” and that “in these economic times, we should be
working to create new jobs, not jeopardizing existing ones.” The
issue went to a vote in November, and the Wood River students
lost, 864-620.
The bag battle is being played out across the country, from
San Francisco and Seattle, which adopted a ban on plastic bags in
December, to Washington, D.C., which imposes a ﬁve-cent charge
for each bag used, with the proceeds going to clean up the city’s
Anacostia River. Nearby Montgomery County, Md., also adopted
a nickel-a-bag fee at checkout in January. To help sell the effort to
consumers, the chief of the county ﬁre department, along with its
costumed mascot Sparky, accepted donations for families in need
in exchange for a reusable shopping bag.
At the local level, governments are advancing policy initiatives that national politicians couldn’t—or wouldn’t. In late 2011,
the Obama administration backtracked on an air pollution initiative, and the Republican presidential candidates have made
the “job-killing” U.S. Environmental Protection Agency into an
anthem. A once-powerful national movement on climate change
and environmental policy has evaporated.
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| FEDWATCH
By Ryan Holeywell

Email kettl@umd.edu

Smart Planning?
The feds eliminate funding for ‘Sustainable Communities.’
Those walkable communities—the ones near mass transit, shopping and businesses that are so in vogue with planners and urban residents alike—took a hit
in this year’s budget. A popular grant program’s funding was slashed in a move
that some fear could slow important urban planning developments.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) lost funding
meant to help local and regional governments update master plans and zoning
codes, among other efforts, to promote mixed-use development and affordable
housing. The funding is part of a larger effort introduced by the Obama administration in 2009 that established a new level of coordination between three federal
agencies that all play a role in city and regional design—HUD, the Transportation
Department and the Environmental Protection Agency. The Partnership for Sustainable Communities, as it is known, is a high-profile exercise in silo-busting. Its
mission is to foster development that offers more housing options, more transportation modes and more walkable neighborhoods.
The news that the grants would be defunded came at a fairly inopportune time:
HUD had just announced its 2011 grant winners. The 56 entities were awarded
nearly $96 million for projects that include a “wellness district” around a new
hospital expansion in Stamford, Conn., and a transit-oriented development along
a commuter line in Boston.
John Norquist, who leads the Congress
for the New Urbanism, says those types of
grants helped lead to a renewal of American urban planning, and he fears that their
demise could slow that progress. “The best
thing it did was generate new thinking about
regional plans,” Norquist says. Until those
HUD grants were created, “there really
hadn’t been significant money flowing for
regional planning.”
Yet support for the grants had already
Congress for
been declining, falling from $150 million in
the New Urbanism
2010 to $100 million in 2011. The Senate had
CEO John Norquist
sought $90 million of funding for 2012, but
ultimately the House scrapped that plan, as Republicans described the grants
as wasteful. One silver lining for the program’s advocates is that even though the
grant money is gone, the cross-agency coordination will be allowed to continue.
Originally, the House’s budget called for an end to that too.
One reason the program may have suffered is a general lack of appreciation for planning. “It’s a hard thing to defend in the sense that it’s not putting a
piece of infrastructure in the ground,” says Geoffrey Anderson, head of Smart
Growth America. “But then you think about building a building without planning.
The idea is absurd.” Indeed, a different Sustainable Communities initiative, the
Transportation Department’s TIGER grants, survived. It received $500 million
for highways, transit, bridges and ports.
Norquist puts the grants’ demise in starker terms. “It was a high-level program
that didn’t have a sleazy special interest
Find out what the
tied to it,” he says. “It’s not surprising it
feds are up to at
governing.com/fedwatch didn’t last.”
Feb r uar y 2 012 | GOV E R N I N G

GOV02_18.indd 17

CONGRESS FOR THE NEW URBANISM

Instead, from high schoolers to ﬁreﬁghters, local activists have deﬁned the
front lines of American environmental
policy. We surely don’t have agreement—
witness the war between the Idaho teens
and the plastics company—but big environmental battles are being fought at the
local level.
Following the unsteady pace of global
climate negotiations, that’s scarcely surprising. The Kyoto round produced only
halting progress. Copenhagen was a
disappointment. And the most recent
negotiations in Durban, South Africa,
were, as The New York Times’ John M.
Broder put it, “muddled and unsatisfying.” The global initiative on climate
change has melted, and that’s made
it even harder to reach international
agreement on any policy steps. The
roadblocks at that level are a reﬂection
of national battles, especially in the
United Kingdom and United States.
That’s left local governments carrying
the ﬂag. The global and national puzzle,
negotiators have discovered, is that they
can’t be sure what their citizens are prepared to embrace. Without conﬁdence
in consensus, it’s impossible to forge a
global compromise.
So high schooler Shapiro, mascot
Sparky and others on the front lines of
local action represent the cutting edge
of global policy. “In a way we are sort of
turning the Kyoto model on its head,”
says Elliot Diringer, executive vice
president of Pew’s Center for Climate
and Energy Solutions. Nations tried
but failed to set top-down international standards. Instead, policy is now
moving from the bottom up. “Once we
have sorted out at home what we are
prepared to do, then it is much easier
to bring that into the international context,” he says.
It’s anyone’s guess whether these local
steps can reinvigorate environmental
policy. But there’s little doubt that, with
federal policy hamstrung, any American
or, indeed, global action will need a strong
local base. G
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| HEALTH
By David Levine

Shopping for the Best Price
Does the math behind consumer-driven health care add up?

A

18

signed up. (The private sector doesn’t fare much better, where
just 17 percent of employees are now covered by consumerdriven plans.) And it’s not clear yet that CDHPs make much
difference in the big cost picture. Data from the Employee
Beneﬁt Research Institute (EBRI) show that, overall, these plans
only save about 1 percent over traditional plans.
CDHPs are typically the choice of younger and healthier
employees. They don’t see the doctor much, and they tend not
to have chronic illnesses so their out-of-pocket costs are low. For
older workers with existing medical conditions, a CDHP might
not add up. The key to deciding, says Paul Fronstin, director of the
Health Research and Education
Program of EBRI, is crunching the numbers. “The math is
fuzzy,” he says, “but you need to
do the math correctly.”
That’s hard for the average
worker because not only is the
math confusing, but in many
cases workers don’t get all the
information they need to make
the computations, Fronstin says.
The HR or beneﬁts manager
who puts the materials together
may not know what’s needed
to make a full cost comparison.
“Insurance is already complicated, and it’s moving toward
more complication,” he says.
Still, consumer-driven plans
do make sense for some, and
Fronstin says that over time,
people in these plans grow
satisﬁed with them as they
understand how they work.
“There is not a yes or no answer
with these plans. You have to take the time to learn how they
work and compare them with your other choices. You can’t just
spend 15 minutes on it. You must take responsibility.”
Sooner or later, we’re all going to have to do that, adds Fronstin, referencing a recent EBRI survey showing continued growth
in CDHP offerings. It’s still not entirely clear who saves money
and who doesn’t. “But if you didn’t see [a consumer-driven plan]
in this year’s open enrollment, you’ll probably see it next year.” G
TOM McKEITH

colleague of mine recently had minor surgery. Here’s
what he wrote me afterwards: “I just got my bill (the
real bill, not what I have to pay). The surgery alone
was more than $7,000. The ‘recovery room’ charge,
which consisted of a bed with clean sheets and 45 minutes of sitting around eating a bad bagel, was more than $1,000. The notion
that anyone can put away enough money in an individual savings
account to cover all ultimate health costs is utterly absurd.”
Yet that “absurdity” is a big part of the thinking behind socalled consumer-driven health insurance, which is slowly
becoming the next big thing in health-care cost control. Consumer-driven health plans
(CDHP) offer lower premiums
in exchange for higher deductible or out-of-pocket limits,
which would be funded by a
tax-deductible health savings
account paid into by, of course,
the consumer. The theory is that
when people are forced to actually pay for their care, they will
choose more prudently and help
bring everyone’s costs down.
These plans wouldn’t expect my
colleague to pay his entire bill—
including the bad bagel—out
of his account, but they might
encourage him to order the
generic painkillers at the pharmacy on his way home.
One public-sector CDHP
zealot is Indiana Gov. Mitch
Daniels. His state’s employees
have been on a CDHP since
2006, and this year 90 percent
of the state workforce will be
signed on. Daniels has written opinion pieces in several publications, including The Wall Street Journal last March, where
he called health care as usual, “a machine perfectly designed to
overconsume and overspend.” The typical health plan, he wrote,
“signals individuals they can buy health care on someone else’s
credit card.”
But is putting health care onto a personal credit card a better
idea? Most consumers, if that’s what sick people really are, don’t
think so. According to Stateline.org, 22 other states have voluntary CDHPs, but only 2 percent of government employees have

Email levkern@nycap.rr.com
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In this school, employee
protection gets straight A’s.
“Being able to offer Aﬂac – at no cost to us – while
giving our staff peace of mind and conﬁdence
really makes a difference. It’s a no-brainer.”
“We are very much a family and providing Aﬂac
to our staff shows they’re valued, appreciated and
cared for. It means a lot to us.”
Hear the rest of Milton’s story at aﬂac.com/milton

Milton Gonzalez
Principal
McAllen, Texas

Individual coverage underwritten and offered by American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus. In New York, individual coverage underwritten and offered by American Family Life Assurance Company of
New York. Some policies may be available as group policies. Group coverage underwritten and offered by Continental American Insurance Company. Policies may not be available in all states. Aﬂac pays cash beneﬁts
directly to the insured, unless assigned. There may be indirect administrative or other costs to the employer. Individual’s travel expenses for securing this testimonial were paid by Aﬂac.
NAD1215
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| GREEN GOVERNMENT
By Elizabeth Daigneau

Waste Not, Want Not

TOASTYKEN/FLICKR

In the past three years, nearly 100 cities have launched curbside composting programs.

The green bins are part of
San Francisco’s mandatory
composting program.

ne million tons: That’s the amount of compostable
organic waste San Francisco has collected since its
composting program began more than 15 years ago.
But things really started piling up just three years ago,
when the city mandated composting for all city residents and
businesses. Today, San Francisco collects 600 tons a day as part
of its overall effort to achieve zero waste by 2020.
San Francisco may have been the ﬁrst major U.S. city to
mandate composting, but it is no longer the only one. Curbside
composting has experienced unprecedented growth over the
last three years. There are now more than 90 cities with such
programs, according to Bruce Walker, solid waste and recycling
program manager for the Bureau of Planning and Sustainability
in Portland, Ore. Portland launched its curbside composting program in October, joining the likes of Boulder, Colo.; Salem, Ore.;
and Seattle, among other cities.
The motivation behind these programs is simple: maxed-out
landﬁlls. Americans generate 250 million tons of garbage per year.
Before San Francisco started its composting program in 1996, a
city study found that more than one-third of all waste entering
landﬁlls could be composted instead. Today, between composting
and recycling, the city diverts 78 percent of its waste from landﬁlls. When Portland launched its composting program, it cut back

O

20

its weekly garbage collection to every other week. Customers just
weren’t producing as much trash.
Portland’s original pilot program, according to Walker,
found that customers were “generating 30 percent less garbage
every month.”
Ultimately, San Francisco and other composting cities have
found that it is cheaper to compost than dump garbage, because
it extends the life of landﬁlls by saving space. Diverting food waste
from landﬁlls also reduces carbon emissions and the risk of potential groundwater pollution. Plus, the end product of composting
can be reused and resold as fertilizer.
But curbside composting is likely years off for most municipalities. Most major U.S. cities still don’t even have curbside recycling
programs. Nationwide, the recycling rate is only 33.8 percent—
3 percent of which represents composting of food waste—according to the Environmental Protection Agency.
Portland estimates that its composting program cost about
$1 million to set up—most of which has been spent on education
efforts explaining how and why to compost. Advocates say those
efforts shouldn’t be overlooked: If residents don’t know why they
should be saving organic waste, they’re far less likely to do so. G
Email edaigneau@governing.com
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Fluid Data Architecture

Transforming Government Data into a Strategic Asset
What is Fluid Data Architecture?
Fluid Data is a unifying storage architecture designed to
automatically and intelligently optimize data throughout your
agency. The result: a shift in focus from daily administration
and firefighting, to innovation and enhanced citizen services.
Intelligent technologies actively and automatically manage data throughout its lifecycle based on type of content and
value of the content to the organization. Ideal data management solutions optimize resources and ensure data is available when and where it is needed.

Why is Fluid Data Architecture Needed?
State and local government agencies have not been
immune to changing consumption models or the dramatic
increase in the volume and types of data that must be efficiently and securely managed. For maximum benefit, data
should be managed differently depending on its value to the
organization. The current economic crisis has challenged government IT to look for new approaches to data management
that enable them to meet constituent needs while conserving
IT resources and containing expansion costs.
Increase in data volume. The data collected by enterprise information systems is a critical asset to enable citizen
services and other programs to run smoothly. Agencies collect, archive and manage unprecedented volumes of digital
information, including local government websites, surveillance
video, DMV records, medical records, digital forensic evidence
and GIS mapping data, just to name a few.
Government IT must provide quick, secure access to data
while preserving it for business continuity. They must also
satisfy regulatory requirements for managing and archiving
public data and official records. Adding to the challenge,
some records must be securely retained for many years or in
perpetuity and still be easily accessible when needed.
The value of data. State and local government agencies
leverage the value of their collected business intelligence to
inform and support their decisions. Effective data management drives efficiencies, improving productivity as well as
service to the public.
But all data is not accessed the same way, and therefore
should not be stored the same way. Fluid Data architecture
actively classifies and migrates data, automatically moving it
between tiers based on actual usage. This dynamic process

ensures data management remains aligned with evolving
organizational needs on an ongoing basis.
Budget and resource constraints. IT staff must meet these
data challenges in an unforgiving economic environment.
Organizations face ongoing pressure to control costs by
reducing expenses and staffing.

