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Gentriﬁcation’s Reality
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Daniel C. Vock, J.B. Wogan
Correspondent John Buntin

entriﬁcation is newsworthy because it is uncommon
and dramatic. A classic example is the relatively fast—
over only a little more than a decade—demographic
and commercial transformation of the Columbia
Heights neighborhood of Washington, D.C., described in J.B.
Wogan’s feature in this month’s issue. The neighborhood, heavily
damaged in the riots following the assassination of Martin Luther
King Jr. in 1968, was home to a population that was mostly low
income and minority. Today it is whiter and wealthier, and rising
property values have priced out many longtime residents.
But what happened in Columbia Heights is rare. From 1970 to
2010, only about 5 percent of low-income neighborhoods actually
rebounded (meaning they went from much higher poverty rates
than the national average to lower poverty rates than the national
average), according to a study by Portland State University. The
study also found that the number
of high-poverty neighborhoods in
the core of metropolitan areas tripled and their population doubled.
This is in addition to the spread of
poverty in suburbs described in
Daniel C. Vock’s feature.
There are more poor neighborhoods because there are more poor
people. As Vock notes, between
2000 and 2010 the number of
Americans living in poverty rose
36 percent. I think that the wage
Mark Funkhouser, Publisher stagnation that has existed since
the 1970s is the driving factor
behind the growth of poverty, and that the steady weakening of
our approach to labor law and regulation is a primary cause of
that stagnation. We see this, for example, in the dramatic decline
in the percentage of employees who have to be paid for overtime.
In a 2013 New York Times article marking the 75th anniversary
of the Fair Labor Standards Act, labor historian Jefferson Cowie
observed that “employers will always have more power than their
employees.” That might seem obvious, but it’s still worth thinking
about. Consider, for example, the negotiating power of an individual housekeeper in relation to a global hotel chain, absent government regulations on working conditions and compensation. Over
time, these regulations have been eroded. This is a major reason
that labor’s productivity gains over the last several decades have
not translated into wage gains.
Rising property values are better than falling ones, of course.
And so gentriﬁcation is a problem cities ought to want to have. But
policymakers who want to help people avoid being priced out of
their neighborhoods must ﬁnd ways to combat wage stagnation
by strengthening and enforcing our labor laws.
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When managing security in an all-IP network,
it helps to see the big picture.
AT&T security experts analyze more than 310 billion ﬂow records
each day for anomalies that indicate malicious activity.
It’s what makes us uniquely qualiﬁed to help state and local
government agencies address the security challenges they face.
Our proactive network-based approach to managed security
delivers some of today’s most powerful weapons to combat cyber
security attacks – helping to safeguard all the elements of your IP
infrastructure. To learn more, download the CIO Security Guide at
att.com/govsecurity

© 2014 AT&T Intellectual Property. All rights reserved. AT&T, the AT&T logo and all
other AT&T marks contained herein are trademarks of AT&T Intellectual Property
and/or AT&T afﬁliated companies.
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LETTERS

Culture Change

Finally, as is slowly evolving in many
other ﬁelds, the understanding that primary prevention is always less expensive—and more effective—than tertiary
intervention must become the norm. We
can wait until overweight smokers experience a heart attack, and then rush in with
high-tech treatment, or we can focus on
programs that improve people’s lifestyles
to reduce the risk. Similarly, we can equip
the police with more weaponry and more
surveillance technology, or we can invest
in education, job creation and recreational
opportunities if we want to reduce not
just police-people conﬂicts but crime
in general.
—D Johnny M on Governing.com

In his December Potomac Chronicle column “The Great Divide,” Donald F. Kettl
reﬂected on the events in Ferguson, Mo.,
particularly on longstanding racial tensions between citizens and the police
there. Nationwide, Kettl wrote, cops
need to ﬁnd a way to better connect with
the communities they serve. That point
prompted the following responses.
Just wondering why you’re giving the pols
a pass on this? Cops just enforce these
laws; maybe the overabundance of criminalizing behavior we disagree with has led
to “viewing the community as the enemy
and a potential threat”?
—Cristofer Horbelt on Governing.com

I suggest taking more police out of their
vehicles and having them walk the beat.
Inside their vehicles, they are insulated
from everyone except those they stop to
arrest. On the sidewalk, they can interact
with law-abiding citizens as well as criminals. Hopefully, this will give them a different perspective on the community they
are paid to serve and protect.
—wrkbear on Governing.com

@CristoferHorbelt You hit the nail on the
head. For starters, we need to stop the
“War on Drugs.” Far too many arrests—
and disproportionately minority arrests—
are the result, and all that does is exacerbate existing tensions between police and
economically disadvantaged communities.
Second, stop with the business of
municipal revenue generation through
excessive traffic stops. Data show that
Ferguson (and plenty of other towns)
depends on the traffic courts for a signiﬁcant percentage of its operating revenue.
As is true with the judicial system in general, such tactics hit the most impoverished communities the hardest.

Ulterior Motives
The December feature “Up in Smoke”
by Chris Kardish looked at state efforts
to reduce smoking. A bar graph that
ran with the article showed total state
tobacco revenues ($390.8 billion) next to

total state tobacco prevention spending
($8.9 billion) from ﬁscal year 2000-2014.
It led one reader to quip:
The graphic with this article says it all.
States are making hundreds of billions of
dollars from tobacco sales—in a time of
tight budgets. Of course they’re not working so hard to cut back on smoking. Follow
the money, people.
—Bugtussle on Governing.com

A YEAR IN REVIEW
The following list shows which articles
from 2014 drew the most reader
views online.
1. “Issues to Watch 2014”
by Governing staff | January
2. “Heir Apparent” on then-Texas
Attorney General Greg Abbott
by Alan Greenblatt | February
3. “Overdose Nation”
by John Buntin | June
4. “A Hard Right” on North Carolina
Republicans by Chris Kardish | July
5. “Do We Really Want Economic
Development?” (Economic Engines)
by Aaron M. Renn | July
6. “A Road Runs Through It”
on elevated highways
by Daniel C. Vock | July
7. “The Town Where Everyone Walks
to School” (Observer)
by Daniel Luzer | November
8. “12 State Legislators to Watch”
by Louis Jacobson | January
9. “Getting There,” a proﬁle of MARTA’s
Keith Parker
by Daniel C. Vock | October
10. “The 7 Deadly Sins of Public Finance”
by Liz Farmer | June

Correction: Our December Public
Ofﬁcials of the Year proﬁle of County Executive
APIMAGES.COM

Mike Hein from Ulster County, N.Y., stated
that he “became Ulster’s ﬁrst county executive
in 2006.” Hein was elected the county’s ﬁrst
executive in 2008.
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Give your employees
the duck.
Anything else is just
chicken.
Almost 60 percent of employees
wish their employers offered
voluntary insurance1.
The question is, who will you choose?
You could opt for a voluntary option from your
medical carrier, or you could offer coverage from
the number one voluntary provider2: Aﬂac.
There’s no direct cost to you for offering it, and
getting started is as simple as adding a payroll
deduction. That’s why business owners like you
have chosen Aﬂac for nearly 60 years. It’s also
why we’re so conﬁdent Aﬂac is the right partner
for your business.
You can bet the farm on it.

Call your local agent and visit
aﬂac.com/business

1

2013 Aﬂac WorkForces Report, a study conducted by Research Now on behalf of Aﬂac, January 7 – 24, 2013. 2 Eastbridge Consulting Group. U.S. Worksite/Voluntary Sales Report. Carrier Results
for 2012. Avon, CT: April 2013. Coverage is underwritten by American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus. In New York, coverage is underwritten by American Family Life Assurance
Company of New York. Worldwide Headquarters | 1932 Wynnton Road | Columbus, GA 31999
11/13

Z131175
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GOVERNING IS...

“

The absolute Rosetta
Stone of state of the state
information.”

– Gail Collins, The New York Times

governing.com/stateofstate
Watch and read highlights and text
of every governor’s annual address.
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For Some States,
Cheaper Gas Is
Bad News

APIMAGES.COM

IT’S BEEN FUN for drivers to ﬁll up their

sales tax revenues. Greg Albrecht, the chief
economist for Louisiana’s Legislative Fiscal Ofﬁce, notes that sales taxes, which ran
ahead of forecasts last year, make up a far
bigger share of revenues than mineral taxes
in the Louisiana budget.
Still, each dollar-per-barrel drop in oil
cuts Louisiana state revenue by $12 million.
Declining oil revenues are the cause of more
than half of that state’s $171 billion budget
shortfall, which has already led to spending
freezes and eliminated positions. Things are
worse in Alaska. The state depends on oil for
more than 90 percent of its general fund revenues and forecast the highest oil prices of
any state when it set its budget. Oil revenues
were already going to drop due to a tax cut,
but the steep fall in prices has saddled the
state with a $3.4 billion shortfall.
The situation is far less dire in other
states, but oil dropping below $50 per barrel
doesn’t help states’ bottom lines. In addition
to a decline in severance taxes and royalty
payments, low prices hurt oil state economies in other ways. Production is already
being cut, with ﬁeld workers being laid off.
And the few states that link their gas taxes
to the prices of oil, such as Kentucky and
Pennsylvania, can count on a drop in fuel tax

tanks at the lowest cost in years. But a 40
percent decline in oil prices over the second
half of 2014 is bad news for energyproducing states.
In New Mexico, for example, every dollar
drop in the price of a barrel of oil means $7.5
million less for the state’s general fund. “It
adds up pretty quick,” says David Abbey, the
director of the Legislative Finance Committee. “When prices are falling like a brick, we
can’t lower our estimates fast enough.”
Abbey notes that New Mexico and other
oil and gas states, such as North Dakota
and Texas, devote most of their oil revenues
to permanent funds, which have billions of
dollars in reserves. Capital outlays may be
delayed and there could be less money for
education or debt service, but money socked
away when things were ﬂush will keep those
states from having to impose deep cuts right
away. “They can weather these short-term
swings easily,” says Norton Francis, a state
tax policy expert at the Urban Institute. “The
problem comes when this price stays low for
a long time.”
Some state ofﬁcials are hopeful that the
drop in gas prices will put more money in
consumers’ pockets and thus give a boost to

collections, notes Michael Streepey of the
National Association of State Budget Ofﬁcers.
Kentucky, for one, can count on $129 million
less in gas and diesel tax collections in 2015.
Diminished oil revenues are thus compounding budget problems that persist in
many states, despite the overall economic
recovery. Kansas, for instance, is projecting
$1 billion in shortfalls during the current ﬁscal year and next. “In Kansas, that’s another
$5 million that they don’t have,” says the
Urban Institute’s Francis, referring to the
state’s losses with every dollar drop in
oil prices.
He notes that it’s the states like Kansas
that might ultimately be hurt the most. Major
oil states that have been squirreling away
billions in permanent or rainy day funds for
years—Alaska had $14.7 billion in its reserve
funds at the end of November—can ride out
the price drop, which is expected to persist
through 2015. It’s the states that get a little
extra help from oil—the ones that haven’t
saved as much—that will miss the money
that much more. “Swings make them more
vulnerable,” Francis says. “If they’re already
in a precarious position like Kansas, even a
small swing in oil money causes problems.”
—Alan Greenblatt
Feb r uar y 2 015 | GOV E R N I N G
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A homeless
encampment in
Seattle, photographed in 2012

APIMAGES.COM

Tent Cities Get a Little
More Permanent
LIKE MANY OTHER METRO areas in the
mid-2000s, Seattle’s King County set
out to end homelessness within 10 years.
Far less common, though, was a policy
enacted in Seattle to permit homeless
encampments, also known as tent cities,
to deal with limited shelter capacity.
After a decade, homelessness hasn’t gone
away completely, and neither have the
tent cities. If anything, they’re becoming
more permanent.
Homeless encampments in the U.S.
are at least as old as the Great Depression,
when Seattle and other American cities
saw the rise of so-called “Hoovervilles.”
Encampments again started sprouting up
in King County in the 1990s, but officials
worked to convince camp organizers
to shut them down in exchange for
shelter elsewhere. But when King
County was planning its blueprint
to end homelessness around 2004, a
local coalition pushed to formalize a
permitting process for encampments
that made them temporary, limited
their residents, required sponsorship by
an outside organization and regulated
conduct within camps. The county
largely adopted those recommendations.
In late 2014, it agreed to extend them for
another decade.
At least ﬁve King County camps
now have legal status. Homeless

encampments are hardly isolated to
Seattle, though the area is among only a
handful of places that formally recognize
them. Another 10 or so camps across
the U.S. fall into “semi-sanctioned”
status, the equivalent of local officials
looking the other way or providing at
least some support, according to a report
last year from the National Law Center
on Homelessness and Poverty. The
report found at least 100 nonsanctioned
encampments in existence across the
U.S., though there are likely more.
Many cities have moved to shutter
these types of camps. San Jose, Calif., in
December demolished what had been
the largest tent city in the country, a
300-person encampment known as the
Jungle. And a report from a Hawaiian
council on homelessness has discouraged
Honolulu from taking on encampments
by arguing that they detract from the
goal of putting people in permanent
housing. But advocates of formalized
encampments say they’re a valuable—
albeit temporary—way to address the
problem of homelessness. For one,
they provide a sense of community
and mutual support for residents. In
some ways the camps make it easier for
homeless people to work, because they
can leave their belongings in one place
and don’t have to worry about shelter

curfews. Camps can also more easily
accommodate entire families. And they
don’t interfere with officials’ broader
mission of building more affordable
options and intervening before people
lose their homes, says Mark Putnam,
who heads Seattle’s coalition to
end homelessness.
King County has barely spent a
dime on the camps, pledging only
recently to spend $300,000 on support
services. Instead, the county is studying
its options for providing permanent
affordable housing, including microhousing projects like Olympia, Wash.’s
Quixote Village, a former tent city
that’s now home to 30 individual
144-square-foot cottages for rent.
Quixote cost a total of $3 million, but
those types of developments alone
won’t be enough to deal with the issue
of affordable housing, says Seattle
City Councilmember Sally Bagshaw. A
lasting solution will require the public
and private sectors working in tandem,
she says. “I don’t pretend to think we’ll
suddenly have space for thousands
of people [through government-led
micro-housing],” she says. “The private
industry will have to get involved with
that.” Until then, at least, the tent cities
are here to stay.
—Chris Kardish
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MATT JOHNSON/GREATERGREATERWASHINGTON.ORG

Streetcars
Side By Side
LOTS OF CITIES have added streetcar
lines in recent years, but not all systems
are created equal. Matt Johnson, a
writer with the D.C.-area blog Greater
Greater Washington, recently plotted every streetcar system in the
country that’s either open or under
construction. Drawn to scale and
shown side by side, these maps
give a sense of the relative size of
different cities’ streetcar systems.
As Johnson notes, the two
largest systems, in Philadelphia and
New Orleans, are upgraded versions
of original streetcar lines that have been in
place for more than a century. This map
doesn’t include San Francisco’s Muni
Metro system or Boston’s Green Line;
both are descendents of historic systems, Johnson says, but today they
operate more as light rail lines.
This image also doesn’t include
tourist-oriented lines with limited hours of operation, such
as Savannah’s River Street
Streetcar.
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THE BREAKDOWN

Powdered and Potent—and
Squarely in States’ Sights
ﬁnding common ground in stopping a powdered alcohol product before it gets started.
Even before legislative sessions began
last month, lawmakers were listing a ban
of an as-yet-unapproved product called
Palcohol among their top priorities. Legislators in Colorado, Nebraska and Utah want to
join lawmakers in Louisiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, South
Carolina and Vermont in prohibiting stores
from selling powdered alcohol.
South Carolina is looking to permanently
extend a ban passed last year, when other
states took action after news of the product
surfaced. The powder comes in a four-inchby-six-inch sealable pouch in vodka, rum
and a variety of mixed-drink ﬂavors. The
product, developed by Arizona-based Lipsmark, dissolves in water. One serving, which
ﬁlls about a third of a standard glass tumbler, is equivalent to a single shot of alcohol,
according to its creator, Mark Phillips.
The company has declined to say how the
product is made, beyond containing powdered
alcohol, “natural ﬂavorings” and a sweetener,
in the case of the mixed-drink ﬂavors.
The Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade
Bureau, an agency within the Treasury
Department that regulates alcohol products,
granted approval in April of last year. But the
bureau declared less than two weeks later
that it had issued the approval in error, and
Phillips maintains his company voluntarily
surrendered approval because of a mistake
on the product’s proposed label.
By the time news of the reversal broke,
various outlets had already looked at early
drafts of Palcohol’s website, which included
passages touting the product as an efﬁcient
and surreptitious new way to get drunk
by sprinkling it on food or sneaking it into
events. It didn’t recommend snorting the
product but said that if you do, “you’ll get
drunk almost instantly because the alcohol
will be absorbed so quickly.”
That reporting helped draw the attention
of Sen. Charles Schumer of New York, who
called on the Food and Drug Administration

to ban Palcohol (an FDA spokeswoman said
it doesn’t have the authority to do that). But
powdered alcohol also drew the attention
of state legislatures, which started banning
the substance before it becomes available in stores, which Lipsmark says won’t
come until spring at the earliest. A Lipsmark
spokeswoman said Phillips was unavailable
for a phone interview, and an alcohol bureau
spokesman didn’t return multiple requests
for comment on the product’s status.
State lawmakers cited public health
concerns in their preemptive bans, saying
they feared the product would increase
alcohol abuse, particularly among teenagers.
Phillips has since posted a video on Palcohol’s website to defend the product. He said
the website’s previous statements were an
attempt to sound edgy but were misguided.
He now points out that snorting the product
would be painful and it would also take longer to absorb the alcohol than simply taking
a shot. He also says the argument that teenagers will abuse the product is overblown;
Palcohol can only legally be sold to people
older than 21.
So what’s the selling point of the
powder? Phillips says it could be useful in
hospitality businesses and for people doing
activities that make carrying liquid alcohol
difﬁcult. “When I hike, kayak, backpack,
whatever, I like to have a drink when I reach
my destination,” Phillips says in the video.
“Carrying liquid alcohol and mixers in bottles
to make a margarita, for instance, was
totally impractical.”
Lawmakers like state Rep. Steve
Eliason of Utah aren’t buying it. For one,
he says, transportation would still require
a liquid—water—to make a drink, so he
doesn’t believe the convenience argument.
And even if the product remains illegal to
teenagers, he says, it will appeal to them
by its very nature. “I guess the question
our legislature will have to decide,” Eliason
says, “is whether the public health concerns
outweigh the convenience of someone being
able to bring it on a hike.”
—Chris Kardish

>90%

Drop in parking and trafﬁc tickets in
New York City during the week ending
Jan. 4, compared to the same week in
2014. Arrests were also down by half
during the same week, as police reacted
to the killing of two uniformed ofﬁcers in
late December. Unions have attempted
to link ofﬁcers’ low morale with the
policies of Mayor Bill de Blasio.

