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Municipal Assurance Corp. is new, but we’re nothing like a start-up. From day

one, we’re backed by $1.5 billion in claims-paying resources. And as part of the 

Assured Guaranty group of companies, we are built on a rock-solid foundation.

 

Unlike a newcomer, we have disciplined underwriting and surveillance capabilities 

already in place. We have the experience and the economy of scale you’d expect 

from a proven leader that’s helped over 11,000 municipal credits reduce fi nancing 

costs. And our investments and insured portfolio generate positive earnings, from 

day one and for years to come.

 

We may be the new choice in muni-only bond insurance, but as a group, we have 

over a quarter century of experience providing safe, predictable investments.

 

Visit us online at MACmunibonds.com

INTRODUCING MUNICIPAL ASSURANCE CORP. 
FROM ASSURED GUARANTY.
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Prototype shown with options. ©2013 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc.

Low cost of ownership. High retained value. All in one eye-catching SUV. 

Make all your fleet wishes come true with the 2013 RAV4. 

For more information, call 1-800-732-2798 or visit fleet.toyota.com/RAV4.

 Consider your wish granted.
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T
he New Year is always a time for refl ection, and on  
behalf of everyone at Governing I would like to thank 
you for your readership. We are honored to cover the 
work you do and never more so than than over the past 

few years, which introduced so many challenges. 
Last year, we saw a recovery in many areas, especially in juris-

dictions still struggling and facing previously unimagined hard-
ships. Overall the state and local tale of 2013 is a positive one of 
leadership, innovation and solutions. Tough decisions have put 
many governments on more solid fi scal ground. But there are 
other jurisdictions that are still in the midst of their most chal-
lenging times, without any prospect of recovery on the horizon. 
It’s been predicted by some that that disparity will continue to 
widen this year, especially at the local level. 

Many of these places are strug-
gling to meet pension obligations. 
As I write, Detroit’s bankruptcy—
one of the bigger national stories 
of the year—has been approved. In 
doing that, the court is essentially 
saying that pension obligations 
are negotiable and on the table for 
discussion. Undoubtedly, we’ll see 
more court rulings on the issue. 
And voters in particular will play a 
key role in determining what hap-
pens next. Pensions are on our list 
of “Issues to Watch” (see page 24), 
and as with others on the list, we 

expect this to be a year where a lot of progress is made in defi ning 
new standards and new approaches. 

Throughout the year we’ll continue to expand and increase 
our coverage in print, online and especially at our events. It’s rare 
that a media group has such a targeted and engaged audience and 
one that will often drive miles, on their own time, to attend an 
event. For every one of you who has attended one of our events 
in the past year, we hope you walked away with new ideas. We at 
Governing certainly learn from your questions, candor and con-
versation at those events. Our state-specifi c Leadership Forums 
have been particularly helpful, highlighting the front-line con-
cerns of counties, cities and states in diff erent parts of the country. 
They year, we’re expanding that series from California, Georgia, 
Michigan and Texas to also include Colorado and Maryland. 

I look forward to meeting some of you at these forums. I would 
also like to say thank you for all you do to keep your departments, 
agencies and communities pushing forward. My only request is 
that I hear more from you this year. Please send ideas and feed-
back to me at ewaters@governing.com or on Twitter @GovPub. 
I wish you all a successful year. 
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The only thing growing faster than 
citizen data is the need to secure it.

Understanding why government agencies need to secure big data is the
easy part; cyber security attacks are escalating every year – putting citizen 
data at an increased risk. What’s not always clear is whom government 
agencies can trust to help make securing and monitoring big data simple 
and effi cient. At AT&T, we have over 1,500 security experts dedicated to 
helping government agencies increase big data security without exhausting 
resources. The experience we’ve gained while protecting over 19 PetaBytes 
of our own network data every business day is what makes us uniquely qualifi ed
to help government agencies secure more – with less.  

Learn how AT&T is securing the future of communications at att.com/securebigdata

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

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

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

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

www.att.com/securebigdata


LETTERS

The P3 Debate Continues
Author Ryan Holeywell’s article focuses 
primarily on one fl avor of public-private 
partnerships: the privatization of trans-
portation-related infrastructure [“Pub-
lic. Private. Practical?”, November 2013]. 
It strikes me that there are more variet-
ies of P3s which aren’t discussed in the 
article. An example is when each sector 
goes halfway to form a true partnership. 
Since its creation in 1965, Research Tri-
angle Park (RTP) in North Carolina has 
become one of the biggest success stories 
for P3s. Today RTP epitomizes all that is 
positive and prosperous in the New South. 
An economic powerhouse, more than 170 
global companies have set up shop in RTP, 
and the companies located there employ 
approximately 42,000 with an annual 
payroll in excess of $2.7 billion.

—Keith Herrmann, Deputy Finance 
Director, Durham, N.C.