Benefits of Fluid Data Architecture
Fluid Data architecture addresses many of the problems
associated with ever-growing government storage infrastructures by:
• Automating data management tasks, such as virtualized
storage provisioning and policy-based data migration
among storage tiers
• Optimizing storage resources, storing more data with less
hardware and aligning with application requirements
• Scaling seamlessly when capacity needs increase
• Incorporating data protection at the core of the storage
infrastructure
Automating data management. By automating data
management, storage performance improves, disk utilization is maximized and archived data is quickly accessible.
This increases IT efficiency and reduces management costs,
enabling IT staff to focus on strategic initiatives, not rote data
management tasks.
For example, automated tiered storage moves data to
the optimal tier based on actual use. The most active data
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migrates to high-performance drives (such as SSD, 6Gb SAS
or Fibre Channel), while infrequently accessed data resides on
lower-cost, high-capacity drives (such as SATA and NLSAS). The
result is network storage that aligns with application needs.
Optimizing storage resources. Technologies such as deduplication and compression save storage space and optimize
storage resources across tiers, and application-aware solutions coordinate integration among applications, operating
systems, hypervisors and the storage layer.
Optimizing infrastructure enables government agencies to
reduce hardware acquisition costs, as well as power, cooling,
real estate and data management expenses.
Seamless scalability. Many traditional storage technologies force users to guess at data capacity and performance
requirements for the expected life of the solution. Over-estimating leads to unnecessary purchasing costs and operating expenses; under-estimating results in expensive future
”forklift” upgrades.
The best strategy for scaling storage infrastructures is to
buy what you need now. The Fluid Data architecture scales
seamlessly when more capacity is needed, preserves existing
infrastructure investments and eliminates disruptive data
migrations.
Data protection. Storage problems that disrupt business
operations cause lost revenue and dissatisfied citizens. To
eliminate this risk, intelligent technologies incorporate simple,
cost-effective data protection at their core. This allows the IT
organization to define the appropriate levels of security, business continuity and disaster recovery.

Who’s Doing It?
South Carolina Office of the Attorney General. The fourperson IT department at the South Carolina Office of the
Attorney General (OAG) supports 180 staff. The OAG has
nearly 8,600 cases open at any given time, and criminal case
data retention regulations require retention of case-related
information for 25 years. Data storage capacity was running
low, hindering productivity. For example, IT staff periodically
asked users to clean out their email inboxes. Inevitably, a
deleted email was needed again, forcing the team to perform
a time-consuming tape recovery.
The OAG implemented storage that automatically retains
and manages electronic case data — including voicemail,
email, faxes and documents — by identifying and moving
data between tiers of storage based on frequency of access.
High-demand data relevant to active cases is the most readily
available, stored on high-performance drives. As cases expire,
they are moved to more cost-effective drives.

Results:
• $40,000 annual savings with automated tiered storage
• Up to 50 percent faster performance for frequently
accessed data
• 92 percent reduction in storage management time for IT
staff
Gaston County, N.C. Gaston County’s direct-attached
storage solution was no longer providing efficient support of
critical applications and services. IT staff spent 95 percent of
its time on management and maintenance issues, trying to
keep 1,000 users connected at 25 different sites. More than
half of its 40 Windows-based servers were obsolete and disk
failures were commonplace. Gaston County replaced its storage system with storage based on a Fluid Data architecture;
implemented a reliable disaster recovery plan and consolidated 85 applications.
The new system automatically reacts to changing data
requirements and is application-aware, allocating storage volumes without consuming physical capacity until data is written by the application. This allows staff to respond to space
needs without over-purchasing storage capacity — especially
important for a newly-upgraded geographical information
system that grows and shrinks rapidly.
The county also uses automated data tiering to move the
most active data to the fastest drives, delivering the highest
performance to the applications in highest demand.

Results:
• IT staff is about 40 percent more productive
• Reduced administration saves more than $50,000 annually
• Enterprise capabilities lead to $512,000 in user productivity gains
• $65,000 saved in hardware costs and downtime
• Cost-effective disaster recovery ensures compliance with
legislation

Resources
White Paper: Dell Intelligent Data Management,
http://i.dell.com/sites/content/shared-content/solutions/
en/Documents/intelligent-data-management-dell.pdf
Case Study: South Carolina Office of the Attorney General,
http://www.compellent.com/Resources/Customer-Stories/
By-Industry/Government/South-Carolina-OAG.aspx
Case Study: Gaston County, N.C.,
http://www.compellent.com/~/media/www/Files/Case_
Studies/GastonCounty.ashx

Dell Inc. (NASDAQ: DELL) listens to customers and delivers innovative technology and services that give them the power to
do more. Forging close partnerships with governments at all levels Dell helps governments address complicated problems
with open, capable and affordable IT solutions. Dell is the number one IT provider to the U.S. federal government, along with
providing IT solutions to all 50 states, most cities and counties. For more information, visit www.dell.com.
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ANNOUNCING

2012

LE ADERSHIP FORUMS
Each regional GOVERNING forum brings public
and private sector executives together for
innovative discussions on how to effectively
lead our states and localities.

Atlanta, GA: March 29
Raleigh, NC: April 26
Lansing, MI: May 31
Boston, MA: June 27
Austin ,TX: September 6
Sacramento, CA: October 10
Albany, NY: November 8
Phoenix, AZ: December 4
* Event dates and locations are subject to change

Governing North Carolina: A Leadership
Forum was a great conference and really spoke
to the issues that we are grappling with today.
I was greatly inspired by this conference…there
is a message for all of us who serve in state
government and indeed to all the citizens
of our state.”

To get involved, please contact:
Susan Shinneman
VP of GOVERNING Events
sshinneman@governing.com | 916-932-1337
www.governing.com/leadershipforums

—Charles Williams, Division of Aging and Adult Services,
State of North Carolina
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Politics + Policy

| ECONOMIC ENGINES
By Alex Marshall

The Luxury of Upkeep

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Why does the world’s richest society look and feel like a third-world country?

Has good maintenance
become an expense we
can no longer afford?

ake a look around your community and I bet you’ll see
pothole-ﬁlled roads, rusting
bridges and decaying train stations. It is rare, rather than the rule, to
see unblemished asphalt, gleaming railings and bright platforms. Yet we are, by
all estimates, one of the richest societies
in the world. What gives?
First of all, although my evidence is
largely anecdotal, I have no doubt that
the state of affairs I describe above is true.

T

22

Americans traveling to other developed
countries notice the difference, as do foreigners when they come here.
A German graduate student once told
me he was amazed at the poor roads, sidewalks and other features in Cambridge,
Mass., where we were both living and
studying at the time.
“It looks like a third-world country
here,” he said. “Apparently, no one cares.”
I don’t think that is the case, but I do
think we have become accustomed to a

lower-quality public environment, one
that would not be tolerated in France,
Germany or Japan. It was already ironic
that Cambridge, a rich, liberal city that
lavishes praises on the public sector, put
up with it. Regardless, the chronic maintenance cutbacks in this country result
in shoddy-looking and poor-performing
infrastructure systems, more accidents and
a negative impact on economic capacity.
One explanation may be our budgeting
process. States and cities generally pay for
maintenance from annual operating budgets. You can’t borrow money to repair a
pothole. That leaves the pots of money set
aside as tempting targets.
“Maintenance budgets are one of the
ﬁrst places mayors and governors look
for money to ﬁll budget shortfalls,” says
William Reinhardt, editor of Public Works
Financing. “That’s because the effects
of underfunding maintenance are not
immediately obvious.”
In contrast, states and cities borrow
money to build new roads, bridges and train
lines. It can be tempting to use the money
that would have gone for maintenance to
pay the interest costs on bonds sold to build
new stuff. Political pressures come to bear
as well. Developers and real estate interests
often clamor for new highways and other
infrastructure, and fund politicians who
support them. While citizens whine about
potholes, they rarely vote on that basis.
Whatever the reason, peculiar budgeting practices occur. A transit manager at a
major American city told me a revealing
story during a tour:
“See those lights,” said the official,
pointing to some bulbs within some
rusting metal frames hanging over the
platform. “It would only cost about $1,000
a year to maintain those well. We can’t
get that. So instead, we will wait until
they rust out and fail completely. Then
we will replace them, at a cost of perhaps

GOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 2

GOV02_22.indd 22

1/18/12 11:07 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

Designer

Creative Dir.

Editorial

Prepress

Other

OK to go

916-932-1300

$ZBO

.BHFOUB

:FMMPX

#MBDL

   

m

PAGE

| URBAN NOTEBOOK
By Tod Newcombe
$100,000.” This is poor governance and
poor economics, to say the least.
“Every dollar spent in keeping a good
road good precludes spending $6 to $14
to rebuild one that has deteriorated,” says
Reinhardt. “This is another example of
kicking the can down the road—a case of
bad governing that has a huge future cost.”
Over the past decade, New York City
has trimmed money for maintenance
and cleanup on the subway and bus systems, even though this is what got the
city and subway system in such trouble
in the 1970s and 1980s. You can already
see the difference.
Another signiﬁcant reason for so much
crumbling infrastructure is our fractured
political economy, where lines of authority are unclear. City hall may be nominally
in charge of city streets, but on a day-today basis, private utility companies for
phone, gas, electric, cable and Internet
service are the ones tearing up the streets.
Not being in the road business, their
repair jobs aren’t always the best. Sometimes such companies will tear up a street
immediately after it has been resurfaced,
because coordination between private
and public departments is difficult.
Finally, a squishier reason may be our
antigovernment predilections. We have
known of mayors or council members
thrown out of office for “wasting” money
on fancy court buildings or city halls. This
bias against quality trickles down. Publicsector architects and civil engineers have
told me of features being cut out of projects, even if they save money, because they
“look expensive.” Perhaps good maintenance seems like a luxury as well.
What can be done about it? Criticizing is easy; solutions are hard. But here’s
a shot. Find a way to make sure maintenance budgets are sacrosanct. Raiding
them should be the last option. Second,
make lines of authority clearer when it
comes to maintaining public infrastructure. Perhaps there should be a maintenance “czar” in charge of such things.
But tell me what you think. I bet you
have stories. G

To ﬁnd out how other post-manufacturing cities turned things around, Springﬁeld
partnered with the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston in 2008 to examine 25 “mid-cities,”
that like Springﬁeld, have a population of 100,000-250,000, and once saw 30 to 50 percent of all its residents employed by factories. The report, Lessons from Resurgent Cities,
found 10 cities’ turnaround efforts stood out. These cities had better economic performance, higher median income and a growing, more ethnically diverse population.
Building on the study, public- and private-sector leaders in Springﬁeld formed
City2City, an organization whose mission is to visit some of these resurgent cities to
ﬁnd out what can be replicated. “We have found a tremendous level of deep collaboration that crosses between the public and private sector,” says Paul Robbins, a member
of City2City who blogs about the visits for its daily newspaper, The Republican.
So far, the group has visited Grand Rapids, Mich., and Greensboro and WinstonSalem, N.C. Each city has a different strength, says Robbins. For Winston-Salem, it was
strong political leadership; for Greensboro, it was strong philanthropic leadership;
and for Grand Rapids, its private-sector guidance stood out. But the cities also have
commonalities. “They had vision, set priorities, knew what industries to focus on and
what part of the city to concentrate on for growth,” Robbins explains. “And they had
a plan, which was written and then internalized by everybody.”
For Springﬁeld, one big challenge is ﬁguring out how to overcome the tension
between the prosperous suburbs and the less fortunate city. Can Springﬁeld join
the ranks of other resurgent cities? Yes, according to the Federal Reserve study. In
each of the 10 cities analyzed, “resurgence required the emergence of leaders who
worked collaboratively with the various constituencies with a stake in economic
development.” For Springﬁeld, that means a lot of community building. Are the suburbs of Springﬁeld listening? G

Email alex@rpa.org

Email tnewcombe@governing.com

Becoming a Resurgent City
Springﬁeld, Mass., wants to replicate its prosperous peers’ success.
It’s a familiar story: Many of America’s great industrial cities have watched employment, income and population plummet over the past 50 years as manufacturing jobs
have ﬂed to the suburbs and foreign shores. Yet, for a few of these cities, the 21st
century has been a period of rebirth, and Springﬁeld, Mass., wants to tap in to the
secret of their success.
Springﬁeld is New England’s fourth largest city. In 1960, one-third of its workers
were employed in factories. Today, most of the manufacturing jobs are gone, replaced
partly by service jobs that pay less. Springﬁeld’s poverty rate is 23 percent, and the
median income for families has declined more than 15 percent in the past 30 years.

Feb r uar y 2 012 | GOV E R N I N G

GOV02_22.indd 23

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS/DETROIT PUBLISHING CO.

A vibrant, booming Springﬁeld, circa 1910
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DID THE STIMULUS
DO ANYTHING FOR
TRANSPARENCY?

T

HREE YEARS AFTER President Obama signed the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA)—better known as the stimulus—into
law, there’s still a bitter political debate about its legacy. The nonpartisan
Congressional Budget Office says that at its peak in the third quarter of
2010, the stimulus increased employment by anywhere from 700,000 to
3.6 million people. Yet those on the right who disagree with the Keynesian idea that
the public sector can stimulate the economy say that ARRA has done little to help,
and that it has only exacerbated the country’s mounting debt. “We are better off now
than we would have been if I hadn’t taken all the steps that we took,” Obama told a
CBS affiliate last fall. House Speaker John Boehner had a curt response: “Are you kidding me?”

BY RYAN HOLEYWELL
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UNCLEAR

Today, states’ use of stimulus funds has already decreased
dramatically, and the board that monitors the spending sunsets
next year. Yet even as the stimulus slowly fades from the spotlight,
it’s becoming clear that, for many people, no economic study or
analysis will ever provide deﬁnitive proof of ARRA’s impact, or
lack thereof. The legislation has become too much of a partisan
lightning rod, symbolizing everything the political left believes
government should do to ﬁx the ailing economy, and everything
the right believes is causing it to slump.
But there is one area where the legislation has had a deﬁnitive effect, one clear impact that transcends politics and is almost
universally acknowledged: The stimulus has done more to promote transparency at almost all levels of government than any
piece of legislation in recent memory. Many states launched or
enhanced their open government initiatives around the same time
as the stimulus, drawing on both the lessons learned and technical
know-how they developed as they implemented the heightened
federal reporting requirements that came with ARRA. It’s an
impact that seems to excite watchdogs and wonks more than the
politicians who bicker over the economic impact of the spending.
Now, administration officials, members of Congress and state
lawmakers are all crafting plans to build on the historic levels of
transparency the legislation helped spur. Three years after the
Recovery Act was passed, “we’re in a position to move forward,”
says Michael Bird, senior federal affairs counsel with the National
Conference of State Legislatures. “It will be legacy legislation.”