6

Number of Americans who die every day
from alcohol poisoning, according to a
new report from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. Most previous
alcohol studies have only looked at college students or other select groups,
but this analysis of the entire population
found the highest rates of alcohol deaths
among middle-age men.

SOURCE: THE NEW YORK TIMES, AKRON BEACON JOURNAL, GIZMODO; IMAGE: SHUTTERSTOCK.COM
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Politics + Policy

| ASSESSMENTS
By Alan Ehrenhalt

Dissing Suburbia
Did Democrats lose in November because they are urban elitists?
The Daily Beast and soon began bouncing all over the blogosphere, he attacked
the “progressive clerisy” that wishes “to
destroy the suburban dream.” They “will
not be able to stay in office long with
such attitudes,” he continued. Suburbanites will continue to reject “progressive
ideologues who continually diss the very
places they have chosen to live.”
Kotkin cites former Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) Secretary
Shaun Donovan as a primary culprit. He
quotes Donovan to the effect that the
move to the suburbs is “over,” and accuses
the administration of fostering “thinly dis-

t’s been hard to open up a newspaper
or visit a website these past couple of
months without coming upon somebody’s pet theory about why Democrats
took such a beating in November. It was
the health law; it was foreign policy; it was
the job market; it was Obama’s race; it was
his aloofness; it was the failure of Democrats to stick up for themselves; it was the
money Republicans poured into negative
ads on television; it was turnout.
Most of these theories contain at least
a grain of truth, but after a while one gets
tired of reading them. It’s time to put aside
the postmortems and move on. There’s

I
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President Obama has
been accused of being
out of touch with the
needs of middle-class
suburbanites.

one theory about the 2014 election, however, that has a direct connection to the
future of government at all levels in this
country. It’s the argument that Democrats
lost badly because they have become a
party of urban elitists led by a president
grossly insensitive to the values and problems of the middle-class suburbanites
who cast the deciding votes in state as
well as national elections.
Joel Kotkin has been the most proliﬁc promoter of this point of view. In
one widely read article that originated in

guised efforts to promote densiﬁcation
and put the squeeze on suburban growth.”
If all of this is true, and suburbanites
really did ﬂock to the polls in 2014 to
punish a party and a president that had
continually insulted them, the political
implications scarcely need to be spelled
out. Democrats who want to win state
elections would need to stop talking about
an urban renaissance and begin catering
to the automobile-based suburban culture and the subdivisions of single-family
homes that continue to sprawl out 40

and 50 miles beyond the centers of large
American cities.
But is it true? Well, some of it is. There’s
no denying that Democrats lost badly in
the suburbs in 2014. By one accounting,
Republican candidates for Congress won
in the suburbs by 12 percentage points last
November, while Democratic candidates
carried urban precincts by 14 points.
On the other hand, the closer you look,
the less interesting those ﬁgures seem to
be. The Democratic vote fell off badly
almost everywhere in 2014: suburbs,
exurbs, rural counties and even the cities. Conservative blogger Michael Lewyn
dug into the numbers and found that successful statewide Republican candidates
were improving on their 2010 suburban
performance in very nearly the same
proportions by which they were improving statewide. The decline of the Democratic vote in the suburbs wasn’t markedly different from what was happening
nationwide.
It’s also interesting to look at how
the president fared among suburbanites
when he himself was on the ballot in 2012.
Obama came within 2 percentage points
of his Republican opponent among suburban voters, not quite as good a showing
as he had made in 2008, but still a performance that almost any Democratic nominee of the past half-century would have
been glad to get.
In winning re-election in 2012, Obama
carried almost all of the big suburban
counties on the edge of major Eastern and
Midwestern cities. He won comfortably
in affluent Montgomery County and middle-class Delaware County, both on the
edge of Philadelphia, as well as in innersuburban Fairfax and exurban Loudoun
counties in Virginia, outside Washington,
D.C. Indeed, it’s not too much of a stretch
to argue that Obama’s ability to pry loose
previously Republican suburban voters
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in battleground states was the crucial
element in his two presidential victories.
At the very least, it’s fair to conclude
that the suburbanites of 2012 didn’t show
any signs the Obama administration had
dissed them during his ﬁrst term. Maybe
there’s something he’s done in the two
years since then, but it’s hard to imagine
what that might be. To the naked eye, it
would seem that gridlocked Washington
did scarcely anything of consequence in
urban or suburban policy in 2012 or 2013.
There was Shaun Donovan talking New
Urbanist talk at HUD, but it strains credibility to think that many suburbanites
were paying attention to this, or that many
of them even knew who Donovan was.
Obama made a splash calling for reduced
dependence on fossil fuels, but that’s
pretty much what millions of suburban
drivers were doing by purchasing fuelefficient cars. It’s difficult to turn up anything that would explain a mass protest by
suburban voters against a president who
had wounded them unforgivably.
For that matter, there’s room for debate
over whether the Obama administration
has ever been as resolutely pro-city as
the apologists for suburban sprawl would
have us believe. It’s true that Obama is the
ﬁrst genuinely urban-based politician to
win the presidency in a long time. It’s also
true that city leaders have had an entrée
to the White House—and a sympathetic
reception—that they haven’t had during
any recent regime.
But locating any policy change during the past six years signiﬁcant enough
to create a massive suburban revolt is
challenging. Federal lending policies
remain skewed toward single-family
suburban home buyers at the expense
of urban renters or multifamily housing development. Federal dollars continue to ﬂow toward suburban-oriented
highway projects. When stimulus dollars for transportation began to ﬂow out
of Washington in 2009, mayors were
disappointed to ﬁnd that the bulk of
the money was funneled through state
transportation departments, far friendlier to road-building than to the transit
systems that many cities wanted.

If the Obama administration had really
wished to teach the suburbs a lesson,
there are plenty of conspicuous ways they
could have achieved that goal. It would
have been a politically perilous thing to
do, and there’s very little evidence they
had a desire to do it.
o presidential administrations
ever truly take sides in the city
vs. suburb debate? Actually, they
do. The Eisenhower administration, whether it said so explicitly or
not, pursued a profoundly pro-suburban
course in the 1950s by authorizing construction of the interstate highway system
and offering the home mortgage interest
deduction for new home purchases but
not for urban renovation.
The Johnson administration’s “War
on Poverty” in the 1960s was inescapably
pro-city, and pro-minority, and, as is well
known, generated an intense backlash
from suburbanites and the middle-class
homeowners who ﬂed the cities to join
them. But this bit of history turns out to be
a little more complicated than it seems at
ﬁrst glance. The Republicans, in their way,
were also pro-city in the 1960s. The Republican platform in 1968, as professor Edward
Glaeser of Harvard University has pointed
out, contained an entire section called “Crisis of the Cities,” which promised “a vigorous effort, nationwide, to transform the
blighted areas of cities.” The GOP gradually abandoned that approach. The 2012
GOP platform, Glaeser recounts, uses the
word “urban” only twice, and then only to
denounce “an exclusively urban vision of
dense housing and government transit.”
The city vs. suburb question was a lot
simpler in the 1960s than it is now. Cities were where minorities lived; suburbs
were for whites. That’s not remotely the
case now. Indeed, the whole issue of proor anti-suburban policies can’t be discussed meaningfully until we stop talking
about suburbia as if it were a monolith.
The suburbs around every city in the U.S.
are changing quickly before our eyes. Suburban counties that were lily white two
decades ago are now majority-minority,
or very close to it. White Anglo residents

D

are outnumbered in one-time white ﬂight
bastions such as Gwinnett County, Ga.,
and Prince William County, Va. Dissing
those suburbs in 2014 would mean dissing
millions of blacks, Hispanics and Asians
who have little in common with the people who moved out there originally in the
ﬁnal quarter of the last century.
To reach lily-white suburbs these
days, one often must drive 30 to 40 miles
beyond the center of a city into territory
that’s more properly described as exurban. Democratic candidates performed
abysmally there in 2014. The exurbs have
been voting Republican in most elections
since developers began building subdivisions there a generation ago. It would be
hard to suggest any urban policy choice by
Obama that would have made him more
unpopular in this corner of metropolitan
America than he was already.
Anyone arguing that Democrats lost in
2014 because Obama dissed the suburbs
is really advancing a skewed version of
another argument: that Democrats have
lost the conﬁdence of the white middle
class. There are plenty of reasons why
this might be the case, starting with the
fact that millions of middle-class jobs permanently disappeared in the Great Recession; the botched start of the Affordable
Care Act, from which most middle-class
Americans don’t expect to beneﬁt; and the
engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan that
seem further from conclusion than ever.
Millions of suburbanites turned
against Democrats in 2014 for some or
all of these reasons; some may even have
done so because Obama seemed to them
an aloof and diffident man to whom they
could not comfortably relate.
But I doubt if many of them went to
the polls determined to punish the Democratic Party for its urban policy, or gave
a great deal of thought to just what that
policy was. The suburban dream may be
receding in many of the precincts of metropolitan America, but it wasn’t federal
urban policy that brought that about, and
it won’t be a scripted apology to the suburbs that will turn the situation around. G
Email aehrenhalt@governing.com
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Politics + Policy

| POTOMAC CHRONICLE
By Donald F. Kettl

A Fiscal Train Wreck
hat’s the most important
issue that the 2016 presidential candidates won’t
be talking about? A very
good bet is the train wreck facing federalstate-local ﬁnances. There are lots of
mega-issues on the table—international
crises, immigration and health reform
battles, and economic growth—but whoever wins won’t be able to duck the big
intergovernmental issues lurking down
the tracks.
The good news is that state and local
governments have recovered remarkably
well from the gruesome economic collapse in 2008. Tax revenues in most states
have recovered to pre-recession levels.
The bad news is that the collapse
shredded the national consensus on how
our federalism balancing act ought to
work. As Paul Posner and Timothy Conlan
from George Mason University point out
in an important and far-reaching study on
federalism and intergovernmental relations, we’ve emerged from the downturn

with a “polarized federalism.” Politics in
the states is splitting along partisan lines,
with one-party control of the legislature
and governorship on the rise and sharp
fractures developing between Washington and state capitols. Some states, like
Kansas, came out of the recession determined to cut taxes and spending. Other
states, like California, have increased
taxes and broadened government’s scope.
For a generation, there was an implicit
deal on intergovernmental ﬁnancial questions. The policy battleground would be in
Congress and, once the deals were struck,
most states would more or less move
down the same tracks. That implicit deal
is over. By Posner and Conlan’s count, 21
states refused to expand Medicaid coverage as part of the Affordable Care Act,
while 27 states and the District of Columbia opted in.
The Great Recession and the rise of
partisan polarization have broken the
foundation on which ﬁscal federalism has
operated since World War II. And this isn’t
just high-level policy polarization in state
capitols. A September 2014 Reuters survey
found that 1 in 4 Americans want their

W

own state to secede from the union, an
upswell fueled by contempt for politicians
and concern about the sluggish recovery.
Why does this polarization matter? After all, a case could be made that
the great genius of American federalism is allowing the states to chart their
own course. Three big issues explain why.
One is the crumbling of the quiet consensus on the federal government’s traditional role in stabilizing big economic
swings and equalizing differences in ﬁscal capacity among the states. That could
make it much harder for the feds to step
in if another economic downturn cripples
state ﬁnances. In the meantime, it could
also make it harder to sustain the redistribution from richer states to poorer ones
that lies behind much federal aid. Some
of the states opting out are net winners
in this game. But if they opt out of these
programs, inequality across the country
could increase.
The second is looming state and local
infrastructure problems. Last year’s
spectacular water main break on Sunset
Boulevard in West Hollywood was just a
sample of problems brewing underneath
roads around the country. The Interstate
35 bridge collapse in 2007, which crippled
traffic in Minneapolis and killed 13 people,
is a warning about the 1 in 9 American

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Bad intergovernmental relations have put us on a collision course with the future.
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| POLITICS WATCH
By Alan Greenblatt
bridges that are structurally deﬁcient.
These problems will demand attention,
either through a planned program of renovation in advance or a hurried response
to the inevitable disasters to come. A goit-alone approach could prove risky for
many states and cities.
And the third is the huge tangle of
issues lurking in Medicaid. Tired of escalating costs, some governors have pushed
to roll the federal program aimed at
funding medical care for the poor into a
block grant, to give them more ﬂexibility.
Many of these governors aren’t expanding the program, leaving some citizens
with a “coverage gap.” The Kaiser Family
Foundation found signiﬁcant numbers of
families with incomes too high to be eligible for Medicaid and too low to receive
the program’s tax credit. The states will
have to ﬁgure out what to do to plug the
gap—or to deal with even more ﬁnancial
and social problems ﬂowing from the
uninsured.
An even bigger challenge is the stress
that aging baby boomers will put on the
Medicaid system. From 2010 to 2020, the
population over the age of 65 will increase
from 40 million to 55 million Americans,
and 7 million Americans will join the “oldest old” of those over the age of 85. They
will inevitably place more strain on Medicaid, which covers the cost of medical
and nursing home care for citizens who
can’t afford it. Nearly one-third of the
program’s budget goes to long-term care
for the disabled and elderly, and the program pays 40 percent of long-term care
costs in the country. Many about-to-beretirees lost a good chunk of their nest egg
in the economic collapse, and others will
outlive their savings. That will necessarily
squeeze state budgets.
This “fend for yourself” federalism,
as Posner and Conlan put it, will make
it easier for presidential candidates to
opt out of discussing these issues in the
2016 campaign. But they won’t go away.
These issues are sure to collide further
down the tracks before the 2020 campaign begins. G

The Meaning of ‘Legislature’