It is surprising how diffi  cult it still is for 
the U.S. to fi gure out how to use [public-
private partnership] project delivery strat-
egies. In the rest of the developed world, 
P3 delivery strategies are standard operat-
ing procedure, and often used for every-
thing from public buildings, local schools, 
mass transit and roads. A key stumbling 
block? Everyone keeps thinking a P3 is all 
about fi nancing the project, or some magi-
cal new source of free money.

Governing should write a follow-up 
article that expands on the real reasons 
the rest of the developed world uses P3s: 
delivery risk transfer from the public sec-
tor to the private sector, procuring proj-
ects by minimizing lifecycle cost in lieu 
of fi rst cost, and the use of performance-

based availability pay 
contracts to introduce 
accountability in the 

provision of public infra-
structure and services. The value 

generated by these three P3 features 
far exceeds the savings from tax exempt 
municipal fi nancing. Other countries 
with advanced economies have fi gured 
this out better than we have and are see-
ing the benefi ts of P3s for large infra-
structure projects.

—DG on Governing.com

While I am certainly biased, having par-
ticipated as the governor’s designee while 
serving as his lieutenant governor, I can 
visibly attest to the improvements at the 
Luis Muñoz Marín International Air-
port in Puerto Rico that would not have 
been made by a penniless ports author-
ity had we not [turned to public-private 
partnerships]. From the simple—clean 
bathrooms, working escalators and ele-
vators, and luggage that arrives at bag-
gage claim before the passengers—to [the 
more complex]—a new car rental center 
and major terminal reconstruction—a 
60-year-old airport is becoming a teen-
aged facility once again. Done right, P3s 

can get done things that governments 
can’t aff ord or don’t want to do.

—Kenneth D. McClintock, former 
Puerto Rico Lt. Gov and Sec. of State 

Make It Easier to Park
The private company that bought the 
meters in Chicago—called Chicago Park-
ing Meters (CPM)—required that Chicago 
raise its rates (which were ridiculously 
low), but the city still has control over 
meter rates and hours of enforcement 
[“Meter Shock in Cincinnati” in Assess-
ments, November 2013]. The city can raise 
or lower the rate as they please, as long as 
CPM gets the expected revenue from that 
spot. It’s a really terrible deal, but what 
most people—this column included—
focus on as the worst part is the increased 
meter rates. Parking is real estate and in a 
dense city, when there is a high demand 
for space, it should cost more than it does. 
The city just needs the political will to 
raise rates to manage demand, focusing 
on keeping occupancy at 85 percent and 
not on raising money. They would make 
it easier to fi nd parking and the money 
would follow.

—Lindsay Banks on Governing.com
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WHILE ON ASSIGNMENT in Dubuque, Iowa, for a feature in this issue (see “Urban 
Corp.,” page 44), the parking meter ran out on photographer David Kidd and correspon-
dent Alan Greenblatt’s rental car. Unfortunately, they got a ticket. But the good news 
is that it was a “courtesy meter violation” ticket. In other words, the amount due was 
$0.00. It seems fi rst offenders are given a one-time pass. Welcome to Dubuque!
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Aligning talent with needs is possible given the right data.  
Real-Time Labor Intelligence provides unparalleled workforce 
supply and demand insights 

Engage youth and dislocated workers through Career Community 

Sites - designed to increase their job readiness and placement 

Online Job Centers can facilitate speed to employment / 
re-employment and focus people where the opportunities  
are with ease 

Power Seeker Workshops and Making Your Future  

Count empower job seekers with the best  
techniques to win jobs they want

Bringing Veterans into the workforce is good  
for business. Assist your region’s veterans  
with proven resources such as Military  

Skills Translator, Virtual Career Fairs  
and other Workshops

Working Together, Economic Development and Workforce Development  

Can Drive Regional Change

STRONG TALENT:  
THE KEY TO DEVELOPING 
STRONG ECONOMIES 

To start the “Developing Strong Economies” 

discussion in your office, contact us:

Monster Government Solutions
Email: contactMGS@monster.com 

Call: 703.269.4900
Visit: MonsterGovernmentSolutions.com 

1

2

3

4

5

The right tools and resources can help economic development and workforce development professionals 

work together toward a common goal – a robust regional economy

TOP 5 TOOLS AND RESOURCES FROM MONSTER GOVERNMENT SOLUTIONS
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PUBLIC 
OFFICIALS

YEAR
of the

The gala awards dinner will be held at the 

historic Willard InterContinental Hotel in 

Washington, D.C. on February 3, 2014.  