W

hen the stimulus was signed into law in early
2009, one of the biggest tasks its architects
faced was designing the reporting requirements for fund recipients. Getting those right
was critical: The programs funded by the
multibillion-dollar legislation would have been seriously undermined by signiﬁcant fraud. Ultimately, states and localities that
received stimulus funds were required to complete reports
containing 99 ﬁelds of information, ranging from basic descriptions of ARRA-funded projects to detailed data on expenditures.
Notably, the federal government also gained access to data from
“sub-recipients,” such as contractors and even subcontractors
that performed stimulus-funded work. Transparency legislation passed by Congress in 2006 already mandated that type of
data; prior to the stimulus, however, it had widely been ignored.
The unprecedented level of data allowed the feds to do two
important things. First, the public-facing transparency Web portal, Recovery.gov, offered taxpayers a way to see how the federal
funding was used, nearly in real time. Second, the data was used
to power the Recovery Operations Center, better known as the
ROC, which has been widely praised for preventing fraudulent
use of stimulus funds. The reporting requirements driving both
efforts were developed quickly—some state-level critics say hastily—but by most counts were effective at providing the level of
transparency that the stimulus’ architects sought. Some critics
have quibbles: They say the program hasn’t done an effective job
linking performance metrics with spending data, and it’s difficult
26

to determine the quality of the jobs the stimulus created. But the
efforts far surpassed anything the feds had done in the past.
Today, there are several proposals, including the Digital
Accountability and Transparency (DATA) Act in Congress that
would expand the stimulus’ reporting requirements to all federal
government spending (see sidebar, page 27). Meanwhile, various
federal task forces are making similar deliberations, and most
observers believe that one way or another, it’s going to happen.
“Whether it’s the DATA Act or whatever comes afterward, I think
ARRA has helped pave the way, and frankly, put together some
success factors that can be built upon in the future,” says Arizona
Comptroller Clark Partridge.
State officials and the organizations that represent them say
the stimulus also helped forge a new relationship with the U.S.
Office of Management and Budget (OMB), which oversees the
reporting—a relationship that didn’t exist before ARRA. As a
result, now may be a good time to expand on that relationship,
state officials say, lest the transparency momentum fade as the
stimulus winds down.
Essentially, the stimulus can serve as a template for the future,
says Mike Wood, executive director of the Recovery Accountability
and Transparency Board. “It was proof of concept,” Wood says. “I
don’t think anyone wants to lose the good lessons learned from the
Recovery Act.” Among those lessons is the knowledge that the feds
can, in fact, collect sub-recipient data, display spending information
on a detailed transparency site and minimize fraud. “We know we
can track spending very quickly,” he adds. “I see that going forward.”
And Congress, which would ideally need to take the lead role
in creating a robust reporting regimen, is likely to notice that success. “I think it helped show Congress that there is a use for and a
need for more information on where federal money is going and
how it’s being used,” says Sam Rosen-Amy, federal ﬁscal policy
analyst with the watchdog group OMB Watch. “I think in the
coming years, it’s only going to be expanded. We’re going to get
more information and expanded information. That’s entirely due
to the Recovery Act.”

T

he stimulus’ greatest legacy actually may be the demand
for transparency it created across levels of government, especially at the state level, where officials are
developing increasingly sophisticated transparency
portals. “It deﬁnitely pulled some states forward,” says
Kristin McMurray, managing editor of Sunshine Review, a website that evaluates state and local transparency sites. In 2010, the
year after the stimulus was created, at least 14 states built transparency sites or made big improvements to their existing sites,
according to research by Phineas Baxandall, a senior analyst with
U.S. Public Interest Research Groups (PIRG), which publishes a
widely read annual report rating each state’s transparency initiatives. All totaled, 40 states now have transparency websites that
provide checkbook-level information on government spending.
“I think the stimulus requirements set a new standard for states,”
Baxandall says. “A lot of what states started doing was really mimicking what they had done with their stimulus transparency.”
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UNCLEAR

Among those is Arizona, which launched its transparency
portal a year ago but already has one of the best-rated sites in the
country. Much of its backbone was built upon an earlier transparency portal the state had developed to track funding speciﬁcally
from ARRA. In Kentucky, which also has a top transparency site,
the state’s open government portal existed before the stimulus.
But its latest iteration relies on much of the same programming as
its ARRA portal. “When we knew the stimulus was coming, that
was an impetus to look at the way we presented the information ...
making sure it’s done in a clear way that’s automatically updated,”
says Greg Haskamp, executive director of Kentucky’s Office of
Policy and Audit. In Massachusetts, the state’s Open Checkbook
site is also the legacy of the state’s work with the Recovery Act,

says Francisca Rojas, research director of the Transparency Policy
Project at Harvard.
Elsewhere, the impact has been more subdued. Indiana,
another of the top-ranked states for transparency, began pursuing
open government initiatives long before ARRA, says State Auditor
Tim Berry. But he acknowledges that “ARRA put more focus on
transparency at the time.”
To be sure, other states may not have drawn inspiration from
the stimulus. “I don’t quite see the ARRA connection,” says
Michael DiResto, communications director for Louisiana’s Division of Administration.
Yet it’s hard to ignore the fact that states have been creating
transparency sites and expanding their capabilities dramati-

THE FUTURE OF FEDERAL SPENDING

to allow them to set aside a portion of the federal funds they
receive to cover the costs of IT systems and administrative
work that will be required to fulﬁll the expanded reporting
requirements. Groups like the National Association of State
Budget Ofﬁcers have met with congressional staff to discuss
those concerns. But neither chamber is moving quickly on the
DATA Act, which has become a casualty of a legislative session dominated by ongoing budget debates. At a time when
Washington is so focused on spending cuts, the act’s price tag
could be an obstacle. The Congressional Budget Ofﬁce has

DAVID KIDD

A SLEW OF DIFFERENT players are considering major changes
to how federal spending is tracked, and all of their efforts will
likely impact state and local governments.
In December, a new body called the Government Accountability and Transparency Board (GATB), which consists of
inspectors general and other top federal ofﬁcials, published
a report calling on the feds to develop a “succession plan”
for how they will expand the Recovery Act’s reporting requirements. Its chief recommendation was a centralized system
to monitor spending and improve data collection across all
agencies in an effort to reduce fraud and waste. It also calls
for the government to improve the way it displays spending
data and to ﬁnally develop unique identiﬁcation numbers for
federal awards, which would help track spending across agencies. “The recommendations weren’t meant to be middle of the
road, but [to] really effect some sort of positive change,” says
Ross Bezark, GATB’s executive director.
In October, a new council was created to help oversee
the best way to report and track federal grants. The ﬁrst new
notice on grant procedures could be issued this spring. Last
summer, Republican Rep. Darrell Issa of California and Democratic Sen. Mark Warner of Virginia introduced the DATA Act,
which would replace the 2006 law that created USASpending
.gov with a new framework that draws on lessons learned from
the stimulus. The legislation would create a single standard
for recipient reporting of federal money and require that funds
be reported directly to an independent database, much in the
same fashion as the Recovery Act. To help watchdogs identify
waste, the plan would also create a mechanism for syncing up
each agency’s expenditure data to the corresponding recipient reports. It’s been endorsed by Earl Devaney, the widely
respected former chair of the recovery board.
One concern states and localities have with the DATA Act is
that it doesn’t necessarily require a central data portal, though
it strongly encourages one. Without those teeth, state advocates argue, they could still be required to report data to multiple agencies. They’re also asking that the proposal be tweaked

By Ryan Holeywell and Michael Maciag

Earl Devaney was responsible for tracking stimulus
dollars. He retired from government service in December.

estimated the cost at $575 million through 2016, but Bezark
and others say there’s no way it will actually cost that much.
Meanwhile, the advocacy community has its own concerns about the legislation. Ofﬁcials from OMB Watch, the
nonproﬁt that helped drive the creation of USASpending
.gov, are worried about a provision within the DATA Act that
would allow it to sunset in 2018. As the group has said, “It is
a bad idea to repeal a permanent law and replace it with a
temporary law.”
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UNCLEAR

HOW THE 50 STATES RATE IN PROVIDING ONLINE ACCESS TO GOVERNMENT SPENDING DATA

GRADE
A
B
SOURCE: U.S. PIRG

C
D
F

cally over the last three years. Wood, of the Recovery Board, has
observed the change too, but he believes it’s mostly just a serendipitous effect of the ARRA requirements. “I don’t think when
they framed [the stimulus], it was intended to be a power surge
for this,” he says.

N

o one believes that the stimulus has been a panacea
for government transparency. Advocates such as the
Sunlight Foundation are frequent critics of the website USASpending.gov, which tracks federal spending outside of ARRA. About 87 percent of federal
spending reports on the site in 2010 were incomplete. One-third
of the reported spending didn’t match up to data reported on a
different federal spending database. And almost 13 percent of the
spending data was reported late. “The overall spending reporting picture has been improved a lot by the experience with the
Recovery Act,” says Tom Lee, director of Sunlight Labs, a part
of the foundation that develops tools for analyzing government
data. But he says there are still “huge problems” with federal
grants data. “Improving data quality has got to be a priority for
government, whether or not the DATA Act is implemented.”
Meanwhile, state sites need work too. One of the biggest ﬂaws
is that many of them lack timely numbers and the ability for citizens to download the data so that they can crunch the numbers
on their own. “People want to be able to manipulate and touch
the data in their own ways,” says McMurray of Sunshine Review.
Several states have actually closed their ARRA transparency
portals, including California, which shuttered its own statewide
28

transparency site last fall. A spokesman for Gov. Jerry Brown said
the portal was “poorly maintained, underutilized and had not
been updated,” drawing the ire of watchdogs who instead preferred rebuilding the site to shutting it down. Today, visitors to
the portal are referred to a handful of other government agencies
that house the data. “When I started my research, everyone said,
‘You can’t roll back transparency,’” says the Transparency Policy
Project’s Rojas. “It’s actually pretty easy.”
Despite those shortcomings, U.S. PIRG sees more states
moving toward what it calls “Transparency 2.0.” That includes
one-stop portals that pull data from across government agencies, give users the ability to conduct comprehensive searches
and provide detailed information not just on spending, but
also on contracts, subsidies and tax expenditures. Kentucky,
considered the leader in state transparency, posts data on government-owned land parcels, details of economic incentive
packages and the jobs they create, and salary information for
every government employee. In Indiana, portal users can view
detailed budget information for individual cities, counties and
even townships. That type of data is considered to be on the
cutting edge, and it’s what transparency advocates hope to see
more of. “A more accountable government will also be a more
efficient government, and in that process a more effective government,” says Berry, the Indiana auditor. “When individuals
know that decisions they make in spending tax dollars are readily available 24/7, they have second thoughts sometimes on how
those dollars are spent and allocated.” G
Email rholeywell@governing.com
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there hasn’t been a
fleet vehicle like this since,
well, today.

The Prius Plug-in is the most advanced member of the Prius Family,
combining an extended all-electric mode with proven hybrid
technology. You also get the convenience of plug-in charging with rapid recharge times: 3 hours
1,2

with a standard 120V household outlet or 1.5 hours with a 240V outlet. The ability to choose between
electric and hybrid gives people the freedom to drive more, see more and do more. It’s a new kind
of Prius. And it’s just the right vehicle for your fleet. Call 1- 800 -732 -2798 or visit fleet.toyota.com

Prototype shown with options. Production model will vary. 1 Prius Plug-in EV mode works under certain conditions up to near freeway speeds for approximately 10-15 miles on a full charge. Sudden
acceleration or climate control usage may prevent EV mode usage. 2 CAUTION! When driving a hybrid vehicle, pay special attention to the area around the vehicle. Because there is little vehicle noise
in electric-only mode, pedestrians, people riding bicycles or other people and vehicles in the area may not be aware of the vehicle starting off or approaching them, so take extra care while driving.
©2011 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc.
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Denver Health patients can pick up prescriptions at one
of the network’s eight community health centers, the
same location where they receive treatment.

By Dylan Scott
Those were the
companies that Patricia Gabow planned to use as a template for
overhauling Denver Health, a health-care network in Colorado’s
largest city. Gabow has served as the head of the health group
since the early 1990s, and about eight years ago, she began envisioning a new model based on private-sector practices. When
Gabow pitched the idea, her staff balked at using automobile
manufacturing or package delivery to teach doctors how to better
serve a low-income, mostly minority population. One co-worker,
Gabow recalls, took her aside and told her it was “the craziest
idea I’ve ever heard.”
“We were still doing things pretty much as we had when I
was an intern 40 years ago,” says Gabow, who ﬁrst came to Denver Health in 1973. Back then, the organization was a city-owned
hospital called Denver General. Gabow, who had trained as a
nephrologist, had to convince administrators of the need for
such kidney care. She worked for half a salary for more than a
year before the city decided she was right, ultimately creating a
full nephrology department with Gabow as the head. She became
director of medical services in 1981 and took over as CEO in 1992.
When Gabow took control of Denver Health, the organization had a $39 million cash deﬁcit and was already performing
$100 million in annual care for uninsured patients. Given its
patient population and battered ﬁnances, she realized that only
fundamental reform would keep the operation sustainable.
Gabow decided that the best way to meet the community’s
needs was by rebuilding Denver General from the ground up.
Her ﬁrst step? Decouple the hospital from the city, which had
overseen the facility for nearly 150 years. In 1997, Gabow convinced Mayor Wellington Webb that the organization could
better operate away from the city’s bureaucracy, and Denver
Health was established as a public, academic and independent
health system. “At the time, I said to the mayor: ‘This isn’t a
divorce,’” says Gabow. “We were still going to be the city’s
health-care system. We just needed a different house.” Oversight of the system, which included a major hospital, emergency
response teams and a smattering of community clinics, was now
solely in the hands of Gabow, her staff and a board of directors that was appointed to ﬁve-year terms by the mayor. The
newly independent Denver Health then invested $388 million
to upgrade its facilities and infrastructure for delivering care.
That’s when things got interesting. After the initial investments were completed, Gabow and her team began to focus more
intently on the patients in their system. She says they stepped
back and asked themselves, “How do we perfect the patient
experience?” That’s when she turned to private-sector ﬁrms for
advice. In 2004, Gabow organized a group of advisers from some

are

d health care in Denver.
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the Engelberg Center for Health Care Reform at the Brookings
Institution and former administrator at the Centers for Medicare
& Medicaid Services (CMS) during the George W. Bush administration. While at CMS, McClellan consulted with Denver Health
on how its newly adopted operations model could be translated
to the federal government. Denver Health, McClellan says, “didn’t
start with some savings target. They started with identifying ways
to really reform care. They have the right vision, which is: What is
the way that health care for the people we’re serving should look?
And then asking: How do we get there?”
he lean manufacturing model is based on ﬁve principles,
according to the Lean Enterprise Institute: 1) Identify
the value of the product for the customer; 2) Map the
process for creating the product and eliminate elements
without value; 3) Create a ﬂow for the value-creating steps; 4)
Let customers pull value from that ﬂow; and 5) Begin the process
again and seek perfection.
Put more simply, it’s about eliminating wasteful actions. Anything that doesn’t add value for the ultimate customer is considered
wasteful. “The philosophy is that waste is disrespectful to humanity
because it squanders scarce resources, and waste is disrespectful to
individuals because it asks them to do work with no value,” Gabow
says. “We’ve added that waste is disrespectful to our patients
because it asks them to endure processes with no value.”
For Denver Health, the key to eliminating waste turned out to
be integration, or restructuring operations at its different facilities to create one mega-system of patient care. The organization
treats 170,000 patients annually, more than one-third of the city’s
population. Forty percent of the city’s children seek treatment
there. Roughly 70 percent of the patients are ethnic minorities, and many of them don’t speak English. Most are poor, and
42 percent of them are uninsured. In addition to a large primary
hospital and emergency room, Denver Health comprises eight
community health centers, each equipped with its own pharmacy,
and another 13 school-based health centers. Denver Health also
runs the city’s 911 emergency medical services system, a nonemergency medical hotline, the Rocky Mountain Poison and Drug
Center, and the Rocky Mountain Regional Trauma Center.
But as far as Denver Health is concerned, all those disparate
elements are the same. Every one of those institutions shares the
same information system, and every patient who enters the system is assigned a number. So whether someone checks into the
emergency room or an outpatient specialty clinic, physicians can
access all the relevant data that Denver Health has ever accumulated. It’s been a major shift in the way the system operates, says
Thomas Mackenzie, who, as chief quality officer of Denver Health,
is charged with implementing and maintaining the lean principles.
“It’s not thinking about things in different silos for different components,” Mackenzie says, “but thinking about how you can provide
the best care for patients across the whole continuum of care.”
Mackenzie points to one speciﬁc example of how lean has
transformed the system’s approach: treatment of patients for blood
coagulation. Every year, Denver Health treats about 1,000 patients
with anticoagulation medicine to prevent blood clots. As the medi-