Email kettl@umd.edu

Email agreenblatt@governing.com

When is a legislature not a legislature? That odd question could have big implications for election law.
The U.S. Supreme Court is about to hear arguments in a case brought by Arizona legislators challenging the authority of the state’s independent redistricting
commission, which was set up by voters through a ballot initiative back in 2000.
The federal Constitution states that election law shall be crafted “in each state
by the legislature thereof.” The idea
that this clause refers to anything other
than the legislature itself is “wholly specious,” argues Arizona Senate President Andy Biggs.
The commission’s lawyer, however,
notes that the high court has previously
held that the word “legislature” in the
Constitution doesn’t necessarily mean
the literal legislature, but rather the
state’s lawmaking process on the whole.
But the fact that the Supreme Court
agreed to hear this case in the first
place might mean some of the justices
are ready to rethink this interpretation. The Arizona Legislature
If the high court ultimately sides
with Arizona lawmakers, the ramifications could affect not only other states with
redistricting commissions, but also any election laws approved by voters. “Redistricting is really just the tip of the iceberg if the Supreme Court is going to strike it
down,” says Nathaniel Persily, a Stanford University law professor. “Party primary
laws, voter ID laws, campaign finance—all would be implicated.”
Independent redistricting commissions grew out of voters’ concerns over gerrymandering. If granted sole authority over redistricting, voters worried, legislators
would concern themselves with protecting incumbents and party interests.
Legislators, however, can point out that redistricting commissions have had
a mixed record in terms of fulfilling their mission of creating more competitive
districts. They can also claim to be more transparent in their operations than
independent commissions may be.
These policy arguments aren’t what the high court is going to concern itself
with. Still, arguing over constitutional language regarding election authority has
the potential to backfire on legislators. The same clause that grants legislatures
the power to set election laws also makes it clear, in plain language, that Congress can supersede them whenever it wants.
Since Congress has already passed laws clarifying state authority regarding
redistricting, the court can point to those statutes to resolve the Arizona dispute,
according to election law expert Justin Levitt of Loyola Law School in Los Angeles. That would avoid the “huge mess” that would be created if the high court
were to find that only legislatures and not commissions or courts can have a say
in redistricting at the state level, he says. “This is a fight between a state and its
people. The court usually hates refereeing those contests.” G
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Politics + Policy

| HEALTH
By Chris Kardish

Prime Time for Single Payer?
One legislator thinks the system will get a boost from the Affordable Care Act.
here is perhaps no state lawmaker in the country who
has pushed for single-payer health care with as much
ﬁdelity as New York state Assemblyman Richard Gottfried. Since 1992, he has introduced single-payer legislation every year, only to see his efforts fail to gain much traction.
But this year, Gottfried, a Manhattan Democrat and head of the
Assembly’s health committee, is hopeful. Pointing to “ﬂaws” in
the Affordable Care Act (ACA), Gottfried thinks the tide may be
turning—despite news that Vermont, the only state to enact a
single-payer law, is abandoning its efforts.
Bills to create single-payer systems—also known as “Medicare for all”—have never been widespread. Still, there’s been a
smattering of efforts over the years in California, Minnesota and
Pennsylvania, among other states. In fact, the California Legislature twice passed single-payer bills, which former Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger twice vetoed. State Sen. Mark Leno tried again
in 2009 and 2011 before bowing out in 2013. “We went to the most
progressive people and we could ﬁnd no one who would introduce it,” says Don Bechler, who heads the San Francisco-based
advocacy group Single Payer Now.
Jim Ferlo, a state senator from Pittsburgh, has led campaigns
for single-payer legislation for more than ﬁve years in Pennsylvania. He retired at the end of November, but would like for another
lawmaker to take up the cause. “Hope springs eternal,” he says.
Meanwhile, Minnesota state Sen. John Marty has routinely
ﬁled bills since 2007. But by the time Democrats controlled state
government there in 2011, the ACA was front and center and Minnesota was behind in implementing it. “We were two years behind
in setting up the exchange,” Marty says. “So regardless of the fact
that some people think we need to go beyond the Affordable Care
Act, the whole debate—pro and con—was all pro and con Affordable Care Act.” Marty says this year he plans to instead push a bill
to study single payer along with other reform options in hopes of
laying the groundwork for it further down the road.
News that Vermont won’t press ahead over concerns that a
single-payer system would require too much new tax revenue will
certainly dampen other single-payer efforts. And undoubtedly the
ACA has already sucked the oxygen out of the debate for single
payer in most states. The law has spurred arguments against a
bigger government role in health care and it has dominated the
attention of single-payer supporters who had to turn their energy
toward implementing a law they don’t believe goes far enough in
expanding coverage and holding down costs.
Despite this, New York’s Gottfried sees an opening. He is
spending the winter crisscrossing upstate New York in an effort
to garner more support for a single-payer system there. After

APIMAGES.COM

T

New York state Assemblyman Richard Gottfried

years of ﬁghting for a bill, he thinks he can capitalize on the ACA’s
ﬂaws. Among them: the ever-greater share of employee income
consumed by health care as workers face larger and larger premiums and deductibles. “There’s now a lot more realization that you
really can’t solve the problem by rehashing the current system,”
he says.
There are also notable differences between Gottfried’s system
and Vermont’s, which contained exemptions for some businesses
and therefore limited the tax base. Still, Gottfried recognizes that
political dynamics—Republicans control the New York Senate—might mean his plan is at least an election cycle away from
prime time. “I’m realistic,” he says. “I’ve been carrying this bill for
22 years.” G
Email ckardish@governing.com
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Politics + Policy

| GREEN GOVERNMENT
By J.B. Wogan

Adding It Up
A new tool gives cities a standard way to measure pollution.
n the past decade, more than 1,000 American mayors have
pledged to reduce emissions under the U.S. Mayors Climate
Protection Agreement. But city officials haven’t had a standard
way of measuring their progress, making it impossible to know
the collective impact of their efforts. That is, possibly, until now.
At the United Nations’ climate conference in Peru in December, a new standard methodology was introduced that will provide cities with a more uniform way to count and report their
carbon emissions. Officially called the Greenhouse Gas Protocol
(GPC), more than 100 cities around the world are already testing
beta versions of it, including 35 U.S. localities—Hennepin County,
Minn., and Los Altos, Calif., among them.
To explain the importance of the new standard, Seth Schultz,
the director of research, measurement and planning at the C40
Cities Climate Leadership Group, spoke with Governing. The
interview has been edited and condensed.

cities because they use different boundaries, they use different
emission sources and they use different formats.

I

Many of the emissions counted by the Environmental Protection Agency appear to be outside a mayor’s direct control.
That could lead people to conclude cities have a relatively
minor role to play in affecting climate change.
When you look at the types of actions national governments
can implement compared to municipal governments, there’s a different array of tools. At the national level, the White House can
set goals and targets in terms of fuel efficiency. As a result, it can
mandate that cars sold by a certain date have to have a certain
amount of emissions per gallon. That is hugely powerful in reducing emissions over a set period of time.
If you go down to the local level now, what’s in the city’s jurisdiction is not being counted or understood. For example, a city
can provide bike lanes and a bike-sharing program that would
allow people not to drive as frequently. So cities can remove trips
completely, not just reduce the emissions per mile. There’s just
a huge variety of ways cities can make signiﬁcant reductions in
large population centers that national governments don’t have the
ability to affect. When you marry what both national governments
and local governments can achieve, it’s quite exciting. G

Let’s start with some context for what preceded the GPC.
In going back 10 years, the primary guidance was the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) from the United Nations.
It was meant to create guidelines on which governments should
measure emissions for national negotiations and for an agreement
or treaty on climate change. That’s often what cities turned to to
provide some sort of guidance in terms of what they should do.
As things evolved, cities used the IPCC as a guideline to create
or adopt their own process or methodology. As cities took a more
comprehensive look at the impact of city operations, they butted
into all sorts of issues in terms of consistency. That is what led
three years ago to the World Resources Institute, the C40 and
Local Governments for Sustainability coming together to create
a more rigorous, thorough and consistent global standard.
By my count, there are now at least seven other existing standards on greenhouse gas accounting and reporting.
What’s different about the GPC?
Mainly, it allows us to take information from a lot of different
cities and aggregate it up to the national level. It has been hard for
national governments to review and look at the information from

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

The GPC helps cities pull together regular “inventories”
of a city’s greenhouse gas emissions. Why is this important?
An inventory offers a city a much more strategic road map
because it allows a mayor to identify, develop and track targeted
policies—based on real data—to address emissions in the most
important sectors and with the greatest potential for impact. And
because an inventory really only takes a year to complete, it’s possible to both measure emissions, establish policy and see results
all within a four-year term. Without that baseline, and without
that plan, the policies a mayor may advance are possibly not the
most impactful, and perhaps more important, there’s no way to
assess their impact within the conﬁnes of an election cycle.

Email jwogan@governing.com
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Politics + Policy

| ECONOMIC ENGINES
By Alex Marshall

Linking Up NYC
The city is expanding free Wi-Fi by transforming old pay phones into hot spots.
hat is a phone booth without a phone? In general, it’s
an eyesore. But not in New
York City, where beginning
this year old phone booths will be transformed into about 10,000 sleek metal slabs
that will provide high-speed digital access
throughout the entire city.
The plan is called LinkNYC, and it’s
important for two reasons. One, it may
be a plan other cities can copy—there are
certainly plenty of old public pay phones
around. Two, it’s an example of reimagining old assets and connecting citizens
to what is increasingly a vital and lifeenhancing service: the Internet.
The project originated under Mayor
Michael Bloomberg and his Reinvent Payphones Design Challenge. But Mayor Bill
de Blasio is carrying the program forward,
arguing it’s a way to help address the digi-

tal divide. The city has entered into a contract with a consortium of private companies, acting under the name CityBridge,
which will tear down the roughly 9,000
old pay phones and replace them with
kiosks ﬁt with a screen, telephone and
charging port for mobile devices. Users
will be able to walk up to these screens
and get information, call 911 or call anywhere in the United States for free.
Most important, New Yorkers will
get really fast Internet service. Within a
radius of 150 feet, most kiosks will provide a gigabyte per second service, a speed
almost unimaginable to most Americans
(although not uncommon in some other
countries). At this speed, a two-hour,
high-deﬁnition movie will download in
about 30 seconds, and up to 250 people
can use it at one time without diminishing service, according to the consortium.

W

You can imagine how this will change
life in the big city. Will we see hordes
clustering around these stations, laptops
in hand? Will apartments within 150 feet
of the kiosks go up in value?
Not only will New York City residents
get high-speed Internet access, but the
city government will also get an estimated
$500 million in direct payments from
CityBridge over the next 12 years. So the
next question is, what does CityBridge
get? Revenue from advertising, which will
play on most of the screens. It’s a variation
of what New York has already done with
its citywide bike system. A private company supplies the bikes, pays most or all
the cost and in return gets the advertising.
The expenses of such a system are not
inconsiderable. These new kiosks have
to be designed and built, software written, sidewalks dug up and supplementary

CITYBRIDGE

A mockup of the new kiosks
that will replace old pay phones
across the city.
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| URBAN NOTEBOOK
By William Fulton
ﬁber-optic lines laid. Can advertising
really pay for all this? Apparently so.
One factor here—and something for
other cities to consider—is that digital
advertising on, say, a bus shelter pays four
to ﬁve times what conventional advertising does on that same shelter. This is
because you can change a digital ad every
few seconds, thus selling the same space
multiple times. And expenses are lower,
because you don’t have to physically send
someone to change the ad.
There are a few wrinkles in the plan,
however. The principal appeal of the
plan relies on access to what is the gold
of our digital age: ﬁber-optic lines. This
in turn gets into what is underneath the
sidewalks and old pay phones. In Manhattan, it will be easier to tap into existing ﬁber-optic networks of largely private
companies, including Verizon. In some of
the poorer, outer boroughs, the Internet
service will have to go through old-fashioned copper cables, which means much
slower speeds—although typically still
faster than what most homes have. The
city has pledged to use some of the revenue from the plan to improve service in
these places.
How would high-speed public Wi-Fi
networks work with what, to me, is still
the best option: municipal ﬁber-optic
networks, such as the ones now enjoyed
by Chattanooga and smaller towns like
Lafayette, La.; Wilson, N.C.; or Galax,
Va.? They would complement each other.
Ideally a public utility could supply highspeed Internet access via Wi-Fi in public
parks and streets, and through ﬁber-optic
lines into homes and offices.
Will other cities follow New York’s
lead? It’s a nice thought that all those old,
mostly useless phones will become digital
hubs. Smaller towns and cities might not
generate as much advertising revenue per
kiosk—something that needs study—but a
city could supplement the costs.
And what about nostalgia for those
phone booths? LinkNYC has pledged
to leave three old-fashioned telephone
booths on the Upper West Side. G

I live in Houston and I don’t own a car. I know, I know: If there is a more hard-tobelieve statement to make about any American city with a straight face, I don’t know
what it is. But it’s true.
Last fall, after three decades of living in Southern California, I moved to Houston
to take over Rice University’s Kinder Institute for Urban Research. I had given up
my car a few years ago, and now I was moving to the most sprawling, car-centric
city in America, a place where well over 90 percent of all residents drive to work in
automobiles. Houston is twice the size of New York City, with only a quarter of the
population—and that’s just the central city, not counting the suburbs.
Yet like so many American cities, Houston is changing. It’s a diverse and sophisticated place with a lot more urban energy than you might expect, especially inside
the region’s core, the Interstate 610 “Loop.” In
fact, the Loop sometimes seems like a different city altogether from the rest of Houston. It’s
accessible, with an extensive bus system and a
new light rail system that has very high ridership. It’s expensive—some neighborhoods feature
California prices. It’s dense and getting denser,
containing most of the major job centers in the
region and a growing number of walkable urban
neighborhoods.
In other words, the Loop is where Houston’s Houston’s light rail line
suburban past is meeting Houston’s urban future.
It’s a lot of fun to watch, because nowhere in America is a free-market approach
to growth and development running head-on into a growing desire to up the city’s
quality of life.
Just since I arrived, something like 40 multifamily housing projects have begun
construction—all market-rate, some high-end. The Texas Medical Center—the largest medical center in the world—proposed an enormous innovation campus in what
is currently a surface parking lot. And an Urban Land Institute panel came to town
to ﬁgure out how to turn the 350-acre Astrodome site—with a parking lot visible
from space—into a more urban, 21st-century place. Most of these projects are located
within walking distance of the light rail line.
Yet there’s pushback. Houston has a longstanding reputation for favoring business
over neighborhoods and jobs over people, and of course it famously has no zoning.
So a lot of people simply don’t believe that more density will mean better places.
Neighbors are resisting additional density, only to ﬁnd that there’s no way to stop it.
So that’s Houston’s urban challenge: How to manage urban growth in a way that
makes the city better, but does it without the in-your-face government intervention
you’ll ﬁnd in New York and San Francisco. A lot of it actually will depend on the city
government, which is preparing its ﬁrst general plan. A lot will depend on the leadership of developers and architects, who will have to ﬁnd solid market reasons to create
better urbanism. And a lot will depend on public and institutional landowners, who
will have to raise the bar themselves.
I don’t know how it’s going to turn out. But it’s great fun watching it from aboard
the light rail and local buses, tooling around on one of Houston’s shared bicycles or
from the window of a newly legalized Uber ride. G
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S p e c i a l

R e p o r t

The

‘G’
Word

Gentriﬁcation is hard to deﬁne, but it is dramatically
changing the urban landscape and bringing a host of
new challenges to local leaders. By Alan Ehrenhalt
Photographs by David Kidd
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : A N I N T R O D U C T I O N

A

sk the mayor of any reasonably successful
medium-sized American city about his or her
dreams for the city’s center, and you will nearly
always get the same answer: The mayor dreams of
a vibrant downtown, blessed with myriad dining
and entertainment options; storefronts that attract
high-end retail shopping; streets that are well-traveled and safe
at all hours of the day and night; in the old neighborhoods just
outside the center, long, pleasant blocks ﬁlled with stately prewar houses restored by new owners to their original glory; and in
the center, a sprinkling of luxury condominium and market-rate
rental buildings attracting young couples lured by all the amenities a thriving city can provide.
This is what mayors dream of. Some have achieved it; the
majority are still struggling to get there. But nearly all of them
punctuate their fantasies with a warning: It must be done without
producing a wave of gentriﬁcation. Gentriﬁcation signiﬁes displacement of the poor, mostly people of color. “Gentriﬁcation” is
a word that urban politicians do not like and try hard not to use.
In the past few years, as demographic rearrangement in central cities has become ubiquitous and impossible to ignore, scholars and local activists have struggled to understand just what is
happening and which forces bring it about. Vibrant downtowns
and safe, placid neighborhoods are the much-admired product
of urban social change in the 21st century. Gentriﬁcation is the
concept onto which all the negative consequences of this change
have been loaded. The idea that gentriﬁcation and urban revival
are essentially the same thing is one that even some of the most
sophisticated students of city life prefer not to discuss. But it is
the reality that lurks just beneath the surface.
Most people who are willing to talk about gentriﬁcation are
fairly sure they know it when they see it, but deﬁning it is a bit of a
slippery process. It is agreed that the term was invented in 1963 by
the British sociologist Ruth Glass to describe events taking place
in neighborhoods near the center of London. Glass wrote that
gentriﬁcation occurs when “working class quarters have been
invaded by the middle class … until all or most of the working
class occupiers are displaced and the whole social character of
the district is changed.”

This deﬁnition reﬂects what most critics of gentriﬁcation still
believe about the process: It is mostly a matter of forcing poorer
people to move. But it doesn’t get the phenomenon exactly right.
Some of the most impressive and thoroughgoing instances of center city revival in this country have scarcely displaced anyone. The
area encompassing the Financial District in Lower Manhattan is
a good example. It possesses all of the standard features of gentriﬁcation, plus a few extra earmarks of genuine wealth, but it did
not require throwing many people out. The population of Lower
Manhattan was smaller in 1970 than it had been in 1800—fewer
than 1,000 people as a matter of fact.
Many of the American gentriﬁcations of the past generation
have been like this—middle-class or upper-middle-class people
colonizing urban territory that had few or no residents. The
sociologist Robert Sampson has documented that heavily African-American neighborhoods with large poor populations rarely
gentrify. So displacement may be part of the problem, but it really
doesn’t belong as part of the deﬁnition.
Something broader, maybe even something simpler, is needed.
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention—perhaps an
unlikely source, but in this case a perceptive one—has contributed
the most stripped-down deﬁnition. It says that gentriﬁcation is
merely the transformation of neighborhoods from low value to
high value. This is, at the very least, a way around the displacement problem.
But stripping gentriﬁcation down to its barest essentials begs
a whole raft of other questions. Why does it happen? Who generates it? Who are the ultimate winners and losers? Here the ground
underneath us starts to get really soft.
Earlier this year, the alternative Chicago newspaper In These
Times brought together several close-up observers of gentriﬁcation to talk about who or what was responsible for creating it. One
of the panelists insisted that gentriﬁcation was a scheme launched
by developers; one thought it was the direct result of government
policy; a third thought it was a bottom-up process ignited by artists, writers and other cultural pioneers willing to live in places
the middle class had abandoned.
It’s tempting, in any city where construction cranes blot out
the sun and rents can double within a couple of years, to believe
that large development companies might be behind it all. Indeed,
the tall glass condo towers that stand in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg,
D.C.’s Columbia Heights or Chicago’s Near North Side represent a major investment of capital by a relatively small number
of private companies. To say that these companies have been
important facilitators of gentriﬁcation is to say the obvious. But
to accuse them of launching the process doesn’t ﬁt the reality of
how developers think or behave. Housing developers, as any one
of them will tell you, are notorious trend-followers. They are not
trendsetters. For decades they avoided investing in central cities
because they saw no way to make a proﬁt there. Only when these
neighborhoods began to show signs of life did developers begin
to come forward with serious money. Somebody else had to get
things moving. Who was it?
Local governments seem at ﬁrst to be a plausible suspect. The
residential booms of the past decade in Lower Manhattan and
Philadelphia’s Center City, to cite the most prominent examples,
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : A N I N T R O D U C T I O N

total—is enough to create vibrant communities downtown and
in the neighborhoods that surround it. The 5 percent threshold
is one that dozens of American cities seem certain to cross before
the next decade is out.
The question of why so many young people are drawn to urban
life is one that does not offer a simple answer. No doubt some
have been inﬂuenced by the movies and TV shows they watched
as teenagers; some are simply bored with the mall and cul-desac culture in which they grew up; some may see urban living as
an opportunity for everyday face-to-face contact that has eluded
them elsewhere. The debate over just what motivates young gentriﬁers is likely to continue until they themselves have reached
middle age. What is certain is that they are changing the face of
metropolitan areas in every region of the country and generating
social consequences that would have seemed far-fetched just a
few years ago.
On the following pages, we examine some of those consequences: the escalation in housing costs that has made in-town
living unaffordable for all but the affluent; the rise in suburban
poverty caused by the arrival of minorities and immigrants who
used to be concentrated in central cities; and the creation of affluent urban communities in which traditional families are largely

would not have taken place without the generous tax subsidies
provided by a continuing series of mayors. Government can do
many things to make central neighborhoods attractive to builders and other investors, and it has done just that in some of the
most successful American cities. What government cannot do is
persuade people to live in the buildings whose construction it has
made possible. No amount of tax subsidy can make a successful
enterprise out of a residential project that potential residents ﬁnd
unsafe or lacking in the amenities they are seeking. Governments,
like private developers, can facilitate an urban revival. They cannot create one.
The theory that gentriﬁcation is the work of artists, writers,
gays and other adventurous urbanites isn’t nearly broad enough
to be an adequate answer. There are many gentriﬁed areas in
American cities whose revitalization began with an inﬂux of artists and others with Bohemian sensibilities, but there are others
that skipped the Bohemian stage and moved straight from neglect
to affluence within the space of a couple of years.
Still, the theory of gentriﬁcation by artists is useful in one
respect: It moves the discussion into the realm of consumer
demand, where the most persuasive explanation can be found.
The truth is that cities aren’t gentrifying because of any master
plan. They are gentrifying because a signiﬁcant percentage of
American adults—especially young people with money to spend—
want to live there. Millennials have consistently told poll takers
in recent years that they would prefer to live in a city if they get
the chance, and growing numbers of them are following up on
that desire.
This doesn’t mean that people under 30 are moving to urban
neighborhoods en masse. Most middle-class Americans of all ages
live in suburbs, and that will continue to be true a decade from
now. No matter how many new condominiums and apartments
are built in central cities in the next few years, the supply won’t
be nearly large enough to house a majority of the millennials, or
even a majority of those who express a desire for urban living.
But one thing we are learning about gentriﬁcation is that it
doesn’t take huge numbers to produce profound effects. The evidence so far suggests that in any city with a population of half
a million, a central city population of 25,000—5 percent of the

Caption goes here

absent. We also explore the difficulty of attracting retail to urban
core areas, and the question of whether cities can make environmental improvements to neighborhoods without ultimately displacing the people who live there.
Whatever the root causes of gentriﬁcation—and whichever
deﬁnition of the phenomenon you choose—it’s an urban upheaval
that will continue to pose challenges for local leaders in the years
to come. G
Email aehrenhalt@governing.com
Alan Ehrenhalt is a Governing senior editor and the author of The
Great Inversion and the Future of the American City.
More stories and data at governing.com/gentriﬁcation
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Changing
Cities
The rate of gentriﬁcation has
accelerated in recent years.
By Mike Maciag
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N

ortheast Portland, Ore., is home to some of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. This part of town, once characterized
by an abundance of affordable housing and several predominantly African-American neighborhoods, is today one
of the hottest parts of one of the hottest cities for young
professionals. The change in status has ushered in a much
different mix of residents. It’s a classic example of gentriﬁcation—and the
city is far from alone.
Gentriﬁcation has accelerated in recent years, according to a Governing
analysis of Census tract data for the nation’s 50 largest cities. While demographers deﬁne “gentriﬁcation” differently, it is identiﬁed here as lower-class
neighborhoods that saw signiﬁcant increases in home values and adult
education levels. Nearly 20 percent of neighborhoods with lower incomes
and home values experienced gentriﬁcation since 2000, compared to only
9 percent during the 1990s.
Changes have been most visible in places like Portland, where 58 percent of lower-priced neighborhoods gentriﬁed, the highest rate of any city
reviewed. Linda Bates, director of the Center for Urban Studies at Portland
State University, says that after investing heavily in infrastructure, the city
continues to face pressures in maintaining housing affordability and neighborhood diversity. “Portland, in some ways, was at the forefront of the return
to urban living,” she says.
Washington, D.C., Minneapolis and Seattle also experienced some of the
highest rates of gentriﬁcation. In these cities and others, whole neighborhoods are barely recognizable from a relatively short time ago, in terms of
their demographics. In D.C., 54 neighborhoods were found to have gentriﬁed
since 2000. Back in the 1990s, just ﬁve neighborhoods had gentriﬁed in a
decade when the city was dubbed the nation’s “murder capital.”
A variety of factors may explain why gentriﬁcation accelerated. In many
fast-growing cities, transit lines have served as a catalyst for revitalization.
One fairly typical city is Minneapolis. Kjersti Monson, the city’s director of
long-range planning, says that timing of infrastructure investments, coupled
with recent national trends in valuing urbanity, set the table for the city’s
shifting demographics. “There has been a huge renaissance downtown,”
she says, “and it has brought a lot of wealth, empty nesters and investors.”

San Francisco
15%

Los Angeles

3%

Las Vegas

2%
4%

14%
4%
6%
Phoenix

Distinct differences have
also emerged between neighborhoods that have gentriﬁed and those that
haven’t. Since 2000, gentriﬁed neighborhoods
recorded population gains of 6.5 percent on average
and became whiter, with the share of non-Hispanic white
residents increasing an average of 4.3 percentage points. Meanwhile,
lower-income neighborhoods that didn’t gentrify experienced slight population losses and saw the concentration of minorities increase. They have
also experienced different economic fates: Poverty rates climbed nearly 7
percent in already lower-income tracts that didn’t gentrify, while poverty
rates dropped slightly in gentrifying neighborhoods.
While it is accelerating, gentriﬁcation is still a phenomenon that remains
largely conﬁned to select regions, not yet making its way into most urban
areas. Neighborhoods gentrifying since 2000 accounted for only about 8
percent of cities’ total Census tracts. Cities like Detroit, El Paso and Las
Vegas experienced practically no gentriﬁcation at all. But if predictions of
more Americans moving to inner cities hold true, it might not be a rare
occurrence much longer. G
Email mmaciag@governing.com
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Share of poorer neighborhoods
experiencing gentriﬁcation
Since 2000 Census

View the full report and
detailed gentriﬁcation maps
for the top 50 cities at
governing.com/gentriﬁcation
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Washington, D.C.
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METHODOLOGY
For this report, Governing compiled data for the nation’s 50 most populous cities at the Census-tract level. Tracts vary in size,
but roughly correspond to neighborhood boundaries. An initial test determined whether a tract was eligible to experience gentriﬁcation.
Gentriﬁcation-eligible tracts were considered to have both median household incomes and median home values in the bottom 40th percentile of
all tracts within their metro area at the beginning of the decade. To assess gentriﬁcation, growth rates were computed for eligible tracts’ inﬂationadjusted median home values and percentage of adults with bachelor’s degrees. Gentriﬁed tracts recorded increases in the top third percentile for both
measures when compared to all others in a metro area. Tracts with missing data or fewer than 500 residents were excluded. Primary data sources were
2009-2013 American Community Survey estimates and the US2010 project of the Russell Sage Foundation and Brown University.
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Why D.C.’s
affordable housing
protections are
losing a war with
economics.
By J.B. Wogan
Photographs by David Kidd
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Priced
Out
Residents in
Washington, D.C.’s
Columbia Heights
neighborhood

Caption goes here
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : P R I C E D O U T

A

mural outside the Harriet Tubman Elementary
School in Columbia Heights, a neighborhood not
far north of downtown Washington, D.C., depicts
portraits of residents. Each one pairs with a different comment about Columbia Heights: “It’s
diverse.” “It’s musical.” “It’s lively.” Next to one
painting of an African-American teenage boy, the observation is
more ambivalent: “It’s changing.”
In fact, Columbia Heights already has changed a great deal.
Tubman Elementary is in the center of the D.C. “riot corridor,”
where protestors damaged and burned businesses in reaction to
the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. More than
half the property on 14th Street NW, the neighborhood’s main
north-south thoroughfare, remained vacant for the next 30 years.
Most of the people who lived in the area during that time were
black and poor.

a period of rapid construction nearby. On the same block as the
station now stands a huge shopping center with several big box
stores such as Target, Staples, and Bed Bath and Beyond. Walk up
the street and you’ll pass two Starbucks. At the neighborhood’s
busiest intersection, 14th Street and Park Road, there’s an old art
deco movie theater—shuttered for more than 20 years—that’s
become a mix of condo units, restaurants, a bank and a performing arts center. Restaurants, bars and nightclubs line the main
streets and keep Columbia Heights humming (and generally safe)
long after the sun goes down.
The city helped engineer this change. In 2003, then-Mayor
Anthony Williams set a goal of attracting 100,000 new residents
to D.C. and reversing decades of population decline. “He made
us all stretch,” says Stanley Jackson, who was the deputy mayor
of planning and economic development under Williams. “It was
a target, and we all worked feverishly to try to achieve that.” By
2014, according to the Census
Bureau, the population was up by
nearly 90,000 from its low point
of 572,059 in 2000. The Williams
administration added employees
in the planning office, who then
drafted neighborhood investment
strategies that could be implemented in short order, including
one for Columbia Heights. The
city used ﬁnancial incentives to
encourage the private market to
build dense housing, retail and
office space around transit corridors. City planners hoped walkable, mixed-use development
would bring in working adults
and boost city tax revenues. In
Columbia Heights, the Williams
administration believed a subway
station, coupled with a few key
anchor retail stores, would bring
about broad-based revitalization
in a comparatively short time. To
make the area more attractive, the
Columbia Heights was largely black and poor in the mid-20th century.
city also invested $138 million in
new or remodeled schools, parks, a
recreation center and a civic plaza.
The neighborhood started growA traveler returning to Columbia Heights today after even a
ing again in the early 2000s, increasing its population by 6 percent
between 2000 and 2010, and has continued to gain momentum in
10-year absence would scarcely recognize the place. Gone are
the retail establishments that served the community through the
the years since. In 2012, the Fordham Institute named Columbia
Heights one of the fastest-gentrifying neighborhoods anywhere
years of disinvestment: the 1950s-style waffle shop, the laundroin the country.
mats, the barbershops where neighborhood men used to congregate. They have been replaced by frozen yogurt shops, a vegan
“It looks a lot better than when I ﬁrst got here,” says Vickey
bakery, a Greek tapas restaurant and a coffee shop specializing in
Wright-Smith, a recently retired neighborhood commissioner
crepes. The new Columbia Heights has an upscale grocery store,
and Columbia Heights resident for 26 years. Like a lot of longtime residents, Wright-Smith likes the new shopping options, the
bike rental stations and many, many dog walkers.
The changes are visible as soon as you exit the subway station,
thrum of foot traffic and commerce in the heart of her neighborwhich was built in 1999 and was largely responsible for kicking off
hood. But she worries about the cost of living. In most of ColumGOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 5
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : P R I C E D O U T

Today the area is one of the fastest-gentrifying neighborhoods in the country.

low- and moderate-income households to stay in D.C. With an
average home sales price above $520,000, most people have to
rent, but that’s become increasingly expensive. A report last year
by the Urban Institute showed that 79 percent of renters in the
district are cost-burdened, meaning they spend more than 30
percent of their monthly income on rent. “Keeping people here
who are long-term residents is a challenge,” says Anita Bonds, an
at-large city councilwoman who sponsored legislation last year to
boost affordable housing.
When the revival began in Columbia Heights, the neighborhood seemed relatively well positioned to encourage growth
without displacing existing residents. Washington, D.C., had
at its disposal some of the strongest affordable housing protection laws in the country. Because the city owned property that
had been abandoned after the riots, it had unusual leverage in
seeing to it that redevelopment didn’t leave out low- and moderate-income residents. And yet, even here, the policies have
made only a modest difference in the creation or maintenance of
affordable housing.

bia Heights, the median rent has grown by more than 50 percent
since 2000, even after inﬂation. Median home prices have more
than doubled. While Wright-Smith says she appreciates the amenities, she questions whether they’re for people like her—or for
newcomers who are wealthier, younger and white.
As in communities undergoing similar change throughout the
country, race is a central issue. Even though Columbia Heights’
population grew between 2000 and 2010, the neighborhood lost
more than a quarter of its black residents and nearly 20 percent of
its Latino residents. At the same time, the white population quadrupled. Wright-Smith saw the change reﬂected in the Columbia
Heights neighborhood commission, an arm of city government
that has become majority-white for the ﬁrst time since the district
won home rule in the 1970s. Last year, she was one of four black
members on the 12-person body.
Columbia Heights is part of a district-wide turnaround,
marked by a dramatic decrease in violent crime, a string of annual
city budget surpluses and modest but steady population gains in
many neighborhoods. At the same time, it’s become harder for
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tially protected by rent control. But the statute affects only units
built before 1975, meaning it doesn’t guarantee affordability in
new buildings. In older buildings, some landlords use loopholes
in the law to push up rents. Last year, the Washington City Paper
highlighted cases where landlords petitioned for an exemption to
rent control because they weren’t making a high enough proﬁt.
The Office of the Tenant Advocate is currently asking the district to do away with another provision that allows landlords to
add an automatic 2 percent increase on rents each year, in addition to any inﬂation-related increase. The office is also pushing for
tighter controls on what landlords can charge in expenses chalked
up to capital improvements. “It’s always an uphill battle,” says
Joel Cohn, legislative director for the Tenant Advocate Office. “A
portion of landlords will always try to maximize proﬁts and look
to get around rent control.”
D.C. is one of the only jurisdictions in the country to guarantee tenants the right to band together and purchase a building
before the landlord can offer it to an outside buyer. On paper, the
law—officially called the Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act
(TOPA)—is a national model. The city pays nonproﬁts to advise
tenants who want to buy a property and provides low-interest
loans so that they can afford to make an offer. The city also funds
the Office of the Tenant Advocate, which dispenses legal advice
to tenants trying to buy their buildings.
The city invested more than $62 million in Columbia Heights
between 2002 and 2009 to preserve existing subsidized housing
and help residents purchase their buildings. The highest concentration of tenant purchases anywhere in the city took place in
Columbia Heights. Because the city owned many of the neighborhood’s riot-damaged buildings, it was also able to negotiate with
developers for the creation of 250 new affordable units.
But more recently, the city’s affordable housing policies have
been marginalized by a hot real estate market. Development pressures have increased, and TOPA relies on two funding sources that
have been declining—federal Community Development Block

Washington, D.C.,
Gentriﬁcation Since 2000
Census tract gentriﬁed
Tract did not gentrify
Tract not eligible to gentrify

Petworth

NoMa
Columbia
Heights

National Mall

Navy Yard

Since 2000, Columbia Heights is one of several D.C. neighborhoods to experience rapid gentriﬁcation. In most cases,
the changes have coincided with new transit stations.
GOVERNING ANALYSIS OF CENSUS DATA; METHODOLOGY, PAGE 29

“People use it as a model,” says Farah Fossé, a neighborhood
housing advocate at the nonproﬁt Latino Economic Development
Center. “It’s confusing to me because so many people were displaced in Columbia Heights. You could literally see people packing up and leaving.”
The city’s current mayor, Muriel Bowser, took office in January with a promise to try again on affordable housing and protecting low-income tenants. The challenge for Bowser is that she
presides over a city that’s already tried most of the leading ideas
on those issues. In places like Columbia Heights, they only slowed
the loss of inexpensive units. The overwhelming bulk of the new
construction has been in high-end apartments and condominiums. The next few years will test whether there’s anything else
a mayor can do to avoid squeezing out the poor and middle class
while reaping the beneﬁts of a growing economy.