T
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Denver Health
CEO Patricia
Gabow

of the largest companies in the world—including FedEx, Microsoft, Ritz-Carlton and Toyota—to look at how they examined and
solved problems in their own businesses. Gabow and her team
soon settled on the idea of “lean manufacturing,” the management
philosophy of efficiency and waste reduction that transformed the
Toyota automobile company in the 1980s and ’90s.
The methods that Gabow learned—and the new model of care
her hospital implemented—have revolutionized patient care in
Denver. Today, Denver Health has become a national model for
public-sector health care. The system has managed to improve
outcomes while driving down costs. Last year, the organization
received a Shingo Prize for Operational Excellence, an international award that recognizes efficient and effective business
models. According to the University HealthSystem Consortium,
Denver Health has the lowest mortality rate of any of the nation’s
113 academic health centers.
At the same time, costs have been kept in check. While the
system’s expenses for treating uninsured patients have ballooned from $100 million in 1991 to nearly $400 million in 2010,
Denver Health has consistently operated in the black. An inpatient stay at Denver Health costs about 35 percent less than a
stay at one of the Metro Denver hospitals, the private, nonproﬁt
network that serves much of the rest of the city’s population.
Gabow estimates that utilizing lean has yielded up to $127 million in ﬁnancial beneﬁt without the organization having to lay
off any of its 5,400 employees.
The Denver Health approach is one that public hospitals
everywhere should emulate, says Mark McClellan, director of
32
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with a 70 percent national average, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.
abow doesn’t shrink from her role as the architect of a
national model for public-sector hospitals. She knows
the eyes of the national health-care community are on
Denver. “We are really serious about wanting to be a
model for the nation because our country is facing some tough
choices,” she says. “And we need to demonstrate models that are
cost-efficient and high quality.”
Despite Denver Health’s past successes, this year could prove
to be the organization’s most pivotal yet. Gabow announced in
November that she will retire at the end of 2012. The seemingly
universal opinion among health-care professionals—both within
Denver Health and at the national level—seems to be that the
organization’s transformation could never have occurred without
her leadership. Finding a replacement who can match Gabow’s
ambition and tenacity is paramount to Denver Health’s continued success, says George Mason’s Nichols. “They have to keep the
momentum going,” he says. “The person they pick to succeed her,

G
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cal staff looked to apply the lean model to that care, they encountered a startling degree of variation between the eight primary-care
clinics, several specialty clinics and the dozens of physicians who
staffed them. The approaches differed in how often blood tests
were done, where patients were seen, how often patients were
advised over the phone and so on. So Mackenzie and his staff developed clear protocols for treating patients for that speciﬁc condition.
They held weeklong events to train staff on the new approach.
Lean also inspired a restructuring of the Denver Health
Medical Center’s rapid response system for patients who go
into cardiac arrest. At most hospitals, a dedicated team is on call
24 hours a day, seven days a week for rapid response, and temporarily assume care of those patients from their primary nurses and
doctors. But in applying the lean principles, the medical center’s
staff recognized an opportunity to cut costs while ensuring continuity of care. A regular assessment schedule was established for
nurses to monitor their patients, and criteria were developed for
nurses to determine if a patient was at risk. Then a speciﬁc protocol
was outlined for staff to follow if a nurse made that determination,
providing guidelines for moving up the chain of command if the
immediate attending physician is not
available or the patient’s condition
did not improve. An analysis by Denver Health staff found that the number
of non-ICU cardiac arrest incidents
decreased signiﬁcantly following the
implementation of the new procedures. And it bestowed rapid response
responsibilities on staff members who
were already working, rather than
requiring an entirely separate team.
That process for improving care
has pervaded every aspect of Denver
Health, and it has attracted national
attention. According to former CMS
Administrator McClellan, Denver
Health served as the inspiration for
revamping payments for physicians
who treat patients with federally sub- The system treats
sidized insurance, such as Medicare 40 percent of the
and Medicaid, transitioning from city’s children and
a fee-for-service model to one that operates 13 schoolrewards outcomes. Denver Health based health centers.
has also set the standard in its relationships with its patients and the
resulting compliance of those patients, says Len Nichols, director of the Center for Health Policy Research and Ethics at George
Mason University. That achievement is ampliﬁed, Nichols says,
because the organization serves a population “that some would
consider problematic.” The ongoing connectedness between Denver Health and its patients leads to measurably better outcomes:
Nearly 90 percent of its infant patients receive annual immunizations, compared to a 75 percent national average, according to
the Kaiser Family Foundation. Sixty-eight percent of those with
high blood pressure take measures to control it, which correlates

that’s probably as important a search as any in the country right now,
with the possible exception of the president of the United States.”
Part of her success, says Nichols, stems from her history as a
practicing physician. “If we want to achieve our goals, improving
care while cutting costs, what we need is physician leadership.
Only doctors can convince other doctors that these changes are
worth doing. Denver Health is a model for reform, but it’d be
easier if we could just clone Patty Gabow.”
Mackenzie, for his part, says the philosophy of efficiency and
quality that Gabow has instilled at the institution has become so
ingrained that it will sustain itself even after she leaves. “She’s
been critical in keeping up the momentum for this transformation. She’s been the driver.” But now, he says, the rest of the staff
is carrying Gabow’s vision. “At this point, we think our work is
exactly the recipe that America needs.” G
Email dscott@governing.com
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Game
Changers
How game theory,
analysis and academia
are reinventing the way
cities ﬁght crime.
By John Buntin
34
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hree years ago, a group of conservative legislators from California slipped off to Texas.
Among the purposes of their visit was to
learn more about a new approach to controlling crime. The strategy involved investing in
community corrections, not new prisons. The
somewhat surprising thing was that the plan had been developed
in Texas, with strong support from conservatives. Texas, after all,
is a state that prides itself on being tough on crime. It executes
more inmates than any other state and incarcerates the highest
percentage of its population of any big state.
For two decades starting in 1985, Texas had built prisons with
gusto, increasing by 300 percent the number of inmate beds. But
in 2007, when Gov. Rick Perry produced a budget that asked the
Legislature to appropriate $523 million in additional funding
for three new prisons—with more prisons to follow—legislators
balked. Instead, lawmakers decided to invest $240 million in
diversion and treatment. By all accounts, this approach has been
working. There have been declines in ongoing crime. Parole violations have plummeted. Prison overcrowding has eased.
Texas’ success intrigued the California delegation, but it didn’t
inspire them to follow suit. Facing a strong prison workers’ union,
opposition from district attorneys and a general unwillingness to
relinquish the one tool—being tough on crime—that had worked
for the GOP in the Golden State, the Californians listened but left
with no game plan. “I think they honestly wanted to get something done, but they really felt they couldn’t do anything,” says
Texas Rep. Jerry Madden, who was at the meeting as one of the
architects of corrections reform in his state. “There were too
many other inﬂuences they had in their system. It was almost an
impossible situation for them.”
Today, California’s corrections system is a trainwreck. The
state prison system is so overcrowded that the U.S. Supreme
Court recently ruled that conditions violated the Constitution’s
8th Amendment ban on cruel and unusual punishment. Unable
to balance its budget, California is currently in the process of
shipping 40,000 state inmates to county jails. Texas, meanwhile,
has become a model for corrections reform. Last year, at least
11 states, including Arkansas, Kentucky, Ohio and North Carolina,
undertook similar sweeping corrections reforms with the intention of limiting the growth of their prison populations. This year,
states as diverse as Georgia, Oklahoma, Missouri and Hawaii are
expected to take up corrections reform based on ideas that have
played out successfully in Texas.
“The Texas story helped spawn a wave of reforms around the
country,” says Adam Gelb, who directs Pew’s Public Safety Performance Project. “We hear over and over, ‘If Texas can do this,
[the approach] can’t possibly be soft on crime.’”
Cost clearly has been a major impetus for reform. Between
1985 and 2008, state prison populations nearly tripled. According
to the Vera Institute of Justice, corrections spending rose even
faster, by more than 600 percent. It now makes up 7 percent of
state general fund spending. But cutting costs is only part of the
story. Ideas matter too. When crime began to spike in the 1960s,
criminologists and public policy experts responded with a simple
and compelling proposition: Lock away more people for longer.
36

Today, new ways of thinking about public safety—some of them
rooted in game theory, behavioral economics and sociology—are
challenging the perceived wisdom about how to improve public
safety and reduce incarceration rates.
Game theory seeks to understand what constitutes a rational
course of action in situations where other people’s responses
determine outcomes. For decades, academic game theorists have
explored how promises, commitments, threats, the elimination
of options, and other tactics can affect outcomes and the resulting “equilibrium.” In Texas and in a growing number of states
and cities across the country, policymakers have found a smarter
approach based on a new generation of research that applies
insights from the world of game theory to the criminal justice system. It’s still a very new concept, but the resulting body of work
is pointing policymakers toward new and potentially transformative ways of improving public safety while reducing the number of people behind bars. It also grapples with one of the most
notable—and appalling—features of what some have called the
current era of mass incarceration: its destructive effect on many
African-American communities.
“Our crime rates have been dropping for nearly 20 years,” says
Madden, “but we still have a greater demand for prisons. Why
is this?”
A number of cities and states are asking the same thing. In
response, elected officials across the nation from both political
parties have begun to examine ways to replace a “tough” corrections policy with a “smart” one.
he U.S. incarceration rate—700 state and federal
prisoners for every 100,000 residents—is by far
the highest rate of incarceration in the developed world. It wasn’t always so. In the ﬁrst half
of the 20th century, U.S. incarceration rates had
hovered around 110 per 100,000 residents. Then came the crime
explosion of the 1960s. In 1962, the United States experienced 4.2
murders per 100,000 residents. By 1964, the homicide rate had
climbed to 6.4, and by 1972, it was 9.4. Robberies were even worse.
In 1959, the rate was 51.2 for every 100,000 residents; by 1968,
the rate had nearly tripled. Crime, the political scientist James Q.
Wilson concluded, “had assumed epidemic proportions.”
Wilson looked primarily to cultural changes to explain this
explosion in criminality. However, he posited another cause as
well, as did the University of Chicago economist Gary Becker:
Crime was rising because the risk of punishment was falling.
Crime was up but the number of prison beds was down. By 1974,
the “average” punishment per committed burglary was four days
of incarceration. The average punishment per committed aggravated assault was eight; for robbery, 28. In short, crime increasingly “paid.” That gave rise to a straightforward solution: Incarcerate more people for longer periods of time. States went on a
prison-building spree.
By 1996, the United States had regained the level of punitiveness
(as calculated by dividing crimes committed by punishment given
out) of 1962, the year before the crime spike of the 1960s began.
Crime, meanwhile, had begun to fall. Although academics differ on
the details, most agree that increased imprisonment played a sig-

T

GOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 2

GOV02_30.indd 36

1/19/12 10:10 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

Designer

Creative Dir.

Editorial

Prepress

Other

OK to go

916-932-1300

$ZBO

.BHFOUB

:FMMPX

#MBDL

   