W

ashington, D.C., has a number of affordable
housing statutes including rent control, local
rent subsidies to boost federal housing vouchers, a law to help tenants buy their buildings,
and an affordable housing production trust
fund. But all of these tools have ﬂaws that limit
their reach and effectiveness.
Rent control has the broadest impact. About 60 percent of D.C.
residents are renters, and roughly two-thirds of them are poten-

Neighborhood advocate Farah Fossé: “You could
literally see people packing up and leaving.”
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Grants and the city’s affordable housing production trust fund. Starved for
funding from both of those sources,
TOPA in 2012 was able to protect only
35 out of more than 5,000 units that
went up for sale across the district.
The affordable housing production
trust fund depends on tax revenue collected from real estate transactions,
which declined during the recession.
Last year the outgoing mayor, Vincent
Gray, borrowed money from the city’s
general accounts to boost the fund
for one year. His successor, Bowser,
shepherded a bill through the council in late November that promises
an annual investment of $100 million
in the fund—more than the amount
the district spent in 2011 and 2012
combined.
The fact that housing is getting
more expensive in Columbia Heights,
despite all the laws on the city’s books,
may say less about policy than about
economics. Jacob Vigdor, a public
affairs professor at the University of
Washington and a student of gentriﬁcation across the country, says
the price of housing in the district is
driven mostly by constrained geography, strict height limitations and historic preservation rules. All of these
factors combine to create a situation
in which the city cannot build enough
units to meet demand for housing—let
alone housing at an affordable price.
Relative to other large cities, the
district hasn’t tapped the potential
of increased density. It ranks outside the top 125 U.S. cities by density,
The city has implemented a number of policies to control housing prices,
according to an analysis by the Urban
but critics say the efforts have been ineffective in the booming market.
Institute. In 2010, it had about 9,900
people per square mile, only a minor
increase from 2000. In comparison,
New York City had 26,000 people per square mile. “People treat
believes the city has learned from its experience in Columbia
gentriﬁcation as a disease,” Vigdor says. “It is a symptom. There
Heights. Before the subway stop opened, the city couldn’t even
are too many people and too few houses. If you refuse to allow
convince McDonald’s to move into a neighborhood known mostly
the supply to expand because this existing supply needs to be preas an abandoned riot corridor. Now it seems clear that targeted
served, greater expense is what you should expect.”
public investments, particularly new transit options, can spur
change.
If Bowser and the next council follow through on their commitment to beef up TOPA through the affordable housing trust
“I’m still a strong proponent of attracting new population and
new income spans,” Jackson says. “Change doesn’t have to be
fund, the next neighborhoods to gentrify might be able to keep
negative. It doesn’t have to mean displacement. The city is rich
or create a larger number of affordable units. Jackson, the former deputy mayor who oversaw much of the redevelopment in
with diversity. The question is, how do we maintain it?” G
Columbia Heights, says $100 million in the trust fund could give
Email jwogan@governing.com
TOPA teeth it didn’t have during and after the recession. He also
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The Sprawlin
Suburbs that have never dealt much with p
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ing Poor
h poverty are dealing with it now. By Daniel C. Vock
Photographs by Sebron Snyder
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J

ody Duron, while in her ﬁrst year as the superintendent of a central Texas school district in 2011, was
preparing for classes when a staffer asked her an
alarming question: How did she feel about admitting kids to class without up-to-date immunizations?
Letting unvaccinated children attend school is
against the law in Texas, as it is in every state. So Duron said the
Elgin Independent School District would follow the law. As the
staff member was leaving, though, Duron remembers stopping
and asking him, “How many kids are we talking about?”
“About 700,” he said.
Duron wondered how so many of the district’s 4,300 students
had managed to fall behind on their shots. After all, these weren’t
schools in chronically poor inner-city neighborhoods. Elgin is a
growing Texas suburb, a half-hour drive from the Austin city limits. Still, it lacked many basic services. There was only one pediatrician in town, and he was not taking new patients. The nearest
doctors accepting new patients were in Austin itself or in Bastrop,
a 20-minute drive in the opposite direction.
Suburban or not, the families who send children to the Elgin
school district are largely poor. Nearly 70 percent of the district’s
students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches. About 300

so children would be up to speed when they started kindergarten.
In short, the Elgin school district is constructing a new safety
net to meet new demand in the suburbs. In doing so, the district
has plenty of company among local governments both in the
Austin area and around the country. “The geography of need has
changed,” says John-Michael Cortez, a former board member of
the Austin Community College District. “Poverty is much more
dispersed than it was 10 to 15 years ago.”
Poverty has existed in American suburbs for decades, but not
to the extent it exists today. A study by the Brookings Institution
published in 2013 reported that the number of Americans living
in poverty jumped from 33.9 million to 46.2 million between 2000
and 2010. The biggest growth took place in the suburbs. “With
this dramatic expansion in suburban poverty during the 2000s,
metropolitan America crossed an economic Rubicon,” Brookings
researchers Elizabeth Kneebone and Alan Berube wrote. More
poor Americans now live in suburbs than in cities.
Poverty has been growing in vastly different kinds of suburban
territory. Inner-ring suburbs, abandoned by wealthier residents
who pulled up stakes in pursuit of more modern and spacious
housing, are now attracting low-income families looking for
more affordable places to live. Farther out from city borders, the
housing market collapse and job losses of the
Great Recession have taken a huge toll on
communities where growth was fueled by
cheap credit and residents’ optimistic planning. Even predominantly wealthy suburbs
have seen an inﬂux of lower-income families
trying to live close to new jobs.
The geographic shift in poverty has put
a major strain on public services. Nonproﬁt
agencies are usually structured and located
to deal with urban poverty. Outreach efforts—
from health clinics and food pantries to legal
services and subsidized housing—are still
clustered in city neighborhoods. Providers
are trying to ﬁgure out how to make those
services available to a population scattered
throughout sprawling metropolitan regions.
The growth in suburban poverty has been
especially rapid in the Austin area. The numBus service in the suburbs is infrequent. Buses traveling from the town
ber of poor people living in Austin’s suburbs
of Manor to Austin, for example, only leave in the morning.
more than doubled between 2000 and 2012,
while the poor population within the city
limits actually decreased. In fact, according
to Brookings, the Austin area saw a bigger
are classiﬁed as homeless. Even for those families that have cars,
percentage growth of poor suburbanites than any other U.S. metwork schedules and the lack of insurance often prevent them
ropolitan area except Boise, Idaho.
from getting medical care.
Since that analysis, the pace of change in the Austin area seems
So Duron and the school district scrambled to bring in healthto have accelerated. U.S. Census estimates show that, from 2012
care providers to vaccinate the kids who needed their shots before
to 2013, the poverty rate in the city of Austin dropped from 20.3
school started in two weeks. Later that year, a health clinic in
percent to 17.8 percent. In the same year, the poverty rate in
nearby Bastrop County—where much of the Elgin school district
one of the school buildings was opened to students, staff and
is located—is reported to have jumped from 10.7 percent in 2012
the entire community. The Elgin school district started giving
students breakfast during class time to make sure they were fed
to 22.8 percent in 2013. Those ﬁgures are still preliminary and may
when they started learning. It also began offering all-day pre-K
be hard to believe. But they are well beyond the survey’s margin of
GOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 5
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A new subdivision of double-wide mobile homes is sprouting up in Del Valle, but there’s no grocery store nearby.

T

error, and they correspond to the very rapid changes local leaders
report seeing every day.
The demographic rearrangement around Austin has been
driven by the tremendous economic boom and resulting population growth the city has experienced in recent years. In the last
decade, Austin has added nearly 200,000 residents. At last count,
its population was 885,000.
The affluent newcomers drawn by technology jobs have driven
up the price of housing near downtown. The tallest building dotting the skyline, in fact, is a ﬁve-year-old 56-story residential
building half a mile from the Texas Capitol. Prices of condominiums in the building start at $1.5 million. The demand for housing
has also pushed up prices in East Austin, traditionally the center
of the city’s poorer African-American population. As cheaper
areas become gentriﬁed, many longtime residents are moving to
the suburbs.

he growth in suburban poverty in the Austin area is
visible on the city’s eastern outskirts, in a neighborhood known as Del Valle. The area straddles the city’s
border, but it is cut off from the rest of Austin by the
airport and a new toll road.
A subdivision of double-wide mobile homes, with
signs advertising “Homes in the $30s,” is sprouting up behind
the local middle school. The homes are modest, but they feature
familiar elements of quiet suburban life: freshly planted trees,
green lawns and a car parked on every concrete driveway. A little
farther from the city, though, in the older Stony Point subdivision,
run-down cars line muddy driveways. Children play in cluttered
yards. Crowing roosters roam and barking dogs sprint along wire
fences.
With no grocery stores or restaurants nearby, residents of Del
Valle crowd nearby gas stations at noon to buy food. A Texaco
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located, come from Travis County, which includes Austin. These
new households earn average incomes of $46,000. Meanwhile,
Cedar Park is attracting jobs, but not the kind of high-paying jobs
needed to live in the suburb’s richer neighborhoods. City studies
show that 94 percent of the residents with jobs work outside of
Cedar Park, while 89 percent of the people who work there live
elsewhere. “Our community essentially ﬂips every single day,”
Tracy says.
Cedar Park opted out of the Austin area’s transit system in the
1990s, so the only practical way for most people to get around is
by car. Some of its main thoroughfares carry 50,000 vehicles a day.
The city is trying to expand those roadways, but Tracy expects
that the transportation headaches will only get worse as Cedar
Park and surrounding communities continue to grow.
Capital Metro, the area’s main transit agency, only serves Austin and other municipalities that voted to pay a 1-cent sales tax to
support it. To provide some transit to the unincluded areas, the
local community college is helping pay for a bus to connect its
Cedar Park campus to a Capital Metro station. Still, service to outlying areas is very limited. The bus that serves Elgin, for example,
makes three trips into Austin before 8 a.m. and three return trips
in the early evening. For the rest of the day, there is no service.
Transportation issues are having an impact on other problems
that Austin and its suburbs are trying hard to solve. “We tend to
take the position that Austin doesn’t have as much of an affordable
housing problem as it has a transportation problem,” says Chris
Schreck, the economic development manager for the Capital Area
Council of Governments. “There’s lots of affordable housing not
that far from downtown Austin.” But traffic and limited public
transit options, he says, have an “isolating effect.”
To make his point, he pulls out a map showing median prices
of homes in the Austin area. To the west of Interstate 35, including
downtown, prices are indeed high. East of the notoriously trafficchoked artery, prices remain low.

Austin Gentriﬁcation Since 2000
Census tract gentriﬁed
Tract did not gentrify
Tract not eligible to gentrify

Windsor Park
Central East Austin
Downtown

Montopolis

Gentriﬁcation has accelerated in Austin in recent years,
with the most visible changes taking place east of
downtown.
GOVERNING ANALYSIS OF CENSUS DATA; METHODOLOGY, PAGE 29

includes a “Bread Basket” convenience store. A new Exxon
includes a “Tienda Mexicana” selling fresh fruit, sweetbreads,
bulk cans of beans and meat from a butcher, alongside gas station
staples like candy, cigarettes and fast food.
But poverty in the Austin suburbs is not limited to isolated
enclaves. It continues to grow rapidly in more than one direction. In Pﬂugerville, a prosperous suburb north of the city, the
number of low-income residents has doubled since 2007. “We are
growing at all income levels,” says Jeremy Martin of the Greater
Austin Chamber of Commerce. Citing a Forbes magazine analysis
of cities nationwide, he adds, “We have the highest growth of lowincome jobs, the highest growth of middle-income jobs and the
highest growth of high-income jobs.”
Those jobs often are located in the same places. Restaurants
and retail outlets open locations to cater to prosperous office
workers, creating jobs for servers, cooks and clerks as well. So
the dispersal of low-income workers affects places where few
residents are poor.
Take Cedar Park, a city of 61,000 people to the north of Austin.
It is the fourth-fastest growing suburb in the country and has a
median household income of more than $77,000. More than twothirds of its residents have at least some college education, and
nearly half hold a four-year degree or better.
But Cedar Park Councilman Don Tracy says signiﬁcant
changes are afoot. Federal data show that the vast majority
of new residents in Williamson County, where Cedar Park is

Superintendent Kevin Brackmeyer wants to increase
the earning potential of high school graduates.
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Getting to those areas with affordable housing, though, is
English proﬁciency—nearly double the percentage from a decade
ago. They speak 35 different languages. Recruiting teachers for
no easy task. The eastern suburbs of Austin, such as Elgin, are
small towns now absorbing big population increases. (Elgin was
those students is a major challenge for districts in central Texas,
portrayed as the iconic rural town of West Canaan in the movie
and districts like Manor are offering incentives for them and
Varsity Blues.) They are connected to Austin and to each other
expanding teacher recruitment beyond the state.
Under Superintendent Kevin Brackmeyer, the Manor disby divided highways that, between population centers, stretch
past miles of cattle ranches, billboards and low-slung corrugated
trict, now up to 8,600 students, is stressing the importance of
attendance—even going so far as to put up a billboard on a local
steel buildings.
Many of these communities are just beginning to deal with
highway to remind students that attendance matters. One day,
the challenges of increased poverty and the difficulty of addressBrackmeyer found himself dealing with a new kind of problem
ing the needs of new residents and workers. Population change
for his suburban district: a frequently absent student who was
is putting a ﬁnancial strain on local governments. While the city
married and had two children. He was skipping school to work
of Austin and its school districts are seeing their
revenues grow because their property values are
shooting up, outlying local governments with
growing needs generated by increased poverty
are not getting the beneﬁt of the new tax money.
Suburban public officials also worry about
image problems. On the one hand, they need to
respond to the needs of their own citizens, especially those with low incomes. On the other hand,
in order to attract jobs and services for those citizens, they want to put their best foot forward.
That often means not drawing too much attention to growing poverty and related problems in
the areas they represent.
To cope with their sometimes bewildering
set of challenges, local governments are leaning
as much as possible on local nonproﬁt groups.
Cedar Park’s leadership, for example, is asking
its nonproﬁts to help the city identify emerging
needs. “People don’t tend to turn to government
ﬁrst when they’re in trouble,” Tracy says. “They
go to their friends, they go to their churches, they
go to nonproﬁts ﬁrst. Government is a last resort
for many of them.”
But Debbie Bresette, the president of the
United Way for Greater Austin, says it can be difThe gentriﬁcation of Austin’s East Side is pushing low-income
residents to the suburbs.
ﬁcult for nonproﬁts and their donors to adjust to
the rapid changes. “People have spent so much
[time] being focused on crisis where the majority
of people have congregated, like downtown Austin and the homebecause he had to pay the bills. In all likelihood, Brackmeyer says,
less,” she says. Many area nonproﬁts are starting to realize how
that student won’t end up going to college, but he would beneﬁt
quickly poverty is growing in the suburbs, but refocusing their
from a better paying job.
efforts there will take time.
To help students like him, Brackmeyer hopes to take advanOne natural place for them to start has been with school distage of a 2013 Texas law that clears the way for schools to offer
tricts. Schools have the physical facilities and the organization
graduating students professional certiﬁcates to become HVAC
specialists, certiﬁed nursing assistants, dental assistants or other
that nonproﬁts need to reach their communities. In Elgin and
the nearby town of Manor, nonproﬁts are working with schools
specialized occupations. The district could work with Austin
to provide students and their families with scholarships, health
Community College or local employers like Samsung to train
and behavioral counseling, food, clothing, school supplies and
students for those jobs. If students walked out of high school
emergency relief.
able to earn $18 an hour, it would help narrow the poverty gap,
Brackmeyer says. “It pays much more than working at Sonic for
The schools are facing new kinds of challenges in their classrooms as well, largely as a result of the burgeoning population
the minimum wage.” G
of residents from foreign countries. In the Manor Independent
Email dvock@governing.com
School District, more than a third of the students have limited
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Do
Cities
Need
Kids?
Where do families ﬁt in
a booming downtown?
Seattle is one place that’s
trying to ﬁgure that out.
By Alan Greenblatt
Photographs by David Kidd
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T

here’s not a lot of space. Hannah Kinmonth-Schultz
Some of the cities doing the best at attracting professionals
lives in a one-bedroom apartment in Seattle’s Central
in their 20s and 30s are also shedding families. In Washington,
District with her husband, their 3-year-old daughter
D.C., for example, the number of people ages 18 to 34 grew signiﬁcantly in the ﬁrst decade of this century. That helped bring the
and a dog that’s still bigger than the kid. The family
couldn’t afford a two-bedroom place, but Kinmonthmillennials’ share of the district’s population much higher than
Schultz says proximity to jobs and amenities in the
the nation’s as a whole, but at the same time the city was losneighborhood more than make up for living in cramped quarters.
ing about 14,000 children under the age of 18. In Atlanta during
Anyway, it’s a step up from the studio they’d all been living in. “We
the same period, the number of children declined by a similar
did upsize,” she says. “The one-bedroom is a lot bigger.”
number, representing a loss of nearly 12.5 percent of those under
That’s a choice not all families are willing to make. Seattle has
18—with that rate twice as high, at nearly 25 percent, in Atlanta’s
many attractive qualities, including a robust job market, with all
downtown and midtown. San Francisco, which has arguably the
the beauty of Puget Sound close at hand and Mount Rainier loomboomiest economy in the country, also has the smallest per capita
ing in the distance (at least on clear days). In fact, Seattle is now
population of children of any large city. Indeed, singles now make
up a majority of households in all but a handful of the nation’s 50
the nation’s fastest-growing big city, having surpassed Boston in
total population in 2013 and likely soon to break into the top 20 for
biggest cities.
the ﬁrst time in more than 50 years. But it’s not necessarily a place
No mayor or city official would ever come out and say, like
that is welcoming to families. It’s long been short on kids, with
some high-end maître d’, that children are not welcome. But the
the second-lowest number of households with
children in the country. As is true in other big
cities, more families are moving downtown, but
many of them aren’t staying. “Once their children reach 5, about half of them have left,” says
Jon Scholes, president of the Downtown Seattle
Association, who is himself raising a couple of
small children downtown.
The city is doing a better job of listening to the
concerns of downtown families, he says. Seattle
is building a billion-dollar park along its waterfront, but it wasn’t going to include a children’s
play area until families complained. Now various
city agencies consult with parent groups regularly. Nevertheless, the problem of attracting and
retaining families could get worse before it gets
better. In Seattle, even before you get to the paramount parental question of schools, the question
of housing looms large for families. There’s just
not enough of it to go around. There’s lots of new
construction, but it’s coming at the expense of
single-family homes, which until recently were a
Seattle staple. It might be great for a certain stage
Jon Scholes, president of the Downtown Seattle Association, and
of life, but most people don’t want to raise their
his wife are raising their small children downtown.
kids in microapartments—sometimes called
“apodments” in Seattle—above cocktail bars or
e-cig lounges. “It keeps dollars per square foot
fact is that a lack of kids isn’t such a bad deal for a prospering city.
up, so it makes perfect ﬁnancial sense,” says Tyler McKenzie,
president of the Seattle King County Association of Realtors, “but
Childless singles and couples pay their taxes without demanding
it’s going to drive families away.”
much in the way of services, at least in terms of schools and playMarket forces, in other words, are threatening to make it pergrounds. “You’re going to get that revenue, whether people have
manently harder for families to settle into center cities. Major citkids or not,” says Jacob Vigdor, a public affairs professor at the
ies have become more desirable places to live, but they are still not
University of Washington in Seattle. “If your families don’t have
suited for everyone. The downtown amenities that attract young
kids, then your demand for local services is going to be really low.
professionals and empty nesters—the bars, restaurants and nightThat makes it easy to balance your budget.”
life options—aren’t what families need. The result is that AmeriConversely, with families forced out of the city proper, that
can create new challenges for outlying neighborhoods. As is true
cans, already used to segregation by income and race, are seeing
another type of geographic separation, with people living apart
elsewhere, poverty is becoming more concentrated in Seattle’s
according to their stages of life.
suburbs. But the middle-class families with children moving to
GOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 5
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suburbs throughout the region are also putting more pressure
on roads and public safety. “For us, just having families live here
and commute up to Seattle has its negative aspects,” says Pierce
County Executive Pat McCarthy. “On the one hand, we welcome
young families and they build good communities. On the other
hand, we need the economic development that keeps a community thriving.”

everyone sees the need for greater density and more units. But
for families, the issue is the kind of units being built. There are
lots of inﬁll units going up around town, and living in someone
else’s backyard may become the 21st-century starter home. But far
more apartments are being built, most of them without families
in mind. According to the city’s planning department, only 2 percent of Seattle’s market-rate apartment units have three or more
bedrooms. Most of those are not readily affordable.
Canadian cities such as Toronto and Vancouver have enacted
requirements that new condo and apartment buildings include
certain percentages of two- or three-bedroom apartments. With
Vancouver so close, it is often cited as an example of what Seattle
could do. Still, regulations of this type are not likely to take hold
anytime soon as they are seen as too strict. For now, new housing
starts are mostly appealing to professionals with minimal family
obligations. “With the way development patterns are going right
now, it’s all geared to the 20- to 28-year-olds who are living by
themselves,” says Bradley Calvert, a downtown Seattle resident
who runs a website called Family Friendly Cities. “You’re not seeing any other kinds of development.”
Everyone understands that the city is going to grow denser and
more crowded. Amazon is creating 16,000 new jobs in the city.
Vulcan, the umbrella company owned by Microsoft co-founder
Paul Allen, is also undergoing a massive expansion. Those two

A

ll of those trends worry Seattle Mayor Ed Murray. Creating a monoculture, with just one or two
slices of the population able to live in the city itself,
does not make for a bright future, he says. Murray
recalls that when he was growing up, his workingclass parents were able to afford a place big enough
to house seven kids. That’s no longer an option. “Are people who
are working but not making enough to buy or rent here, are they
going to be shut out forever?” he asks. It’s been great for the city
to be generating tech jobs that are ﬁlled by talented young people,
but he wants the city’s ﬁshing ﬂeet and manufacturing sector to
remain viable as well, offering outlets for residents at all stages of
life. “If cities like Seattle don’t get this right, then what you see
today as great is not sustainable.”
To deal with such concerns, Murray has created a task force to
address housing affordability and livability. With so much growth,

Caption goes here

Only 2 percent of Seattle’s market-rate apartments have three or more bedrooms—and most are not affordable.
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companies alone are building 10 million square feet of office space
Clark wishes Seattle were offering them more ways to stay. “I
by Lake Union, at the northern end of downtown. Even traditionwould love to keep more of those folks from thinking that’s their
ally suburban companies such as Russell Investments and Weyonly option,” she says. “If you chose that because you couldn’t ﬁnd
erhaeuser have each moved hundreds of workers downtown. All
anything in Seattle—and I think that’s [the point we’ve reached]—
those people need places to live, so new apartment buildings keep
that’s sad to me. We’ve seen lots of people leave the city.”
sprouting up. Construction cranes downtown signal that more
You can walk the trail around Green Lake, not far north of
downtown, and see plenty of joggers and bikers and friends strollhigh-rises are on the way, and it’s hard to ﬁnd a neighborhood
ing along in pairs, but not spot a single child. The same is true in
anywhere in the city where at least a few ﬁve-story apartment
Fremont, a section of town where the values suggested by an overbuildings aren’t freshly built or still going up. The residences
sized statue of Lenin are belied by the presence of many upscale
inside them are hardly spacious, even for just two people. And
boutiques. There are no kids in sight—not even in a bakery called
given that Seattle codes allow up to eight unrelated people to
live together, there’s no guarantee that bigger
units would be occupied by traditional momdad-kid families anyway. “You could get eight
Amazon employees or eight university students,” says Nathan Torgelson, deputy director of the city’s planning department.
Convincing more parents to raise children
in apartments, as has long been common in
some Eastern cities, will require an enormous change in mindset, says Sally Clark,
who chairs the Seattle City Council’s housing
committee, especially for families with more
than one kid. But even those willing to make
that shift may not have the option. Clark says
newly constructed two-bedroom apartments
that aren’t publicly subsidized are like “unicorns.” She knows some people are worried
that Seattle’s apodments could go out of style
and end up devolving into modern-day ﬂeabag hotels. “I don’t think we’ve yet seen the
house that middle-class families can afford, if
they’re not in the higher-income range of the
tech companies,” Clark says.
The city has struggled to provide affordable housing for families, off and on, for years.
Becky Shull is looking at private schools for her two children. “That is
But the decline in Seattle’s share of children
an expense that we hadn’t counted on ... but it’s just part of the deal.”
has been in the making for an even longer
time. The city was home to nearly twice as
many kids back in the 1960s as it is today.
Many white families began moving out of the city in reaction to
Simply Desserts or a gelato shop that recently offered happy hour
forced busing and other factors. White ﬂight seemed to level off,
discounts in honor of its own 10th anniversary, just after school
but well into the 1980s about a third of families with children
hours.
moved out of the city once their kids reached school age.
Those parts of Seattle that do seem to have a lot of kids are
Today, with soaring prices on homes near good schools that
home only to about as many children per capita as the national
average. Nationwide, 1 in 3 households includes a child under 3;
offer spare rooms or enough storage for kids to indulge, say, an
addiction to Legos, Clark understands why residents are heading
in Seattle, the number is less than 1 in 5. Even if you could solve
out to suburbs such as Auburn and Kent, where they can catch
the city’s housing problem, schools in Seattle, as is the case in
commuter rail lines back into the city for jobs. After all, families
seemingly all big cities, remain a big issue. The district has lately
have been seeking more space out in the suburbs for decades. But
been changing superintendents on an annual basis. One of its
major challenges, says Mayor Murray, is that while a majority of
the city’s school-age population is white, a majority of the stuTim Pontz recently moved from Boston: “We have a
dents in its public schools are not. Over the past few years, publicschool enrollment has shot up more than 10 percent. But much
little three-bedroom bungalow and it was not cheap.
of that growth came during the recession, when some families
If you want a three- or four-bedroom home, you’re
found themselves unable to move out of the city. Many of the new
talking a million bucks.”
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Overall school enrollment, meanwhile, remains just barely
over half of what it was 50 years ago. Families that can afford to
do so are voting with their feet—if not out of the city, then out
of the district. Elementary schools may be more crowded, but
attendance has stayed mostly ﬂat for junior high and high schools.
Becky Shull, who works in sales in the health-care ﬁeld, lives in a
neighborhood where she’s been happy to send her two children
to the elementary school, but she’s not likely to keep them in the
system. “The middle schools are kind of failing, in my opinion,”
she says. So she’s looking at private schools. “That is an expense
that we hadn’t counted on when we started raising kids, but it’s
just part of the deal.”
Shull can afford it. But like other parents raising their children
in Seattle, Shull says there are beneﬁts she wouldn’t soon give up.
Her family takes full advantage of the theaters, the museums and
restaurants with “cutting-edge chefs”—amenities she wouldn’t
want to turn into weekend-only treats. Her quick commute not
only saves time and money spent on gas, but is better for the
environment. And her children get to experience a varied life at
a walking pace, rather than seeing the world through tinted glass

Seattle Gentriﬁcation
Since 1990

Census tract gentriﬁed
Tract did not gentrify
Tract not eligible to gentrify

South Lake Union
Central District

Beacon Hill

Georgetown

Gentriﬁcation has reshaped numerous parts of Seattle
in recent years, including the Central District. The
neighborhoods that make up the city’s South End are
now changing fast.
GOVERNING ANALYSIS OF CENSUS DATA; METHODOLOGY, PAGE 29

students come from lower-income immigrant families. “It gives
the school system a bad rap because of the challenges presented
by underserved communities,” says Peter Steinbrueck, a former
member of the city council.
Right now, some Seattle schools are overcrowded, with several
thousand of the city’s children sitting in portable classrooms. As a
result, the district is taking back control of buildings it had leased
out as adult education and community centers, and even a Nordic
heritage museum. But many of its facilities remain underutilized.
In 2007, the state Supreme Court ended the district’s practice of
assigning students to school by race. That has had the effect of
making some schools north of the shipping canal that links Puget
Sound and Lake Washington more white and the real estate
around those schools more expensive. “A family with the median
income in Seattle”—$52,000 in 2011—“cannot afford to purchase
a standard three-bedroom, two-bath home in any of our neighborhoods with high-performing schools,” says McKenzie of the
Seattle King County Association of Realtors. “The middle class is
being priced out of our marketplace because of our rapid growth
and lack of available inventory and land that can be developed.”

The current trends worry Seattle Mayor Ed Murray:
“If cities like Seattle don’t get this right, then what
you see today as great is not sustainable.”

at 35 miles per hour. She also says she doesn’t care about not having a big yard or an attached garage.
But she recognizes that there are upsides to raising kids in the
suburbs. Aside from the question of schools, there are all kinds of
hidden costs for parents living in the city, including longer waiting lists for pricey child care and summer camps. Not to mention
the pain of trying to ﬁnd parking when you go grocery shopping
or run other errands. “I feel like if you move to the suburbs, you
don’t come back,” Shull says. “When you downshift, you don’t
shift back up.” G
Email agreenblatt@governing.com
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Cleveland has
attracted plenty of
chic cafés and wine
bars to its downtown. But retail
shops have been
slower to arrive.