m

PAGE

C H A N G E R S

niﬁcant role in the lowering of crime numbers. But as
the crime rate declined, something odd occurred. By
2008, some 2.3 million Americans were in prison or jail,
1 percent of the adult population. Forty percent of the
inmates were black. What had happened?
Ohio State University law professor Michelle
Alexander offers at least one answer: the misguided
war on drugs. In her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, she notes
that “drug offenses alone account for two-thirds of
the rise in the federal inmate population and more
than half of the rise in state prisoners between 1985
and 2000.” As a result, 500,000 of the people behind
bars today are serving time for drug offenses—versus
fewer than 50,000 in 1980. And that, she argues, has
had implications for African-Americans. “Nothing,”
she writes, “has contributed more to the systematic
mass incarceration of people of color in the United
States than the War on Drugs.”
The panic surrounding the emergence of crack
cocaine in the 1980s was, she suggests, a media-created phenomenon. Had the war on drugs really been
about drugs, then “the drug war could have been
One in three African-American men is now under the control of the
waged primarily in overwhelmingly white suburbs
criminal justice system, a major shift since the 1960s.
or on college campuses. SWAT teams could have rapAmerica polices minority communities. “We are destroying the
pelled from helicopters in gated suburban communities and raided
the homes of high school lacrosse players known for hosting coke
village in order to save it,” he writes. But where Alexander sees
and ecstasy parties after their games.” That it did not, she says,
racism, Kennedy sees misunderstanding. The notion that crack
reveals the truth about the drug war: “The War on Drugs, cloaked
was created by the government, a persistant belief among parts
in race-neutral language, offered whites opposed to racial reform
of the black community, is wrong, he says. The belief among cops
a unique opportunity to express their hostility toward blacks and
that residents of America’s most dangerous communities are
black progress, without being exposed to the charge of racism.”
“uncaring, complicit, corrupt, destroyed” is also wrong.
There is some truth to Alexander’s interpretation. When crack
What’s right, he believes, is an approach that he and a group
ﬁrst appeared, some of the reportage was overstated and overof police, probation officers and others developed in Boston in
the mid-1990s. Instead of targeting drugs or gangs, Boston tarwrought. But there also was unprecedented violence associated
geted violence.
with the street markets where crack was sold. In the new book,
The shift in focus happened almost by accident. Kennedy and
Don’t Shoot: One Man, A Street Fellowship, and the End of Violence
in Inner-City America, author David Kennedy, a professor at the
two other researchers wanted to work with the Boston Police
John Jay College of Criminal Justice, strongly disputes the claim
Department to understand and disrupt youth access to guns. The
that the “moral panic” sparked by crack was overblown. Some
department brass sent them to talk to the anti-gang unit. There
people, Kennedy writes, believe “it was never really that bad, that
they heard stories about an amazing approach in Dorchester
the public and political and law enforcement response was just
called Operation Scrap Iron. It had started as a conventional cola fevered overreaction.” The reality, he says, is that the crisis was
laboration between the Boston Police Department; the federal
even worse than most people realize.
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; and the U.S. Attorney’s
Kennedy got a ﬁrst-hand look at the crack market 25 years ago,
Office. The agencies targeted “straw” buyers who bought guns
at Nickerson Gardens, a 1,000-unit housing project in Los Angeand then sold them to underage kids. But by the end of the operales. “I’ve never been so scared before or since,” writes Kennedy of
tion, neighbor gang members were voluntarily dropping guns off
the day spent walking through the project with two police patrolat the anti-gang unit. Even more extraordinary, they were going to
men. “My lizard hindbrain knew instantly that if they were somethe police to report when other gangs were hoarding guns. What
was happening?
how magicked away all that would ever be found of me would be
my bleached bones.” (In fact, he later realized, the dealers had
Kennedy realized that the authorities—gang unit officers, probeen scared of him; they saw a white guy in the projects in a suit
bation officers and Boston’s so-called street workers (in effect,
and thought, “Fed.”) To Kennedy, what was unfolding in the Nickformer gang members turned social workers)—already knew who
erson Gardens of America was like “the end of the world.”
the small subset of truly violent gang members were. Reducing
Kennedy shares Alexander’s belief that, with or without the
gang violence wasn’t about ending poverty, shrinking the number
war on drugs, something has gone terribly wrong with the way
of guns or some other huge social issue; it was about getting to
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State of Reform
States across the country are moving forward with aggressive reforms to their corrections
systems. Last year, at least 11 states enacted legislation reforming corrections. By
emphasizing such best practices as risk-based sentencing and increased use of
intermediate sanctions and community supervision, particularly for non-violent drug
offenders, states are avoiding major new expenditures, as shown by the map below.

Ohio

Kentucky

North Carolina

Reform legislation requires ﬁrst-time property
and drug offenders to serve probation
and participate in treatment; gives priority
placement in community corrections
programming to those offenders most likely
to beneﬁt from them; and creates statewide
standards for probation. The law will avert a
projected 3,000-inmate increase, avoiding
$500 million in prison construction and
operation costs, and reducing corrections
spending by $78 million by 2015.

Between 2000 and 2009, Kentucky’s
prison population grew by 45 percent.
By changing drug laws, embracing
risk assessment and other reforms,
Kentucky will save taxpayers an
estimated $422 million over 10 years.
Approximately half of the savings
will be reinvested in efforts to reduce
recidivism among substance-abusing
offenders.

Reforms will avert a
projected 1,400 increase
in the prison population
and reduce it by more
than 3,600 inmates, saving
North Carolina more than
$290 million over the next
ﬁve years.

Ohio

$578 million
saved

Kentucky

$422 million
saved

Colorado

$24million
saved
Arkansas
North Carolina

$875 million
saved

$290 million
saved

Texas

Colorado

-1.9%

By expanding the use of
intermediate sanctions and
limiting the use of revocation to
prison for technical violations,
Colorado expects to reduce the
prison population and reduce
recidivism. While the impact
of these and other reforms
has not been quantiﬁed, the
Legislature cut the corrections
department budget for FY 2012
by $24 million. State ofﬁcials also
decommissioned another state
prison, effective next month. This
will be the fourth prison closed in
Colorado since 2009.

$49 million
saved
Louisiana

$43 million
saved

Arkansas

Texas
Last year, Texas legislators
agreed to maintain the 2007
criminal justice reforms.
Experts expect that Texas’
focus on community
services will allow it to keep
the prison population stable
despite a rapidly growing
general population.

Louisiana
Reforms to community
supervision systems
and changes in parole
eligibility are expected
to save Louisiana
$43 million over
10 years.

Increasing felony
thresholds, amending
penalties for low-level drug
crimes, using evidencebased risk assessment
and other reforms are
projected to save Arkansas
$875 million in prison
construction and operation
expenses through 2020.
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this small group of bad actors. What the police had done during
Operation Scrap Iron was to talk directly to this group. They’d
told the most violent gang, the Wendover Street crew, that everyone would be all over them until the violence stopped. Then they
made good on the threat, using every tool possible—probation
checks, public drinking arrests, drug tests, curfew enforcement,
area and association restrictions—until the violence stopped. By
the end, the gang was so eager to return to the status quo that
they were coming to police when other groups threatened them
so that they wouldn’t get violent. Wendover Street had started
policing itself.
It didn’t last. Still, Kennedy was intrigued. Gang members
did not enjoy a reputation among academics as rational actors.
Economists had long since established that crime doesn’t pay very
well. (Contrary to the popular imagination, drug dealers selling
cocaine earn sums equivalent to working elsewhere at the minimum wage.) People who committed crime, economists theorized,
had poor self-control and short time horizons. But Scrap Iron suggested that when authorities delivered a clear warning that certain, speciﬁc activities were off limits—not “don’t be in a gang” or
“don’t sell drugs” but rather “don’t use guns to kill people”—and
followed up on the threat, gangs would listen and comply.
As an experiment, the group Kennedy was working with
decided to try it with one of the city’s most violent gangs, the
Vamp Hill Kings. Representatives from the police, probation
agency, the U.S. Attorney’s Office, and the Suffolk County District
Attorney’s Office convened a forum with gang members (who
were brought into a courthouse by street workers and probation
officers) and explained in respectful tones the new rules of the
game—no violence or else. To underscore the threat, the group
pointed to the fate of Freddie Cardoza, a member of another gang,
the Humboldt Raiders. Cardoza, whom Kennedy describes as
“pretty much the city’s worst badass,” had ignored a similar message. Officers stopped him and found a single bullet in his pocket,
a no-no for a convicted felon. Cardoza was sent to prison for 15
years. The room went quiet. Then Boston went quiet.
oston’s crime decline made Kennedy a star. In
the years that followed, Kennedy has used this
same basic intervention in cities nationwide. But
UCLA professor Mark Kleiman argues that the
principles Kennedy has applied in the ﬁeld have
a broader application to the criminal justice system as a whole.
Economists who study crime often frame their discussions
with a simple equation: The social cost of crime equals the cost of
crime plus the cost of crime control. Framing it this way makes an
important point. Arrests, prosecutions, incarceration—the things
that many public-sector managers spend their time measuring—
are actually costs. The beneﬁt is crime reduction. Framing matters thusly encourages policymakers to consider questions such
as the following: First, how much crime control is too much?
Second, what if we could achieve the same level of control at a
lower cost?
In his book, When Brute Force Fails: How to Have Less Crime
and Less Punishment, Kleiman makes a compelling case that the
answer to the second question is that we can. Kennedy’s inter-

B

ventions illustrate the three ideas central to Kleiman’s proposed
approach: concentration on the worst offenders, substitution of
swift and certain punishment in place of severe punishment, and
direct communication of deterrent threats. Central to Kleiman’s
work is the insight that “swift and certain punishment, even if not
severe, will control the vast bulk of offending behavior.”
Hawaii’s Opportunity Probation with Enforcement (HOPE)
experiment offers a striking example of how this works. Started in
2004 by Judge Steven Alm, HOPE identiﬁes probationers at high
risk of reoffending—probation and parole violations account for
about a third of prison admissions—and warns them that they will
be subjected to frequent, randomized drug testing. Positive tests
will result in an immediate but short return to jail, sometimes
simply for the weekend. The results have been dramatic: HOPE
probationers are 55 percent less likely to be arrested for a new
crime and 53 percent less likely to have their probation revoked
than parolees in the control group.
What is particularly striking about HOPE is how few resources
are needed to enforce compliance. In game theory terms, Hawaii
has moved from a high-violation, high-punishment equilibrium to
a low-violation, low-punishment equilibrium. In short, it tipped,
just as it had in Boston and other cities where Kennedy-style
intervention operations worked. Not surprisingly, the National
Institute of Justice recently announced plans to replicate HOPE.
Programs are getting under way in Clackamas County, Ore.; Essex
County, Mass.; Saline County, Ark.; and Tarrant County, Texas.
Kleiman also emphasizes the importance of concentration.
“Concentration,” he ﬁnds, “outperforms equal-opportunity sanctioning.” By identifying the worst offenders, warning them of the
new zero-tolerance rules for certain activities and then enforcing
the policy, authorities can “tip” violations downward. As violations within the targeted group fall, authorities can then extend
the zero-tolerance policy to new groups of potential offenders.
Strategies that combine direct communication, concentration
of resources, and swift and certain sanctions clearly work (though
questions remain about exactly how they work). Kennedy and
Kleiman make a convincing argument that not using these tools is
itself a choice—and not a good one. A growing number of policymakers seem to agree. After his disappointing meeting with California Republicans, Madden recalls thinking, “I will know I have
made it when I get invited to talk in California.” He got his invitation last October—to speak at an event with Gov. Jerry Brown.
The message he would deliver to any public official interested
in following the Texas model is to ﬁgure out what your desired
results are, measure how well you are getting there and require
that the programs show their results toward that goal. “If you
could take a rate of return to prison that was 30 percent for a certain type of criminal,” he says, “and reduce that to 20 percent—if
you can put a program out there that can keep people from committing serious offenses—then you can have a huge impact.” G
Email jbuntin@governing.com

Read excerpts from Alexander, Kennedy
and Kleiman’s books at:
governing.com/gametheory
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Building
on the
Past
A new generation
of old structures is
raising fresh questions
about the rehabbing of
architectural gems.
By Jonathan Walters
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Designed by Chicago architect
Bertrand Goldberg in the
1970s, the Prentice Women’s
Hospital building sits unused,
and by some, unloved.
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I

t’s eye catching, with a noteworthy lineage and a strong—if
quirky—design: Bauhaus meets massive, curved concrete.
Although the building is empty, preservationists believe that
the old Prentice Women’s Hospital building in Chicago has
plenty of potential for adaptive reuse. And once preserved, it
would continue to bring architectural character to the Northwestern University campus where it makes its home, as well as to
greater Chicago, a city well known for its rich architectural history.
Not everyone believes in its potential. Northwestern University, which owns the building, contends that while Prentice might
be architecturally distinguished, it is not suited for what the university wants on that site: a major new medical research facility.
That, in essence, frames the ﬁght over a building designed
by Chicago architect Bertrand Goldberg, whose iconic Marina
City building complex has long since won the affection of Windy
City denizens for its distinctive heating-coils-on-steroids design.
Although noteworthy, neither the Marina City complex nor the
Prentice Women’s Hospital has been officially granted landmark
status by the Commission on Chicago Landmarks—a designation
that would virtually guarantee protection from demolition.
For advocates of preserving Prentice, that’s an immediate
problem. If Northwestern can keep the building off the landmark
list, Prentice likely will be torn down to make way for the new
research center. The tear-down threat landed Prentice on last
year’s National Trust for Historic Preservation’s (NTHP) 11 Most
Endangered Historic Places list. In other words, the debate over
Prentice is a current example of an age-old battle in downtowns
from Boston to New York to Los Angeles: preservation versus
progress. Which old buildings are worth saving and which are just
in the way? And, not incidentally, who gets to make that decision?
While the ﬁght may be familiar, the overall terrain on which
these battles are taking place today is shifting in two ways. First,
a whole new class of architecture is now arriving on preservationists’ and architectural critics’ radar: 1950s- to 1970s-era
formed-concrete structures. Some hail them for their “sinewy”
and “bold” beauty; others see these forms as hulking, cold intruders into the otherwise warm cityscape, much more deserving of
the wrecking ball than landmark status. “There’s no doubt that
many of these buildings are not beloved to the public,” says Blair
Kamin, architectural critic for the Chicago Tribune.
Second, although the National Trust and other preservation
groups have been arguing the energy-saving merits of adaptive
reuse since 1980, their argument is decidedly more powerful these
days. In Prentice’s case, an adaptive reuse study by Northwestern University found a renovated building would not provide
adequate space to meet the necessary technical standards for a
research facility. In particular, the university says the existing
ﬂoors do not have adequate height. A renovated building could
only use every other ﬂoor, signiﬁcantly reducing the building’s
efficiency. But that study was countered by another report from
Landmarks Illinois, a statewide nonproﬁt preservation organization, which argues that Prentice could accommodate either 800
researchers, 112 apartments or offices for 2,000 workers.
Northwestern University spokesman Alan Cubbage says the
university knew it would be in for a ﬁght because of Prentice’s
Goldberg lineage. But he insists that the school thoroughly stud-

42

ied the possibility of adaptive reuse, and Prentice just doesn’t ﬁt
the bill. Besides the ﬂoor-height problem, the combination of
land constraints and the fact that Northwestern wants a research
building considerably larger than Prentice would allow makes
adaptive reuse a nonstarter for the school, Cubbage says. Still,
Landmarks counters that saving the building as a residence or
office building would not only cost signiﬁcantly less than building
a new one, it would have the ancillary beneﬁt of keeping 23,000plus tons of debris out of landﬁlls.
For preservation groups like Landmarks, taking a second look
at a second life for a building like Prentice has broader implications than whether the numbers work for cost-efficient adaptive
reuse. It says something about the culture of the city in which such
buildings sit, as well as the sustainability ethic of the building’s
owner. “The city and the university both preach sustainability,”
says Lisa DiChiera, Landmarks’ director of advocacy. “What’s
more sustainable than using this existing building?”
In the middle of the ﬁght, of course, is the Commission on
Chicago Landmarks. Last summer it tabled the Prentice bid for
landmark status in return for a promise from Northwestern that
the university would hold off on demolition, giving both sides
more time to muster their arguments.
ll big city landmark commissions now face the same
dilemma: What to do with 40-something-year-old
buildings that land in a special class of uncertainty. Are
they historic or not? Do they have aesthetic value? Will
we one day be sorry if we tear them all down? “Timing is one of
the perpetual problems with this whole group of buildings from
the 1970s,” says Chris Morris, who heads up the NTHP’s Midwest
Office in Chicago. Because a building has to be at least 50 years old
to make it into the National Register of Historic Places, buildings
pushing their mid-40s don’t have that historic cache. “It’s that
weird time for buildings,” says Morris. “Are they historic or are
they just showing their age?”
Every architectural era seems to go through trial-by-demolition
before it is accepted as an important evolution of the species. “You
saw this with Sullivan’s buildings,” says Morris, noting that a number of the now beloved, groundbreaking skyscrapers designed by
renowned Chicago architect Louis Sullivan were lost before the
city woke up to their value. “We see this happening over and over
again: critical points where there just was not enough appreciation
of a certain architect or style, and I think that’s where we are now
with the Prentice building.”
But with this class of buildings, “Beauty really is in the eye of
the beholder,” says Tom Murphy, who was mayor of Pittsburgh
from 1994 to 2006. Murphy has been on both sides of the preservation argument, and is familiar with the debate in Chicago. He
supported the demolition of a 1970s Pittsburgh icon. “You look
at a structure like Three Rivers Stadium, and you really have to
wonder what the architects were smoking and drinking.” But
even that massive concrete colossus—which came down in 2001
and was home to the Steelers football team and Pirates baseball
team—had its defenders.
As for who gets to decide whether a building is worth saving,
Harvard economist Edward Glaeser has a strong opinion.
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Preservationists like Gratz would argue that anyone who has
spent any time following preservation battles quickly learns that
who wins and who loses usually boils down to the usual suspects:
politics and money. They contend that developers who have pull
in city hall and plenty of cash on hand tend to win these ﬁghts.
That’s why they rely more on grass-roots sentiment and action—
along with lawsuits. And they do have some natural allies; there
are some public officials who consider preservation to be of paramount importance to the vitality of their cities.
How does it work in Chicago? “These decisions tend to be
‘aldermanic,’” says Morris, using the local slang for the fact that
the alderman in whose territory these buildings sit tend to get the
last word on preservation.
o matter how these battles are won or lost, there are
those who believe that the ﬁght is largely unnecessary—that the preservation-versus-progress dichotomy
is a false one. Those in that camp include internationally
renowned architect and co-founder of the Congress for the New
Urbanism, Stefanos Polyzoides. “Instead of asking, ‘Why can’t we
tear down three historic buildings to put up a skyscraper?’” he
says, “we should be asking where we can add units and do inﬁll.
That should be part of the long-range plan for the city.”
Polyzoides, who is a partner in the Pasadena, Calif.-based
architecture ﬁrm of Moule & Polyzoides, grants that in some older
and fairly compact cities like Boston, it’s not so simple. But in most
cities there is ample opportunity to build new, compatible inﬁll
without tearing down old and perfectly serviceable buildings of
whatever pedigree. “I have no sense that we are short of space
or opportunity,” says Polyzoides. “What we’re short on is the
patience required to do this thoughtfully, using inﬁll to enlarge
the value of entire districts and neighborhoods.”
Even in preservation-minded places like Pasadena, Polyzoides
says, avoiding the ﬁght hasn’t been difficult. “In the past few years,
we’ve added 15,000 units of housing in Pasadena, and there is still
room for another 12,000 or 15,000,” he says. “And this is in a city
with very stringent preservation protections.”
Polyzoides also makes his case on sustainability grounds. If he
sees any fundamental problems with “contemporary” buildings,
it’s not necessarily that they’re ugly. It’s that they’re just not built
to last. An architect working with a city that has a solid long-range
plan for growth ought to be considering not only compatible inﬁll,
but also inﬁll that will stand up through the ages and actually lend
itself to reuse in the future.
The inﬁll argument only gets you so far, says former Pittsburgh Mayor Murphy, who found a hunk of his city on the Trust’s
11 Most Endangered list. This happened after he proposed demolishing ﬁve downtown blocks to make room for a huge mixed-use
redevelopment project. “While I always thought preservation
should be the ﬁrst option,” Murphy says, buildings like Prentice
“are hard calls for city officials.” G

N

Another Bertrand Goldberg creation, Marina City, has
been lauded for its innovative approach to remaking the
urban environment and bringing people back to the city
center to live, work and play. Its future seems secure.

In his recent paean to urban high-rise architecture, The
Triumph of the City, he warns of the “perils of preservation.”
In the book, Glaeser argues that local landmark commissions
wield way too much power, listing—among other crimes—
landmark commissions’ unrelenting efforts to stiﬂe the sort of
vertical growth that Glaeser says is so important to long-range
urban economic viability.
But that’s an argument that long-time preservation advocates, like Roberta Brandes Gratz, swat away with something
bordering on contempt. Gratz, a former member of the New
York City Landmarks Commission and author of The Battle
for Gotham: New York in the Shadow of Robert Moses and Jane
Jacobs, rattles off example after example of instances where
politically connected and powerful developers steamrolled
the commission. “Don’t tell me that developers in New York
City can’t get what they want,” she says. “The landmarks commission never has too much power when they’re dealing with
powerful developers.”

Email jwalters@governing.com
See more photographs of the Prentice Women’s
Hospital and other endangered buildings at:
governing.com/preservation
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To the delight of
many, old streetcars
are being restored to
their former glory and
put back into transit
service.
By Tod Newcombe
Photographs by David Kidd
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unique industry is ﬂourishing in Brookville,
Pa., an old lumber town about 80 miles
northeast of Pittsburgh. The sounds of
buzzing saws are emanating from a modern-looking warehouse on the grounds of
the Brookville Equipment Corp. (BEC). Inside, workers
are cutting through the body of a streetcar that’s clearly
seen better days. Sitting next to it on the factory ﬂoor is
an old yellow streetcar, polished to look new. It basically
is. BEC is in the business of restoring old streetcars, and
these days, that’s a booming business.
America is experiencing what U.S. Transportation
Secretary Ray LaHood calls a “streetcar revival.” Streetcars, also called trolleys or trams, were a common sight
in U.S. cities at the beginning of the 20th century. But
by the 1960s, they had all but been forgotten, mostly
replaced with buses. In 2001, Portland, Ore., revived
them by opening a downtown line with brand-new
cars. According to BEC transportation sales director
Joel McNeil, some 40 cities in the U.S. and Canada
are currently exploring or planning new systems. The
American Public Transportation Association actually
puts that number at more than 80.
Not all of those cities want new trams fresh off the
assembly line. A small but growing number are using
old-fashioned streetcars as part of their ﬂeet. Retroﬁtting
period streetcars may seem like a frivolous idea, especially with local government budgets so tight. But many
city planners disagree. In Philadelphia, where a discontinued streetcar line on Girard Avenue is being brought
back to life, officials decided to use restored streetcars
“at the request of certain advocacy groups,” according to
Byron Comati, director of strategic planning and analysis
for the Southeastern Pennsylvania Transit Authority.
The city contracted with BEC to restore and
rehabilitate 18 vintage 1947 Presidential Conference
Committee cars. They look just as they did 65 years
ago, but now have air conditioning and are compliant
with the Americans with Disabilities Act. Comati characterizes the streetcars in Philadelphia as comfortable
and quaint. “You’re not going to get better service from
them, but a different kind of service,” he says.
For Philadelphia, running the overhead cable—which
powers the electric streetcars—through the streets and
under bridges has caused some headaches for its transit
agency. And while the vintage trolleys have been modiﬁed for wheelchairs, getting the disabled on and off is

A

Left: Three dilapidated streetcars await
restoration at the Brookville Equipment Corp.
in northwestern Pennsylvania.
Top Right: A worker repairs damaged body parts.
Bottom Right: To rehabilitate a streetcar chassis
that’s well over 60 years old, damaged parts are
cut out and replaced with new metal. It takes
12 to 18 months to fully restore a vintage trolley.
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STREETCAR NUMBER 1 PHOTO BY HEATHER MORAN © 2011 | SFMTA

a slow process that can lead to delays. Still, the impact
of bringing old streetcars back to Philadelphia has been
overwhelmingly favorable. According to Comati, the line
has been instrumental in bringing back to life an old, rundown neighborhood known as Port Richmond.
Behind many of these streetcar projects is the desire
to revitalize neighborhoods. When Portland built its
line in 2001, the city hoped it would encourage transit-oriented development. The line has done just that.
Today, it is credited with leading to $3.5 billion in new
construction, 10,000 residential units, and more than
5 million square feet of office and hotel space. Even
though it’s still under construction, the New Orleans
Streetcar project has already stimulated hotel renovations, new apartment construction and retail projects
along Loyola Avenue. The city currently operates three
streetcar lines using vintage and replica trolleys, which
the city’s transit authority calls “a piece of movable New
Orleans history.”
Back at BEC’s facility, work on rehabilitating a typical
streetcar can take from 12 to 18 months to ﬁnish, according to McNeil. Some of the original trolley cars are in
such poor condition that just bits and pieces remain by
the time all the work is ﬁnished. But the level of detail
on the restored cars is exacting, right down to the original paint colors on the exterior and light ﬁxtures on
the interior.
Yet BEC can see that restoring old streetcars isn’t the
future. Clearly there are a ﬁnite number of old cars available for restoration. That’s one reason the company has
developed a prototype of a modern streetcar. It plans to
bid on new projects under way in Atlanta; Cincinnati;
Seattle; Washington, D.C.; and elsewhere.
Still, there is no question that the look and feel of
an old-time trolley on a city street has an appeal quite
unlike any other when it comes to public transit. When
San Francisco shut down its fabled cable cars for major
renovation work in 1982, it knew it needed to offer a
historic alternative. Vintage trolleys soon started rolling
down Market Street with hordes of tourists aboard, and
in 2000, they appeared on the waterfront with service to
Fisherman’s Wharf. G
Email tnewcombe@governing.com
See more photographs of vintage trolley
and streetcar renovations at:
governing.com/streetcar-rehab

Top left: Sparks ﬂy as a streetcar roof is repaired.
Middle left: A car body nears completion.
Bottom left: A worker prepares the underside of
a streetcar for sandblasting.
Right: Brookville craftsmen are experienced
at complete interior and exterior restoration.
Existing propulsion equipment is refurbished or
replaced with modern running gear.
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STREETCAR NUMBER 1 PHOTO BY HEATHER MORAN © 2011 | SFMTA

BACK ON TRACK

Top: A streetcar, painted in vintage
colors, nears completion.
Above: San Francisco Municipal
Railway No. 1 was the ﬁrst publicly
owned big city streetcar in the U.S.
when it entered service in 1912. The
wood-and-steel car was restored back
to its original condition by Brookville
in time for its 100th anniversary.
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When the River

The Rio Grande, near
El Paso, Dec. 9, 2011
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r Runs Dry
As a historic drought
grips the region, El Paso
ofﬁcials have positioned
the city to weather the
worst with an ambitious
water conservation plan.
By Dylan Scott
Photographs by Mark Paulda
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WHEN THE RIVER RUNS DRY

or more than 100 years, residents and officials in El Paso,
Texas, have wrestled with how to conserve the region’s
limited water supply. In 1905, the Rio Grande Project
was authorized, ensuring that all unappropriated water
from the Rio Grande be stored for irrigation purposes in
New Mexico and Texas. In 1916, the Elephant Butte Dam and Reservoir, capable of holding more than 2 million acre-feet of water,
was built north of Truth or Consequences, N.M. Its water supply
trickled down to farms and cities in the western arm of Texas,
including El Paso.
Despite those efforts, other factors—particularly droughts
that deplete the region’s water sources—have left El Paso in
constant fear that it could run out of water. This year, the runoff from the Rio Grande into the Elephant Butte Reservoir is
expected to be almost 80 percent below the historical average,
according to estimates from the Bureau of Reclamation. The city
itself went 119 days without rain last spring. Most of the region
along the Rio Grande from New Mexico to the Gulf of Mexico is
experiencing an “extreme” or “exceptional” drought, the most
serious classiﬁcations, according to the University of Nebraska’s
Drought Monitor.
But El Paso is ready for this. Twenty years ago, the city—
through its public water utility company—began work on strat-

F

“We’ve talked about energy,” says Juan Ontiveros, the executive director of Utilities and Energy Management at the University of Texas at Austin. “There was all this concern that we were
going to run out of fuel. But the real issue is, we’re going to run
out of water before that.”
Given the effectiveness of its program, El Paso has become
a prime example for other communities struggling with water
problems. Visitors from as far away as Pakistan and as local as
San Antonio have come to the city to see how a combination of
unearthing new water sources and putting in place a culture of
conservation have kept the city from drying out. “We’ve become
very conscious of how much water we use,” says Mayor John
Cook, “and how much water we waste.”

hroughout most of its life, El Paso has depended on the
Hueco Bolson and Mesilla Bolson aquifers and the Rio
Grande River for its water. But those sources have been
drying up. By the early 1990s, the underground Hueco
Bolson aquifer, a primary source of water for the city for more
than 100 years, was losing up to three feet annually. Over the last
century, it has fallen nearly 200 feet. In 1991, the El Paso City
Council passed an ordinance that laid ground rules from which
the city’s other conservation efforts have followed: mandatory
year-round restrictions on certain water
usages and a prohibition on wasting water.
Ed Archuleta, an engineer who moved
to the city 22 years ago to take the helm of
the El Paso Water Utilities (EPWU), has
overseen the implementation of a fundamental reshaping of the city’s approach to
water use. He speaks matter-of-factly about
how proud he is of the progress El Paso
has made without hinting that the city has
become a beacon for other communities
and those committed to conservation.
Archuleta’s plan for saving the city’s
water supply has been two-tiered: First
has been ﬁnding new sources of water
as traditional supplies run low during
droughts. Second has been persuading nearly 650,000 residents to become
invested in conservation.
The foundation of the ﬁrst tier is the
world’s largest inland desalination plant—a
joint project by the city and the U.S. Department of Defense. DOD chipped in because
Fort Bliss, located northeast of the city,
is home to more than 18,000 American
El Paso has focused on replacing traditional landscaping around the city, from
troops and their families. Built four years
front yards to highway medians, with less-thirsty grasses and plants.
ago with a price tag of $87 million, the
egies for keeping its water pipes full. In so doing, El Paso has
Kay Bailey Hutchison Desalination Plant, along with more than
established itself as a leader by confronting a water crisis that
30 desalinated wells, produces more than 27.5 million gallons
many expect to spread beyond El Paso and Texas. Back in 2003, a
of fresh water daily. Taking previously unusable water from the
survey by the U.S. Government Accountability Office found that
Hueco Bolson, a quantity six times greater than the aquifer’s natustate water managers in 36 states expected local, regional or staterally usable water, the plant strips the water of the salt and other
pollutants to make it acceptable for use.
wide water shortages by 2013.
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A desalination plant has been a cornerstone of conservation efforts under El Paso Water Utilities CEO Ed Archuleta.