Selling Point
GOVERNING | Feb r u a r y 2 0 1 5

50

GOV02_50.indd 50

1/13/15 3:04 PM

__________Designer __________CreativeDir.
100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
5

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

TUPUNGATO/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

In many growing neighborhoods, attracting new
residents and eateries is the easy part. Finding the
right mix of retail is much harder. By Scott Beyer
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : S E L L I N G P O I N T

I

f you’re an urban pioneer who settled in downtown Cleveland sometime in the past decade, you’re probably happy
with the neighborhood’s progress. Even as the city as a whole
has continued to lose population, the central area has revived
thanks to an inﬂux of young and educated newcomers.
Downtown Cleveland right now has its highest-ever population, with more than 13,000 residents and lots of new housing
developments on the way. There are more than 4,000 hotel rooms,
with another thousand expected by 2016. And residents today
enjoy a more walkable neighborhood, as new restaurants and bars
open around old cultural institutions like the theater district.
If you are looking for a large grocery store, however, you’re
still out of luck. The ﬁrst one, Heinen’s Fine Foods, is set to open
soon, but residents so far have had to make do with quick marts
and gourmet prepared-food delis. Even following the opening
of Heinen’s, downtown Cleveland still will not have many of the
amenities found in denser areas: Neither Target nor Walmart has
launched one of its urban-style branches here. There’s no large
office supply or electronic retailer. And the many empty storefronts remind passersby of the basic amenities they are still missing, such as a hardware shop.
A similar pattern has occurred in other traditionally declining cities with emerging downtowns, like Baltimore, Detroit and
Pittsburgh. While they have enjoyed growing residential populations alongside high-proﬁle new projects like stadiums and malls,
they have had trouble attracting the critical mass of retail that
actually helps residents on a day-to-day basis. The fact is that for
fast-changing neighborhoods—especially in cities that have suffered hard times—retail often lags far behind office and housing
growth in the gentriﬁcation process.
This is not a new phenomenon. The real estate industry has
long known that “retail follows rooftops.” Businesses don’t want
to open in areas where there aren’t very many people. But when
a neighborhood is undergoing rapid gentriﬁcation changes, the
retail lag can be particularly challenging. “Retailers are going to
often wait until they see who’s living there,” says Rachel Meltzer,
an expert on retail gentriﬁcation at the New School in New York
City. “Particularly in these neighborhoods that are changing, it’s
very hard to predict what that consumer base is actually going
to look like.”
While little empirical research exists to document it, Meltzer
says she has found through ﬁeldwork that gentrifying neighborhoods often have substantial mismatches between their residential and retail makeup. That’s true, she says, for both places with
an existing residential base and those that are just now beginning to attract people. In cities that were already dynamic, businesses that served older populations tend to linger for otherwise
uninterested newcomers. In trending Brooklyn neighborhoods
like Crown Heights, for example, one still ﬁnds greasy takeouts
and bodegas with bulletproof glass, rather than healthy sit-down
restaurants or other amenities that newly arrived residents might
want. Meanwhile, cities without a previous critical mass, like
Cleveland, can have difficulty attracting retail altogether, despite
their large residential presence.
The retail lag is especially true for national chains, which take
fewer risks, says Ed McMahon of the Urban Land Institute. “It’s

the locally owned business that will take a chance on the neighborhood ﬁrst,” he says. They will “show that the neighborhood
can support retail, and that’s when the national chains have the
conﬁdence to move in.” Michael Deemer, a development official
for the Downtown Cleveland Alliance, says that many chains have
told him that they want to see about 20,000 residents before they
locate downtown. The area isn’t projected to reach that ﬁgure
until late in this decade, and in the meantime has relied on a mix
of smaller chain stores and local entrepreneurs.
In attempting to solve the retail problem, many cities have
implemented subsidies for anchor businesses, mainly through
tax increment ﬁnancing, or TIF. This strategy, which has greatly
expanded since the 1970s, enables officials to draw boundaries
around targeted redevelopment areas, borrow to help subsidize
key projects within them, and then use the tax revenue generated
from the areas to pay the debt. Cleveland used that strategy to
ﬁnance the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, while it’s given other subsidies to developers of downtown stadiums, hotels and condos.
Washington, D.C., has used TIF revenue to ﬁnance downtown
apparel stores, while Chicago has used it for an extensive range
of retail, including adding a Whole Foods.
Cities can also draw retail by tapping into state and federal
tax credits. Cleveland, for example, attracted Heinen’s through
both federal new market tax credits, which are reserved for
low-income areas, and Ohio’s historic rehabilitation tax credits, which the grocer used to locate into the historic Cleveland
Trust Rotunda building. Heinen’s also received $3.3 million in city
TIF money.
But if cities like Cleveland can only attract large retailers
through subsidies, then it calls into question whether their gentriﬁcation process is authentic and occurring equitably. Critics
of TIF say that the approach favors certain businesses—usually
major chains—by taxing the very competitors who fall within
their boundaries. And they note that revenue for TIF and other
incentives often comes either from property or sales taxes that
would otherwise go toward core city services.
Twenty years ago, Harvard University economist Michael
Porter’s landmark report The Competitive Advantage of the
Inner City suggested that government subsidies were ineffectual in achieving the desired mix of urban-core retail, often
at great public expense. Instead, Porter proposed that cities
improve their business climates by reducing regulations, cleaning up vacant lots and repairing infrastructure. McMahon of the
Urban Land Institute agrees. Rather than targeted handouts, he
says, cities should focus on “setting the table” for broader retail
investment by improving streets and public safety. Business
improvement districts (BID) have been formed by governments
to provide better services for retail areas. Unlike with TIF, businesses in BID areas voluntarily agree to pay a special tax that is
used solely for improvements. This guarantees that no one business shoulders the burden—nor receives outsize beneﬁts—and
that the revenue itself follows a dedicated stream rather than
being taken from the general fund. Another option has been
community development corporations, which use public and
private funding to revitalize neighborhoods through the same
bottom-up approach.
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : S E L L I N G P O I N T

When a Heinen’s Fine Foods store opens in the former Ameritrust bank building later this spring, it will be a boon for
downtown Cleveland residents. But the area still has lots of empty storefronts waiting to be ﬁlled.

Such organizations have been instrumental for downtown
Cleveland. When founded in 2005, the Downtown Cleveland
Alliance focused on basics such as cleaning streets, building a
dog park and hiring several dozen yellow-shirt-wearing street
ambassadors to provide added security. Now, says the Alliance's
Deemer, the BID has expanded its purview with a business development center that directly links companies to speciﬁc sites or to
helpful information. Another factor in Heinen’s move downtown
was a survey conducted by the Alliance that found that a grocery
store was the second most desired retail option for area patrons.
“Having been successful in laying that clean, safe and walkable
foundation,” Deemer says, “we then branched out to focus more
directly on ﬁlling office vacancies [and] on ﬁlling retail vacancies.”
Another Cleveland community development group, the Historic Gateway Neighborhood Corporation, is focused on helping bring retail downtown. It has partnered with the Downtown
Cleveland Alliance and other community groups on various
improvement initiatives, such as sprucing up a key section of
downtown with public art. It also regularly assists incoming
businesses, namely smaller ones, by helping them navigate the
city’s design and review process, and apply for various loans and
grants. And it has encouraged Cleveland to embrace creative new
ideas, such as the one Director Thomas Starinsky concocted for
some underused parking lots. Working with the landowners, he

brought in empty shipping containers that were placed on the
edge of the lots and renovated to host start-up clothing retailers.
The containers have become popular, and now some of the retailers are talking about opening brick-and-mortar stores.
That’s part of a broader willingness by the city to engage in
new ways of thinking, Starinsky says. The city has incorporated
several ideas that have proven successful in other places. In 2011,
Cleveland amended its regulatory code to allow food trucks, and
last spring the city welcomed ridesharing services. Other actions,
like a city proposal to build a pedestrian bridge linking downtown
to the waterfront, signal that Cleveland is eager to spur additional
development, Starinsky says.
Still, downtown Cleveland has a way to go before becoming a
full-service neighborhood. Retail options are now focused around
a few scattered nodes, namely the East Fourth Street pedestrian
mall, the 5th Street Arcades and the Warehouse District. For the
neighborhood to be truly livable, say Starinsky and others, the city
will need to ﬁll in the gaps with additional retail options. Attracting the right mix of stores will require continued focus by public
officials and private groups alike. But downtown residents will
no doubt look at the opening of Heinen’s as a crucial step in the
right direction. G
Email bigcitysparkplug@gmail.com
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Just Green
Enough
Sprucing up a park
can spur unintended
gentriﬁcation. Is there
a way to green a
neighborhood without
displacing its residents?
By Elizabeth Daigneau

FLICKR/GARRETT ZIEGLER

The Newtown
Creek Nature Walk
in Greenpoint,
Brooklyn
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G E N T R I F I C AT I O N : J U S T G R E E N E N O U G H

FLICKR/GARRETT ZIEGLER

B

efore there was the High Line, there was a neighborhood. The wildly popular linear park, built on a
disused elevated railroad, slices through the West
Chelsea neighborhood in Manhattan. Little more
than a decade ago, the area was still a gritty, mostly
working-class enclave of auto parts stores, a handful of slaughterhouses and meatpacking plants, parking garages,
and fashion warehouses, among other small industrial businesses.
The High Line changed all that. The ﬁrst phase of the park
opened in 2009, but anticipation of the project spurred changes
years earlier. Glass-clad high-rises, trendy hotels and design boutiques began rising up alongside the park. Neighborhood mainstays were priced out. Places like Hector’s Café & Diner, a local
favorite since 1949, saw their customer base dwindle. Garages
and auto repair shops—the places that gave the neighborhood its
nickname “gasoline alley”—were forced to close when their rents
shot up.
In many ways, the park has been a blockbuster success. It
brought new life to a long-underused part of the city. And it’s
hard to argue in favor of preserving parking garages and greasy
auto body shops. But the High Line’s arrival made the neighborhood unaffordable for most of those who used to live there. Property values near the park increased 103 percent between 2003
and 2011, according to a study by the New York City Economic
Development Corporation. Before that, surrounding residential
properties had been valued at 8 percent below the overall median
for Manhattan. “As a catalyst of neighborhood change,” wrote The
New Yorker’s art critic Peter Schjeldahl, “the High Line has been
to usual gentriﬁcation what a bomb is to bottle rockets.”
Indeed, the High Line exempliﬁes something called “environmental gentriﬁcation.” “By simultaneously making older and
typically low-income and/or industrial areas of existing cities
more livable and attractive,” wrote Jennifer Wolch, a professor
at the University of California, Berkeley, in a paper on the subject, “urban greening projects can set off rounds of gentriﬁcation,
dramatically altering housing opportunities and communities.”
In other words, adding green space to an underserved neighborhood or replacing an old rail yard with a park can make that
area more attractive—and that can force out the very people
meant to beneﬁt from those changes. How, then, can a city enact
environmental improvements without displacing the people and
businesses that came before?
Enter the idea of “just green enough.” It’s the notion of making a neighborhood more livable without triggering gentriﬁcation, says Winifred Curran, an associate professor of geography
at DePaul University. Curran and co-author Trina Hamilton, of
the State University of New York’s University at Buffalo, coined
the term in a 2012 paper on Greenpoint, Brooklyn. Despite sitting next to hipper-than-thou Williamsburg—ground zero for
Brooklyn gentriﬁcation—Greenpoint has managed to maintain
its historic identity as a blue-collar Polish neighborhood. Curran
credits this to the Newtown Creek Alliance, a group of citizen
activists who fought for environmental projects that created a
greener neighborhood but preserved the character of the community. One of those projects was the Newtown Creek Nature
Walk, which ﬁrst opened in 2007. The High Line it’s not: The

small park sits between the creek and a sewage treatment facility, and it consists largely of concrete paths. A New York Times
story dubbed it “the ironic nature walk.” Nevertheless, the modest
park is popular with residents but not a draw for tourists or other
neighborhood newcomers. It’s just green enough.
The key to rightsizing these kinds of environmental improvement projects, says Curran, is community involvement. As a
counterexample, she points to Chicago’s Pilsen neighborhood, a
transitioning swath on the near west side of the city. In the 1990s,
the mainly Hispanic area was considered dangerous; it wasn’t safe
to walk through at night. Today, the streets are safer and “the
greenest in America,” according to the city. In 2012, the Chicago
Department of Transportation ﬁnished upgrading two rundown
streets by rebuilding them with recycled materials, permeable
pavers, green streetscaping and sustainable stormwater runoff
solutions. Property values are rising rapidly as a result, and longtime residents, who contend they were left out of planning for the
greening projects in Pilsen, are ﬁnding it too costly to live there.
“I’m upset that people ... took the decision to displace the community and did not inform [us] what they’re trying to do,” Roxana
Aguilar, a Pilsen resident since 1998, told the nonproﬁt news site
ChicagoTalks.org. “They basically did it slowly and did not give
the community a chance to relocate somewhere.”
“The reason why Greenpoint is such a great example—and
why Pilsen seems to be an example in the opposite direction—is
the degree to which local people have been able to participate in
the process and shape the vision of what ‘green’ is,” Curran says.
People talk about “green” and “sustainability” all the time, she
says, but those ideas mean different things to different people.
“You can have an industrial neighborhood and it can be more
environmentally friendly than it was before,” she says. “You
can have working-class activities and working-class people and
maybe it doesn’t look as green as other parts of the city, but it still
is quite environmentally friendly.”
In her paper, UC Berkeley’s Wolch goes a step further and
offers more deﬁnitive prescriptions to implementing “just green
enough” solutions. Particularly, Wolch recommends that public
officials establish mitigation measures to prevent possible displacement, such as local job training or rent subsidies.
So far, the “just green enough” approach hasn’t really been
tested. But it soon will be. New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio
in October announced a $130 million initiative to ﬁx 35 longneglected parks in underserved neighborhoods. These are
small projects, most under one acre. At the center of the effort
is a framework that stresses community engagement. The parks
department will work with community stakeholders to, according to a press release on the program, “help them build their own
capacity to use, program and be advocates for their parks.”
The biggest lesson here, says Curran, is the idea that cities
do have some control over the ultimate impact of the livability
improvements they make. “A lot of people just assume that gentriﬁcation is inevitable. There’s nothing inevitable about it. Change
is inevitable; gentriﬁcation is not. There are ways that we can very
intentionally make urban change that doesn’t displace people.” G
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Problem Solver
young people, limiting pollution and facilitating
safer roadways for both drivers and pedestrians,
says Norman Garrick, who studies urban planning at the University of Connecticut. That’s part
of the reason, he says, “cities are really doubling
down and trying to reduce use of cars.”
By and large, though, most Americans
don’t appear ready to ditch their cars just yet.
Nationwide, about 9 percent of U.S. households
didn’t have access to a car in 2013, according to Census data analyzed by Governing—a
ﬁgure that hasn’t changed much in recent years.
Demographics further illustrate how car-centric
cities truly are. Census estimates suggest 19
percent of one-person households were carless
in 2013, compared to less than 6 percent of
larger households. Cities that aren’t car-dependent remain rare, with only 14 of the 794 jurisdictions reviewed registering less than one vehicle
per household.
Not surprisingly, cities identiﬁed as having
the fewest cars per household were, like Jersey

GOING ON
A CAR DIET

Cities are trying to curb residents’ driving habits, but most
Americans aren’t ready to give up their cars.
ersey City, N.J., experimented with
closing a few blocks of downtown
to trafﬁc this past fall. The densely
populated city across the Hudson
River from New York wanted to create a pedestrian plaza for residents to explore
restaurants and shops. Jersey City is already
one of the few places in the country where

many residents don’t rely on cars to get around:
Nearly 40 percent of its households are without
a vehicle, one of the highest rates nationally.
But Mayor Steven Fulop still wants “to encourage pedestrians in every way, from zoning to
trafﬁc patterns.”
Taking cars off streets yields a number of
beneﬁts for cities, including helping to attract

J
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in Census data. Cities
shown on the left are
less car-centric.
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| BEHIND THE NUMBERS
By Mike Maciag

to run more frequently are in the best position
to make progress.
Policies that push people to drive less or give
up cars typically fall into one of two categories:
those that discourage residents from driving and
those providing better alternate modes of transportation. UConn’s Garrick says the most successful cities do both, akin to a carrot-and-stick
approach. One of the more common strategies
employed in Jersey City and elsewhere involves
revising minimum parking requirements for
developers. Campaigns encouraging motorists
to go “car free” have also started up in places
like Arlington County, Va., and San Luis Obispo
County, Calif.
For some, the decision of whether to drive
comes down to parking costs and availability.
Garrick’s research in Hartford, for instance, found
71 percent of employees drove alone to work for
an insurance company that charged for parking.
Rates for other downtown employers offering free
parking were between 83 and 95 percent. Car

City, predominantly found in the transit-rich
New York metro area. There are only about 0.6
vehicles for every household in New York City—
the least of any city nationally. Boston, Philadelphia and Washington, D.C., are also among
the select few cities with less than one vehicle
per household.
Cities with the fewest cars per household
also include Camden, N.J., and Reading, Pa.—
two places with some of the nation’s highest
poverty rates. Residents in these cities simply
can’t afford to own vehicles. Poverty rates of cities reviewed correlated with lower numbers of
vehicles per household.
But getting around without a car just isn’t
feasible in many urban jurisdictions. Nationally,
the rate of vehicles-to-households was nearly
1.8 in 2013. David Rouse, the American Planning Association’s research director, says it’s
unlikely that most U.S. cities will become car-free
anytime soon. But, he adds, more densely populated cities that are beeﬁng up transit systems

and bike shares, if they continue to expand, could
factor into more commuters’ decisions as well.
Scott Polikov, president of Gateway Planning and a board member of the Congress for
the New Urbanism, sees a few traits shared by
regions that have started to shift away from a
car-oriented culture. Metropolitan planning organizations in these jurisdictions make mixed-use
development and alternative forms of transportation a priority. Areas with more competition within
the development community also fare better.
“There has always been a demand for reduced
car trips,” Polikov says, “but our development
patterns haven’t made it possible.”
Ultimately, despite growing appeals to take
cars off roadways, there just isn’t a viable alternative yet to getting behind the wheel in most
places. “If you ask people to take an extra two
hours to take a bus or walk a mile,” Polikov says,
“they’re typically not going to do it.” G
Email mmaciag@governing.com
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| SMART MANAGEMENT
By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

6 Big Management Issues
States and localities will need to address these challenges in the coming year.
fter about a quarter of a century covering government
management as journalists,
we’re going to don a prognosticator’s cap—at least temporarily. Based
on our reporting, what follows are our
predictions for six management challenges that we think will be of high-level
importance for states and localities over
the course of this year. None of the trends
represent spanking new issues. In our
opinion, though, all of them will escalate
in signiﬁcance as the months (and possibly years) pass.
Building the workforce. During the
past year or two, we’ve interviewed the
majority of the states’ HR directors and
kept in touch with many of them as time
went on. What we’ve heard them say and
repeat over and over again is a variation
on one theme: “I have a great A team, and
a good C team, but I lack a
strong B team.” That faltering
B team is the roster of men
and women who are ready to
move into the top management spots. Thanks to high
turnover among new employees and cutbacks in training,
there are fewer and fewer
managers ready to make the
leap. In the next year, governments will need to focus on
ways to provide the next top
echelon of leaders.
Cybersecurity. IT officials from all levels of government place cybersecurity at the top of their list of
issues with which they have
to contend. But many state
legislatures are not providing the resources necessary
to build a strong wall around
the government’s data. Thus
far, the breaches that have

actually taken place in the public sector
have primarily involved privacy issues.
It seems clear to us that it’s just a matter of time before some of the scarier
ramiﬁcations of a cybersecurity failure
manifest themselves. A list of such failures would include breakdowns in the
functioning of traffic lights in major cities; foul-ups in the transmission of electronic health records; and crashes of the
elaborate computers that are vital in state
prison systems.
Siloed data and big data. We’ve
been reading endless articles about the
virtues and potential for the use by governments of big data. Notwithstanding the fact that we’re pretty sure that
there’s no standard deﬁnition of big data,
one thing is clear: Most states and localities have been unable to integrate in an
appropriate way the streams of data they

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

A

already have, especially since it’s divided
up among agencies, departments and
programs. In talking with scores of men
and women who deal with state data,
this seems to emerge as one of the most
important impediments to making the
highest and best use of data. This is an
unfortunate exclusion. When a department of mental health, for example, is
offering services to the same individuals as county-run hospitals, homeless
programs and so on, signiﬁcant savings
and streamlined services can be developed if the various care suppliers have
access to the same data. This would
avoid duplication of services and create
heightened efficiencies.
Deferred maintenance. Cities, counties and states have been putting off
repairs to their roads, bridges, transit
systems, sewers and other key pieces of
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| BETTER GOVERNMENT
By Mark Funkhouser
infrastructure. The longer they do so,
the more it will ultimately cost to prevent vital public works from becoming
functionally decrepit and unusable.
Still, when there’s tremendous pressure
to spend money on other services, especially ones with vocal constituencies,
the temptation is great to put repairs
on the back burner. This is particularly
true with water infrastructure. Citizens
may rail with outrage about potholes,
but they don’t see depletion of water
supplies or disintegration of pipes until
the problem is pretty far gone. As recent
pipe breakdowns make clear, these are
repairs that can’t be avoided much longer.
Contracting Out. When governments contract out services to privatesector ﬁrms, they make the case that this
is going to save tons of money and provide better services. We’re dubious and
inclined to make a bet that this trend will
be reversing itself. In many instances,
states and localities base their moneysaving argument on a potentially false
assumption that private-sector ﬁrms
are more efficient than the public sector.
Not nearly enough evaluations are done
to support that thesis. We think it’s true
only some of the time. So our prediction is that when evaluations are done
about contracting-out results, the general mindset may well change. We are
likely to see pressure to re-municipalize
water systems.
Transparency. It’s increasingly clear
that transparency—a darling of the goodgovernment set—is not as easy or helpful
a goal as has been thought. For one thing,
any number of so-called “transparency
websites” turn out to be hard to use, out
of date and lacking in important information. What’s more, there’s pushback from
agencies that believe that they’re not
legally allowed to disclose certain information. Then, too, there are instances in
which transparency is simply not a panacea. For example, when it’s time for labor
negotiations, should cities be required to
publicize information that will put them
at a disadvantage to labor unions? G

Higher Ed and the Life of the City

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com
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A pervasive trend in city government is the creation of the position of chief innovation officer. The establishment of these offices is a recognition by city leaders that
institutionalizing a focus on cultivating new approaches to improving performance
will likely produce more and better ones than if it were simply left to chance. Some
innovation offices will perform better than others, but I’ll bet that they prove to be
more than a fad.
In that vein, perhaps the next cool thing in city halls
ought to be the “HERO”—the higher education relations officer. I got the idea that city governments ought
City University of
to create a formal position focused on the strategic use
New York
of their colleges and universities from David Birdsell,
dean of the City University of New York’s Baruch College School of Public Affairs. As Birdsell reminds us,
colleges and universities are major assets to any city,
bringing in students, purchasing goods and services,
sometimes attracting substantial research dollars, and
usually contributing substantially to the arts and cultural
life. And often they are among the city’s top employers.
In 2007, I was part of a contingent from Kansas
City visiting Seattle on a leadership exchange. A salient
memory from that visit is Ron Sims, then the executive
of King County, pointing out to us that the University
of Washington produced $4 billion in annual local economic impact.
That sort of thing sounds like a worthy recipient of
systematic attention from local-government leadership.
Surprisingly, though, when you look at efforts to leverage the assets of local institutions of higher education
to beneﬁt a city, what you ﬁnd is that they are almost always led by the college or
university.
A classic example is The University and Urban Revival: Out of the Ivory Tower and
Into the Streets, written by Judith Rodin about her efforts in the late 1990s as president
of the University of Pennsylvania to transform the west Philadelphia neighborhood in
which the university is located. In her book, the city is more than a bystander in those
efforts, but not much more.
The beneﬁts of a better town-and-gown relationship need not only accrue to big
cities with major universities. Richard Longworth, in his blog The Midwesterner,
writes about the positive impact that Monmouth College, a small liberal arts institution, had on Monmouth, Ill. As in Philadelphia, that effort was led by the school’s
then-president, Mauri Ditzler.
Quite a few mayors, including New York City’s Bill de Blasio, are recognizing the
economic beneﬁts of focusing on pre-K and K-12 education, but I’m not aware of any
who have systematically tried to move up the food chain to higher education. While
the long-term impact of focusing on young children is indisputable, the beneﬁts
derived from working with local institutions of higher education could be substantial
as well, and more immediate. And as with innovation, those beneﬁts are more likely
to occur if they are systematically pursued than if they are left to chance. G
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| TECH TALK
By Tod Newcombe

Tardy Transit? Tweet About It

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Transit ofﬁcials are ﬁnally getting that social media isn’t just for service updates.

weeting a complaint or suggestion, even posting one on Facebook, is old hat in the private
sector. After all, you can use an
app these days to, say, hail a ride on Uber,
Lyft or Sidecar. But if you encounter a
bad driver or surly ticket agent while riding public transportation, there’s no app
for that (or an easy way to tweet directly
at an agency, for that matter). Times are
changing, though, and public transit agencies are ﬁnally catching up.
This past December, New Jersey Transit decided to send some of its front-line
employees to get retrained in customer
relations. Officials weren’t prompted by
comments submitted through the usual
online form, however. They were spurred
to action by tweets and posts on Facebook.
Employee behavior was a top issue on the
agency’s social media dashboard.
The move is noteworthy. With 60,000
Twitter followers and another 43,000
friends on Facebook, NJ Transit has
a fairly big social media audience. It’s
not enough to use these tools to push
out service alerts and arrival times anymore. Instead, Twitter, Facebook and
other platforms have long-term strategic value as a monitoring tool that can

help transit agencies improve how their
systems run and increase the public’s
trust in them. “Transit providers can use
aggregate mobile phone data and social
media posts to improve system management,” Sarah Kaufman, a digital manager
with New York University’s Rudin Center for Transportation, recently wrote
in the report Co-Monitoring for Transit
Management.
For years, transit agencies have relied
on periodic rider surveys to gauge performance and interest in new transit projects
and to monitor conditions, among other
things. This method of data collection, as
the private sector can tell you, is outdated
and inaccurate when compared to realtime media posts. Social media has for
a while now been a powerful tool in the
private sector, where 62 percent of consumers have used social media to report
customer service issues and where nearly
30 percent of customers expect a service
response within one hour after they contact a company via social media.
Kaufman recommends that transit agencies develop a “co-monitoring”
system that combines staff reports, data
analysis and social media to create an
improved feedback process, speed up

T

awareness about transit conditions,
reduce the cost of infrastructure monitoring, empower riders and improve customer relations. In San Francisco, the Bay
Area Rapid Transit agency has already
been doing this for several years. The
agency receives between 200 and 300
messages via Twitter every day from more
than 70,000 followers. While many of the
communications via social media can be
resolved quickly—a train car smells funny
or is too hot—the agency’s customer relations department has been aggregating
posts that deal with bigger topics, according to Melissa Jordan, a communications
representative with the agency. “We are
the canary in the coal mine,” she says.
“[We] make sure a big issue gets elevated
to proper management.”
Using social media as a means to monitor transit systems and their conditions,
while boosting public trust in transit,
isn’t simple, however. Kaufman points
out a number of pitfalls, from legal concerns over records retention to a lack of
resources to train staff on using social
tools in more sophisticated ways, along
with coordinating the information coming from different sources. There’s the
issue of dealing with the digital divide
between passengers who use social media
all the time and others who aren’t digital
at all. Social media, with its anonymous
participation, has also been shown to
invite excessively critical posts.
But if transit agencies develop some
basic policy rules that set responsibilities, make communications as accessible
as possible, keep the process transparent,
and show that the dialogue between the
public and the agency leads to accountable actions, the results could be a well
managed transit system. Now that’s something to tweet about. G
Email tnewcombe@governing.com
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| PUBLIC MONEY
By Justin Marlowe

The ABCs of Cost Accountability
Want to know how to do less with less? Activity-based costing has great promise.

T

disease prevention
prrev
even
enti
en
tion
ti
program and
an
nd the
the pubpu
ublic outreach staff. Under
traditional cost accounting, the costs to
these other programs don’t really impact
the cost per license. Under ABC, each
agency involved would assign those costs
to the “coordinated responses” activity.
Governments can use the information ABC produces to set fees that better reﬂect the true cost of the goods or
services they provide, to better scrutinize bids for contracted services and to
improve benchmarking. ABC also sheds
light on the “hidden” costs of activities
that don’t fall neatly into a single program
or agency. Moreover, it’s easy to implement with advanced GPS and new HR
management systems that can carefully

track how employees spend their time.
ABC clearly has a lot going for it, and
yet, only about a quarter of state and local
governments report that they use it systematically. Why? Some critics say it’s too
costly and that it’s invasive for employees
to track the time they spend on activities.
Others say it places too much emphasis
on outputs and not enough on beneﬁts
you can’t directly observe, like preventing
crime or reducing chronic disease.
But in the wake of the Great Recession, ABC can serve a different and new
purpose. For the past few decades the
central
cent
ce
ntra
nt
rall question
ra
q estion in state
qu
stat and local ﬁnance

was
wa
as ho
h
how
w to d
do
o “m
“more
mor
o e with less.” Oddly
enough, better cost information adds little
to that debate, mostly because efficiency
has no natural political constituency.
But today many jurisdictions want to
know how to do “less with less.” To that
end, ABC has great promise. It can show
whether a program pays for itself. It can
facilitate meaningful comparisons of different service delivery models. It can help
leaders argue for programs that don’t
operate at maximum efficiency. In short, it
can be the connective tissue between cost
analysis and priority setting. That’s why it
might enjoy a bright future. G
Email jmarlowe@washington.edu
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cost per license is the cost of the activities
it demands. A routine case that involves
a quick site visit and a few emails might
cost $50. But a restaurant with health code
violations and an uncooperative owner
might cost up to $2,500 once the program
accounts for all the expensive communication and coordination.
Here’s what’s really different: Activities can absorb costs from many different programs and services. For instance,
a restaurant inspector concerned about
an outbreak of foodborne illness might
coordinate a response with the local

here’s an old adage: Politicians
are all for efficiency, but only for
programs they don’t like. That’s
why asking if a program is costeffective is usually a political nonstarter.
But sometimes what stuff costs
becomes a hot political question. In fact,
we’ve seen a predictable pattern since the
mid-1980s: The economy starts to bounce
back from the most recent recession; state
and local leaders recall the dreadfully
blunt ways in which they cut their budgets
during that recession; and they vow that if
they ever have to do it again, they’ll get the
right information to whittle down spending in a strategic, focused way. Around this
time they start to hear about an accounting
method known as activity-based costing
(ABC) that can solve this problem.
We replay this cycle precisely because
ABC has never really taken hold. But in the
post-Great Recession world, the money,
technology and, most important, the politics might have ﬁnally aligned for ABC.
To illustrate how ABC works, say a
county health department runs a restaurant licensing program. Department staff
visit restaurants, document any public
health concerns, and report to appropriate
state and local authorities. Let’s assume
the program’s budget is organized around
things the department must purchase to
issue licenses, such as salaries, travel and
office supplies. If the program spends
$75,000 in a year, and if the department
issues 150 licenses in a year, then traditional cost accounting suggests the cost
per inspection is $500.
Activity-based costing shifts the focus
from “what” the inspection program spent
to “why” it spent it. To issue a license, the
program carries out such activities as restaurant site visits and communications
with restaurant owners. Each activity
requires a bundle of salaries, commodities,
overhead and other costs. Under ABC, the
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that leaders are informed and up-to-date
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Last Look

DANIEL ANGULO

Trivia games. Scavenger hunts. Cooking challenges. These are all
great team-building experiences. That is, of course, unless you
are Houston Mayor Annise Parker and her executive team: They
bonded at 14,000 feet. Call it extreme team building, but just
days after kicking off the new year, Parker, her staff, city council
aides and others went skydiving. From the sound of it, it wasn’t
planned in advance. According to a statement from Parker’s
office, her executive team had been planning to jump for some
time. But the mayor had only intended to go along for moral
support—deciding to take the plunge at the last minute. Jumping
in tandem with an instructor, Parker free-fell about 8,000 feet
at 120 mph. It’s likely her last jump too. As she told a local TV
station, “Next time, paintball. I can do paintball really well.”
—Elizabeth Daigneau
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ARE YOUR DATA
SOLUTIONS
A PUBLIC
DISSERVICE?
New digitization mandates. Sensors. Video
surveillance. The proliferation of devices.
Big data is putting a big strain on government
agencies everywhere. Comcast Business offers
robust data services, through a far-reaching
Ethernet network, that provide the security,
scalability and performance that governments
need to power today’s initiatives.

business.comcast.com/government 866-429-2241
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Union Bank® bankers circa 1924

A 90-year bond with bonds
BEING A CORPORATE TRUSTEE IS SERIOUS BUSINESS
AND REQUIRES SERIOUS COMMITMENT.
Over time, many banks have stopped offering this complex service.
Our bank has not.

Carl Boyd
Director
Southern CA
213-236-7150

MUFG Union Bank, N.A., a member of MUFG, a global financial group,
has again been named “Best Corporate Trust Bank” in the U.S.* It’s an
honor that follows 90 years of dedication to bond administration.

Dean Levitt
Director
Northern CA and
Pacific Northwest
415-705-5020

And it’s not just our bank that’s committed over the long haul—our
relationship managers have, on average, 20 years of experience in
corporate trust, escrow, and project finance. So whether it’s making
timely interest payments to bondholders or providing comprehensive
recordkeeping, you’ll be in good hands.

Julie B. Good
Director
Midwest and
Western U.S.
714-336-4230

MUFG (Mitsubishi UFJ Financial Group) is one of the world’s leading
financial groups. The global MUFG network encompasses 1,100 offices
in more than 40 countries. MUFG provides access to commercial banking,
trust banking, securities trading services, credit cards, consumer banking
and finance, asset management, and leasing.

Nils S. Dahl
Director
Eastern U.S., Europe,
Middle East, and Africa
646-452-2115
Jenepher Lattibeaudiere
Director
Asia, Latin America, and
South America
646-452-2014

Learn more at unionbank.com

MUFG Union Bank, N.A.
A member of MUFG, a global financial group

* Global Banking & Finance Review, 2012, 2013, and 2014
©2015 Mitsubishi UFJ Financial Group, Inc. All rights reserved.
The MUFG logo and name is a service mark of Mitsubishi UFJ Financial Group, Inc., and is used by MUFG Union Bank, N.A., with permission. Member FDIC.
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