Archuleta has been tapping another new source as well:
reclaimed water. Recycling water is now a major effort in El Paso.
In 2010, residents sopped up 2.1 billion gallons of reclaimed water,
a little more than 5 percent of the 37.4 billion of total water used.
The water utility office has set a goal of increasing the amount
of wastewater that is recycled to 15 percent in the next 10 years,
primarily by the extension of reclaimed water lines to schools,
parks and Fort Bliss.
While those massive projects have addressed the city’s need for
more water sources, Archuleta, Cook and other officials charged
with implementing the water initiatives have successfully persuaded hundreds of thousands who call El Paso home to change.
“Water is everything in any city, but especially here,” Archuleta
says. “You have to educate the customer about the issues, so they
understand that without water, you don’t have anything.”
The city started that education with its 1991 water ordinance,
which established landscaping schedules, determining when and
for how long residents could water their lawns. It also instituted
penalties for water-wasting activities: Violations are a misdemeanor with ﬁnes from $50 to $500. In the years that followed,
EPWU installed a water utility rate system designed to reward

frugal use of water. A baseline is set for each customer during the
winter months, when the least amount of water is typically used.
Then, customers are charged at different rate tiers through the
rest of the year, depending on how much their water use for the
rest of the year exceeds that baseline.
The utility office has also established an education center to
help residents pursue different water-saving approaches, especially when it comes to outdoor landscaping. The Carlos M.
Ramirez TecH2O Water Resources Learning Center features
16 exhibit areas, as well as outdoor parks with desert wildlife and
ﬂora, and a xeriscape courtyard planted with native grasses and
trees that require little water. With the help of the center and
incentives from the water utility company, El Paso’s front lawns
have undergone a makeover. The water utility office has offered
rebates for the replacement of more than 11.2 million square feet
of turf at more than 3,000 sites that plant less thirsty varieties
such as buffalo grass, a soft gray-green grass, or zoysia grass,
which is resistant to droughts and almost indistinguishable from
more traditional lawn turf.
The landscaping rebates aren’t the only incentives. Since
water is most often used in the home—ﬂushing the toilet, taking
Feb r uar y 2 012 | GOV E R N I N G
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WHEN THE RIVER RUNS DRY

ut El Paso’s continued growth
poses its own challenge: As more
people move to the city, more
water is needed. The city’s population grew by 15.2 percent, or 85,459
people, over the past decade, according
to the 2010 U.S. Census. That’s in part
because the city has encouraged growth
with a Downtown 2015 redevelopment
plan that includes incentives and grant
programs for businesses to set up shop
in the city’s downtown area. Cook, the
city’s mayor since 2005, sees no conﬂict
between an aggressive growth plan and
El Paso’s water conservation campaign.
“The balance is to make sure the water
that you do use, you use wisely,” he says,
explaining that the city uses recycled
water, which is not potable, to water its
public parks and golf courses. For new
developments, the city is directing new
homeowners and businesses to lowmaintenance landscaping and waterfriendly appliances.
Meanwhile, conservation experts and
government officials are turning to El
Paso for ideas about how to improve their
water use. Anai Padilla, water conservation manager at EPWU, has given tours
of the desalination plant to representatives from Pakistan, Afghanistan, Malaysia and Croatia, along with officials from
cities closer to home, such as Odessa and
San Antonio.
Recycled water, a critical component of El Paso’s conservation plan, is good for
With the present drought showing no
sign of easing, the city is not resting on
watering plants in the city’s parks, but not for drinking, as this sign notes.
its 20-year-old program. EPWU recently
a shower, washing clothes—El Paso officials have been targeting
purchased 202 acres near the Franklin Mountains for $2.5 million
those usages. The idea is to change how residents take on these
to manage the runoff of stormwater from the mountains when
it does rain—a small but important addition to its water supply.
every day activities without infringing on their lives.
EPWU also owns 100,000 acres of former farmland in the surOne incentive has been a Cash for Your Commode program.
In the 20 years that the program has been in effect, El Paso resirounding areas, which could be tapped for water that would then
dents and businesses have installed nearly 54,000 ultra low-ﬂow
be piped to the city. Archuleta calls that “an insurance policy,”
although it would be an expensive proposition if EPWU had to
toilets. To cut down on the amount of water it takes to wash
clothes, the water utility, in collaboration with the El Paso Elecdraw on it.
tric Co., awarded rebates for some 17,000 water-efficient washing
That insurance policy could become a necessity down the
road. From a meteorological perspective, the future holds only
machines. As to water used while showering, the utility has given
away 185,000 low-water showerheads, one for more than 80 peruncertainty. “With the changing climatic conditions, it’s getting
cent of the city’s 227,600 households.
harder and harder to predict what the cycles are going to be,” says
In total, EPWU estimates its incentive programs, which also
Filiberto Cortez, the manager of the El Paso Field Division of the
include waterless urinals among other items, save more than
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation. “Before, we were able to say, ‘Well,
3.5 billion gallons of water annually. The utility office likes to boast
we’ll have two or three years of bad drought and then we’ll get
that, although its service population has increased by more than
back into good water conditions.’” Today, however, that certainty
has all but evaporated. G
200,000 since 1990, water usage actually dropped 600 million gallons over the last two decades. That’s a nearly 30 percent reduction in the amount of water used per person.
Email dscott@governing.com
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Green Infrastructure Takes Hold In New York

Porous Basketball Court— Skiddy Park, Syracuse, NY

2011 World’s Most
Ethical Companies
CH2M HILL is one of 99 companies
selected globally by an independent
organization dedicated to the
advancement of best practices
in business ethics and corporate
social responsibility.

CH2M HILL is assisting Onondaga County, New York, incorporate green
infrastructure on an unprecedented scale. Onondaga County’s Combined Sewer
Overﬂow (CSO) abatement program, known locally as the Save the Rain campaign,
will capture, treat, or eliminate 95 percent the systemwide CSO volume and will
beautify and green many areas of the City of Syracuse.
The balanced green-gray CSO control program reduces overﬂows to the lake
and its tributaries to achieve water quality standards, improve the environmental
aesthetics and public beneﬁts through implementation of greener technologies,
and reduces projected long-term capital and operation and maintenance costs.
The innovative project will beneﬁt Onondaga County for generations to come.
For her leadership in reconstructing the CSO program, among other signiﬁcant
achievements in her ﬁrst four years of ofﬁce, County Executive Joanne Mahoney
was awarded Governing’s 2011 Public Ofﬁcials of the Year Award.
To learn more about CH2M HILL and how green infrastructure can be
incorporated into your CSO program and city infrastructure planning,
visit www.ch2mhill.com or www.ch2mhillblogs.com/water. To learn
more about Save the Rain, go to www.savetherain.us.

© 2012 CH2M HILL
WBG122911104237DEN
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Problem Solver

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Real-world solutions and ideas for government managers.

The Doctor Is In
School-based health centers improve students’ health-care access and school success.
By Caroline Cournoyer
or every 10 children, there’s one
who lacks health insurance. But
every kid gets sick. When students
with health coverage catch one of
the many infections lurking in classrooms,
their parents likely take them out of school
to go to the doctor. Depending on the problem, they’re quickly back in class—healthy
and ready to learn. But when students
without health coverage get sick, they’re
less likely to seek help, which results in
unresolved health problems that hinder

F
56

their school performance in the short term
and strain the already strapped healthcare system in the long term.
But that’s not the case everywhere.
In more than 2,000 schools throughout the country, students can get
free comprehensive medical, mental health and sometimes dental care
without ever leaving school property.
School-based health centers (SBHCs)
are fully staffed clinics located in or on
school property. Each one is different,

but most offer a full range of services,
including primary care, mental health
and social services. Most are in schools
that serve the neediest students and
are funded by state governments, the
feds and private foundations. A variety
of players—such as community health
centers, hospitals and local health departments—typically manage the centers, but
always in cooperation with the schools.
SBHCs began in urban school districts,
but have gradually spread to rural areas
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where faraway clinics and poor public
transit make health care less accessible
for students from low-income families.
Having a full-service health clinic
in schools has many beneﬁts. First, it
helps close the health-insurance gap.
But perhaps more important, students
are reportedly more willing to seek help
for sensitive issues like depression, suicide attempts, weight problems and
pregnancy prevention at health centers
inside school walls. SBHCs save parents
the hassle of taking time off from work;
and with onsite stocks of commonly
prescribed medications available at no
charge, they also save money and time
usually lost in trips to the pharmacy.
Studies show that having a school-based
health center also improves students’
attendance, the dropout rate and classroom behavior. In Massachusetts and
Texas, students’ absences were cut in
half after receiving SBHC services. In
Texas, students who received in-school
mental health help had 85 percent fewer
discipline referrals, according to the
National Assembly on School-Based
Health Care (NASBHC).
Of all the services, those for mental health are in highest demand, say
advocates and practitioners. Students
and schools are increasingly seeking
them out as cyberbullying remains a
big issue and as new or recently revised
anti-bullying laws call on principals and
teachers to provide bullied students help.
Traditional school counselors tend to
specialize in academic help; they lack the
education and experience to offer assistance with mental health issues.
School-based health centers sprang
up in the early 1970s, but it wasn’t until
national private foundations started
pouring money into them that governments took notice, says John Schlitt,
NASBHC’s vice president for policy and
government affairs. In the mid-1990s,
states began creating government-sponsored grant programs for SBHCs, hoping
to give economically disadvantaged students greater access to health care. More

than a decade later, SBHCs appeared on
the federal radar and earned a place in
President Obama’s health-care law.
The 906-page Patient Protection
and Affordable Care Act (ACA) contains
many controversial provisions—most
of which will soon be reviewed by the

Finding funding is a constant battle for
school-based health centers, as they offer
virtually free services to every student—
and sometimes school staff, parents and
community members. The recession
undoubtedly squeezed SBHCs’ budgets,
but, “much to our surprise, the cuts at the

THE TAKEAWAY:
• Schools with a full-service health clinic help close the healthinsurance gap.
• Having a school-based health center improves students’ attendance,
the dropout rate and classroom behavior.
• Contact John Schlitt of the National Assembly on School-Based Health
Care at jschlitt@nasbhc.org
U.S. Supreme Court. One provision not
buried in controversy is a $200 million
appropriation to fund new and existing
school-based health centers. By the end
of 2011, more than $100 million of that
had already been awarded to more than
300 SBHCs in more than 40 states and
the District of Columbia.
Neighborcare Health, a community health center in Seattle that runs
six SBHCs, received $500,000 in ACA
grants that it’s using to expand its dental services, upgrade outdated medical equipment and remodel an existing
health center so it can operate at capacity. Every public high school in Seattle
now has an onsite health center. That’s
because the city makes the centers a priority by funding roughly 60 percent of
every SBHC’s budget through a families
and education tax, according to Colin
Walker, school-based program manager
of Neighborcare Health.
Advocates and practitioners agree that
the biggest barrier to starting and operating these health centers is money. Right
now, SBHCs are only in roughly 2 percent
of the nation’s public schools, says Schlitt
of NASBHC, because until recently, there
just hadn’t “been the level of ﬁnancial
support for this model, and that contributed to a smaller scale-up.”

state level have not been as dramatic as
they could be,” Schlitt says. And despite
the cuts, Walker adds, services haven’t
been impacted at the centers run by
Seattle’s Neighborcare Health.
Even though SBHCs dodged the
worst of the recession and have a new
federal funding source, they may continue struggling. The ACA grants
can only be used for capital needs
like construction, renovation and
new equipment—not for operational
expenses. The health law authorized
$50 million for operational costs, but
didn’t appropriate any of the funds.
Also, since the economy tanked, states
have made Medicaid reimbursement
more difficult. That means the centers
have to look elsewhere to break even.
“When you’re seeing kids regardless of
their ability to pay, an organization has to
be robust or creative in how they search
for funding,” says Walker.
Luckily, virtually every entity that
applied for the new federal SBHC grants
received at least a portion of the funds.
Unlike the rest of the federal health law,
advocates argue, school-based health
centers are a nonpartisan solution to a
pervasive problem. G
Email ccournoyer@governing.com
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Problem Solver

| SMART MANAGEMENT
By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Bottleneck Basics
Efﬁciency comes from ﬁnding and ﬁxing the spot that’s gumming up the works.

A

58

your goal is to make sure that county roads
are kept as clean as possible. On examining
the sequence of steps required to accomplish that, it’s discovered that getting the
cleaning equipment from a central location to distant thoroughfares takes a lot
of time. Constraints management techniques might lead county officials to store

vices. Caseloads for food stamps, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,
unemployment beneﬁts and the like had
more than tripled from pre-recession
levels. At the same time, state budget
reductions forced Executive Director
Kristen Cox to cut more than $9 million from the eligibility service area’s

“

When we think about the connections
between people and processes, there is a
weak link in there somewhere.”
that equipment closer to remote locations,
with hopes that it will result in cleaner
streets. “When we think about the connections between people and processes,
there is a weak link in there somewhere.
There is some place that is the limiting
factor,” says James Holt, professor of Engineering and Technology Management at
Washington State University.
This process begins, of course, with
identifying the constraint itself and ﬁguring out how to expand the capacity of
the constrained process (widening the
neck in the bottle). But that’s the easy
part. The next step is to make sure the
entire organization is ready to actively
work toward supporting that change.
Utah has become the poster
child for constraints management. It is clearly leagues
ahead of other states in this
ﬁeld, and some insight into
Utah’s work is instructive.
As with so many government service agencies across
the country, the Great Recession
put unforeseeable pressures on
Utah’s Department of Workforce Ser-

$80 million budget. “The question,” Cox
says, “was how can we do more with less,
but in a way that supported our staff ?”
In an “every silver lining has a
cloud” kind of way, the Department of
Workforce Services found that previous efforts to improve everything from
interactive applications to phone center competency were simply increasing
the log jam of work for people making
those eligibility decisions. Utah leaders—and Cox in particular—had become
intrigued by constraints management,
and so they set out to ﬁnd the single
constraint that was most worthy of
focus. After substantial exploration, it
became clear that the process of making
eligibility determinations was gumming
up the works.
Having identiﬁed the constraint, Utah
focused all of its resources on making
more eligibility determinations more
quickly. The state pinpointed all the
things pulling staff members who were
making eligibility determinations away
from this task. One of the interferences
was staff being called away to help other
staff—meaning eligibility staff was “over-

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

nyone who has been around
state or local government
for a while can recall a litany
of efforts to make the world
of government a smoothly functioning place. The list goes on and on, and
it includes such wondrous phrases
as zero-based budgeting, continuous
improvement and value engineering.
Some of these efforts—often held forth
as panaceas—are still up and running,
attracting and losing adherents. Others
are deeply buried in the graveyard of
yesterday’s good ideas.
So we hesitate to bring you another
cool-sounding concept for fear that
you’ll be inclined to dismiss it out of
hand. But the experience Utah has
had with one particular notion—called
“constraints management”—has been
sufficiently successful, and we think it
justiﬁes attention.
Let’s start with a basic deﬁnition: Constraints management, which has been
around for nearly 30 years, is predicated
on the idea that nearly every effort to
achieve a goal runs into a bottleneck
at some point. Clearing out those
bottlenecks, it’s argued, is a
key to getting important
things done. Consider
a very simple hypothetical example:
Let’s say
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| IDEA CENTER
By Caroline Cournoyer

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com

Time Off for Good Behavior
When a prisoner is a safety risk, guards often segregate him from the general
population by locking him up alone. It is a controversial practice, and it comes
at a price. It costs nearly twice as much to put a prisoner in isolation as it does
to house him with another cellmate. Furthermore, isolation makes it harder for
inmates to adjust to life after prison. A pilot program at the Alger Correctional
Facility in Munising, Mich., is testing an alternative to traditional prison segregation, and early results indicate its approach can reduce the need for segregation
cells and the challenges they pose. Before returning to the general population, segregation inmates work through a six-step program. Each step requires
tasks like cleaning or tutoring, and grants privileges, such as library services
and phone calls, upon completion. The program has reduced the number of
days inmates spend in isolation by up to 10 percent and has cut the number
of so-called critical incidents in segregation, including cell damage, in half. The
approach is garnering interest from officials in California, Colorado, Maine, New
York and Ohio.

Craig Conrad, host
of Wyoming’s Call
of the Wild, sits with
one of the show’s
participants.

Sending Kids Into the Wild
On Dec. 31, the Sportsman Channel, which broadcasts “100 percent hunting,
shooting and fishing programming” all the time, launched a reality TV show to
fight the so-called nature-deficit disorder epidemic that’s plaguing technologyconsumed Americans. Wyoming’s Call of the Wild, presented by the Wyoming
Game and Fish Department (WGFD), will send kids and their families from
across the nation out into the woods and waters of the state. Hunting and fishing are vital for wildlife management, but have become less popular pastimes
over the years. WGFD officials are hoping the 13-episode series will motivate
kids and their families to start hunting and fishing—or at the very least to “pick
a wildflower,” said WGFD’s Hilda Sexauer in the show’s trailer. The show is
hosted by author, motivational speaker and former high school teacher Craig
Conrad, who received the Governor’s Award
Find more ideas for
for Excellence in Teaching from Colorado
creative programs at
governing.com/ideas
Gov. Roy Romer.
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whelmed with everyone else’s priorities.”
Another was answering “status calls”
from clients who were wondering if their
eligibility had been resolved yet. Quite
the irony, we think: Taking lots of time
keeping clients up to date about delays
in determining their eligibility actually
served to delay their eligibility.
Cox and her team prioritized all the
tasks staff faced, stripping away the least
important. One key focus was on making
sure that a client’s ﬁle was complete—
that everything needed to determine
eligibility was there when it hit the eligibility worker’s desk. Previously, staff
making evaluations had to periodically
stop in their tracks while they searched
out a missing piece of data. It turned out
that the time required to make sure that
workers had the “full kit” before starting a case was less than getting to the
same place piece by piece.
The results were striking. The number
of days to decide food stamp eligibility
dropped from 15 to 11; phone wait times
were reduced from 23 minutes to nine
minutes. Budgetary savings have exceeded
the $9 million originally cut.
Is Utah’s experience replicable and
does it apply to all other government
functions? Should other states jump on
the bandwagon? A few cautionary notes
are in order:
• One of the basic principles of constraints management is that all parties
will join in on remedying the issue at
hand. But normal politics can easily
stand in the way of that kind of necessary consensus.
• Actually identifying the constraint
can be very difficult when the activity
being explored isn’t very concrete and
lacks a series of clear-cut steps.
• There can be resistance to viewing some of the work of government
in such a process-oriented fashion.
Consider, for example, educating
schoolchildren. Viewing the education
of young people in the same terms as
building a bridge has the capacity to
alienate educators and parents. G
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Problem Solver

| TECH TALK
By Steve Towns

A Tale of Two Cities
Is cloud security in the eye the beholder?
few weeks after Los Angeles
threw in the towel on a plan
to move its police force onto
Google’s cloud-based email
platform, Pittsburgh announced that it
had shifted 3,000 employees—including
city cops—to the cloud.
It took just four months and stayed
within budget, Pittsburgh Mayor Luke
Ravenstahl said at a January press conference that featured him and Google
executives dumping an old city email
server into a recycle bin. The city says
the move will cut annual email costs
by 25 percent and employees will get
500 times more email storage.
Contrast Pittsburgh’s experience with
L.A.’s announcement that it was scrapping
plans to move 13,000 city police officers
onto its Gmail system due to unresolved
security and privacy concerns. In 2009,
the $7.2 million deal was considered
groundbreaking because it envisioned
moving email for all 30,000 city employees offsite and onto Google’s government
cloud. The December decision means
that almost half of the city workforce will
stay on the existing—and very old—cityrun email system, with Google paying
$350,000 annually to keep it running, says
the Los Angeles Times.
So why can one city police department
make the leap while another can’t?
I suspect there are a few issues at play,
including politics, workers’ resistance to
change and perhaps an incomplete understanding among cloud vendors of the rules
that public safety agencies must follow.
But the biggest hurdle to moving cops
onto the cloud may be that many federal,
state and local rules on the privacy and
security of police data were written before
the advent of cloud computing.
L.A. CTO Randi Levin said as much
in October. “The real issue is the fact that
the policies related to a lot of different

A

60

CITY OF PITTSBURGH

Pittsburgh
Mayor Luke
Ravenstahl (left),
with two Google
executives, claims
the city’s move
to the cloud was
seamless.

areas in government are not matching
the technologies that are coming out,”
she told Governing’s sister publication
Government Technology.
The relationship between Google and
the city started unraveling sometime
toward the end of 2011 when Levin asked
the project’s integrator to refund money
spent trying to move police and justice
personnel to Google’s system. She told
media outlets that Google hadn’t met
security and storage mandates tied to use
of data from the FBI’s Criminal Justice
Information Services Division, which lets
local police access the federal storehouse
of ﬁngerprints and criminal histories. But
Google claimed the city introduced new
security requirements after the contract
was signed.
Either way, until policies are clariﬁed,
cloud computing’s compatibility with law
enforcement data will be open to interpretation—and L.A. won’t be the only city
struggling. Privately, many police department CIOs say they’re reluctant to move
their data to the cloud, and they grumble
that cloud vendors haven’t met special

public safety requirements. On the other
hand, Google says several cities, including
Des Moines and Orlando, already have
transitioned successfully
Pittsburgh appears to be another one
of those cities. Officials there are satisﬁed the system meets police needs. In
interviews after the announcement,
Pittsburgh’s then-CIO Howard Stern
cited Google’s federal security certiﬁcation and said the company’s security
capabilities exceeded what the city could
do on its own.
Google Vice President Michael Lock,
who attended the Pittsburgh announcement, pointed to the cloud as a way for
cash-strapped cities to upgrade their
technology. “This is a shining example of
what city, state and national governments
need to do,” he said.
For some cities, that may very well be
true. But for jurisdictions contemplating
a similar move, the best advice may be to
study those privacy and security rules,
and to talk to your lawyers. G
Email stowns@governing.com
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CAN’T

WAIT
TO CONNECT TO THE CLOUD.
Comcast Business Class Ethernet is a new breed of speed. It delivers bandwidth up to 10 Gbps, allowing multiple
locations to directly connect with each other. With over 138,000 miles of private enhanced fiber optics, electronic
records and data stay private and secure, all at a lower cost of ownership. Switch to Comcast Business Class.

Go to business.comcast.com or Call 866.429.2241
Restrictions apply. Not available in all areas. Actual speeds vary and are not guaranteed. Call for details. Comcast © 2012. All rights reserved.
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Problem Solver

| PUBLIC MONEY
By Girard Miller

Forecasting the Future
ere we go again. The Governmental Accounting Standards
Board (GASB) is stirring things
up with a “preliminary view”
that suggests that state and local governments include in their ﬁnancial statements
a new schedule that shows ﬁve-year projections of speciﬁc ﬁnancial data. The
required projections would include:
• cash inﬂows and outﬂows;
• ﬁnancial obligations, including bonds,
pensions, other postemployment beneﬁts and long-term contracts;
• annual debt service payments, including principal and interest; and
• governments’ dependencies on other
governments to provide its services
(in narrative form).
The timing is awkward at best. It
comes on top of the board’s move toward
requiring more complete disclosure of
pension obligations on the ﬁnancial statements. Moreover, the contents are an
eye-opener. These projections would be
unprecedented in governmental accounting. The proposal is sure to invite spirited
debate. Don’t be surprised to see terms
like “burdensome” and “overreaching” in
some of the public comments.
Here are a few observations and suggestions to help frame the discussion.
Governmental auditors will probably be nervous about their role in
reviewing these projections if the standards fail to provide guidance for the
methodologies required. This is a point
that two GASB board members noted in
their alternative view.
Property tax revenues in many states
are subject to local government budgetary
decisions. This makes them problematic
for a ﬁnance officer to project, predict or
anticipate. I’d hate to be a ﬁnance officer
making projections of future tax rates that
could be adjusted at will by the governing
body in the routine budgetary process.

H
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One of the largest components of
governmental expenditures is employee
compensation, which is often governed
by collective bargaining agreements. To
the extent future years’ projections are
based on deﬁnitive-pay obligations under
those agreements, a forward-looking
approach is viable. But what happens
in the out-years when the contracts will
have expired? If the required revenue and
compensation projections are deemed
“reliable” in accounting jargon, they could
become an albatross for public employers
in the world of labor negotiations and
arbitration. Between the unions and investors, accountants will face their version of
Homer’s epic Scylla and Charybdis.
Since most governments lack an
in-house economist to make revenue
projections, GASB must consider a
“safe harbor” methodology that could
be referenced as authoritative in making
these projections.
Capital projects and capital budgets
can be very controversial, and the bestlaid plans of governmental engineers are often scrapped when
the public has a chance to voice
its views on projects included
in a typical ﬁve-year capital
program. If projected capital
outlays were to be included in
the GASB schedule, will this
confer undue status on capital plans that elected officials
would be reluctant to make
public? Would this invite omission of inevitable but unpopular
projects that would later break
the bank or invite a bondholder
lawsuit for failure to disclose?
There are questions about whether
ﬁnancial statement readers will ﬁnd
GASB’s format for information useful
for decision-making. Other formats
may be more helpful. And some

may wonder whether this project will
invite a “Big GAAP, Little GAAP” approach
that exempts smaller municipalities from
the burden of these projections.
I have no doubt that the focus and
presentation formats can be improved.
But GASB cannot be faulted for raising
the issues and making suggestions that
will help to enlighten policymakers about
the ﬁscal sustainability of state and local
governments and to assist investors in
making intelligent selections of muni
bonds. A look forward may not belong in
the audited ﬁnancial statements. But if
not, it belongs somewhere equally visible.
Otherwise, “sustainable public ﬁnance” is
nothing more than a vacuous slogan that
means nothing in practice. G

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

GASB considers asking states and localities to report income and debt projections.

Email millerg@pfm.com
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Paul Krekorian
Los Angeles City Councilman (District 2: Studio City)
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GILLES MINGASSON

or several years now, Los Angeles has been battling a
scourge of large homes built on small lots—otherwise
known as mansionization. A 2008 ordinance passed
by the city was meant to curb the problem, but some
of the residents of nearby Studio City felt it didn’t go far
enough. They pushed for an even stricter ordinance of their
own, and instead, ignited a fi restorm of opposition. In October, that long-running debate came to an end, thanks to one
man: L.A. Councilman Paul Krekorian.
When Krekorian came to offi ce in 2010, he inherited the
contentious issue. The Residential Floor Area Supplemental Use District, as the Studio City ordinance was known,
initially limited home sizes to 40 percent of the existing lot,
among other requirements. Several homeowners and developers were angry because, they claimed, the proposed law
was too stringent and infringed on their property rights.
Instead of staking out a position, Krekorian met with hundreds of residents to fi gure out how to reconcile aesthetic,
privacy and environmental concerns. Krekorian crafted a
compromise: Home sizes were limited to a third of the existing lot. But a home can be built larger—up to 53 percent of
the lot—if it meets certain incentives, like being LEED Gold
certifi ed. The compromise was supported by both sides, and
passed by the City Council overwhelmingly.
“The sure sign that we have, I think, achieved a sustainable and correct policy is that the vast majority of the community is supportive of this effort, even if no one is probably
100 percent satisfi ed with it,” Krekorian says. —Tina Trenkner
GOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 2
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There’s the hard way to buy IT…

… and the easy way.
Cloud IT Services
Data Center Services
& Storage
Small Business Solutions
Green IT Solutions
Telecommunications
Products & Services
…and much more.

To read this code,
download a free
QR reader app on
your smartphone
and scan.

GSA makes it easy to buy the products, services, and
solutions on your list — by leveraging the full power of the
federal government.
With GSA’s Cooperative Purchasing Program, state and local government entities
can enjoy the same benefits as their federal agency counterparts. From deep price
discounts on today’s latest technology products, services, and solutions to reduced
procurement and administrative lead times, you can get what you need quickly
at an affordable price. We even offer local support and free training to boost your
purchasing efficiencies and make better use of our online resources, such as GSA
e-Library and GSA Advantage!®. These tools allow you to perform product and
service searches and comparison shopping.
We make it easy. We’re GSA — delivering great government through technology.
For more information, visit gsa.gov/stateandlocalad or speak to a GSA customer
representative at (888) 377-0070.
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© Siemens AG, 2011. All Rights Reserved.

Growing up healthy in
a growing city.
Siemens answers for healthcare help people ﬂourish today – and tomorrow.

It‘s a typically sunny day in MacArthur Park. The kids are
playing tag. A new mom is pushing a stroller. Senior citizens
are doing tai chi.
Like the 10 million other people who make up the richly
diverse population of Los Angeles, they all share a dream
of good health. And Siemens is helping them realize
that dream.
Today, in 75% of Los Angeles hospitals, Siemens medical
imaging systems and laboratory diagnostics instruments

diagnose patients at every stage of life. Fast, accurately and
with less need for invasive procedures. Our healthcare IT
solutions enable streamlined, paperless workflow. And in
Los Angeles teaching hospitals, we’re training the medical
leaders of tomorrow.
All across the country, Siemens helps turn growing cities
into thriving cities. Somewhere in America, our team of
more than 60,000 employees spends every day creating
answers that will last for years to come.

siemens.com /answers
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