For more information or to sponsor, 

visit governing.com/poy2013

John Kitzhaber
Governor, State of Oregon

William Howell
Speaker, House of Delegates, 
Commonwealth of Virginia 

Kathy Nesbitt
Executive Director, Department of 
Personnel & Administration, 
State of Colorado 

José Cisneros
Treasurer, San Francisco, California

L. Brooks Patterson
County Executive, Oakland 
County, Michigan

Karen B. DeSalvo 
Health Commissioner, 
City of New Orleans, Louisiana

Anthony G. Brown
Lieutenant Governor, 
State of Maryland

Emily Rahimi
Social Media Manager, 
New York City Fire Department

Greg Fischer
Mayor, City of Louisville, Kentucky

Congratulations 
to the honorees from our sponsors!
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The State of the State of the State
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EVERY JANUARY, the nation’s gov-

ernors summon their rhetorical gifts to 

take stock of their home state and the 

year that lies ahead. For the most part, 

these annual addresses stick to safe 

statements about the importance of job 

creation or education. But for political 

junkies, the State of the State often pres-

ages some of the larger policy debates 

coming up in the next legislative session.

“The speech is really a north star 

where people can predict where the 

governor will head next,” says Ben 

Vaught, who wrote Gov. Jay Inslee’s fi rst 

annual address in Washington state.

For instance, Inslee spent 8 percent 

of the words in his speech last year on 

gun violence. The mass shooting at an 

elementary school in Newtown, Conn., 

had happened about a month earlier, 

and Inslee was one of the fi rst gover-

nors to give a state address in 2013. 

“It was such a raw issue that touched 

everyone in the country,” Vaught says. 

“It was responsible for us to address it.” 

During the subsequent legislative ses-

sion, Inslee supported a bill to expand 

criminal background checks for all gun 

sales. Ultimately, a bipartisan deal fell 

apart in the House of Representatives 

and never got a vote in the Senate. 

Other proposals in Inslee’s speech 

fared better. His call for a management 

system that measures the performance 

of state agencies using data, for exam-

ple, became Results Washington, a new 

division within the governor’s offi ce.

Governors’ record on proposals 

in their state addresses last year was 

mixed. Three governors used their 

state addresses to demand legaliza-

tion of same-sex marriage, and all three 

of those states did so in 2013 (Illinois, 

Minnesota and Rhode Island). Three 

governors advocated for raising their 

states’ minimum wage in the annual 

speech, but of those only New York 

Gov. Andrew Cuomo managed to get a 

law enacted. Of the 30 governors who 

voiced their support for expanding Med-

icaid under the Affordable Care Act, four 

failed to convince the legislative branch 

to take the same position: Florida Gov. 

Rick Scott, Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, 

Montana Gov. Steve Bullock and New 

Hampshire Gov. Maggie Hassan.

In general, governors succeed about 

half the time with legislative proposals 

in their State of the State addresses, 

according to research by Thad Kousser, 

a political scientist with the University of 

California, Berkeley. In 2012, Kousser 

and his co-author Justin Phillips pub-

lished The Power of American Governors,

a book that examined proposals in 

addresses for 28 states in 2001 and 

2006. In all, governors had a 52.1 per-

cent success rate in the ensuing legisla-

tive session, Kousser and Phillips found. 

The reason that gubernatorial bat-

ting average isn’t higher, they argue, 

is because legislatures have most of 

the negotiating power in passing new 

laws. As a result, governors usually 

consult with party leaders and legisla-

tive committee chairs while drafting 

the state addresses. And the speeches 

focus on championing legislation they 

think has a good chance of passing. 

“What they ask for,” Kousser says, “is 

very much a function of what they think 

they can get.”

“There’s a lot of groundwork laid 

before a State of the Commonwealth 

address,” says Tucker Martin, a 

speechwriter for outgoing Virginia Gov. 

Bob McDonnell. Most major proposals, 

such as McDonnell’s demand for new 

transportation funding last year, get 

unveiled with their own press confer-

ences before the speech. “The State 

of the Commonwealth is more of an 

opportunity for him to express why 

those are his priorities,” Martin says, 

“not [to announce] what those priorities 

might be.”

 —J.B. Wogan

9January 2014  |  GOVERNING

Do governors’ big annual speeches really refl ect policy?
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VOTERS ELECTED an unusually 

high number of new big-city mayors 

in November. Here’s a few of the fresh 

faces in mayor’s offi ces nationwide.

BOSTON: State Rep. Martin Walsh 

won the position that had been held for 

20 years by Tom Menino. With support 

from the labor community, Walsh had 

served in the state legislature since 

1997. His personal story—he survived 

cancer at age 7, battled alcoholism in 

his 20s and got his college degree in 

his 40s—struck a chord with voters. 

He’s pledged to diversify police 

leadership and abolish the Boston 

Redevelopment Authority, a powerful 

agency that has shaped city growth for 

decades, which Walsh says should be 

more transparent.

CHARLOTTE: Patrick Cannon,
a 20-year veteran of the city council, 

fi lls the seat vacated when Anthony 

Foxx was named U.S. Transportation 

secretary. Cannon says he’ll focus 

on creating jobs and streamlining the 

permitting process. He overcame 

a diffi cult childhood, including the 

shooting death of his father, to get 

elected to city council at just 26. He’s 

drawn some scrutiny for reportedly 

participating in closed-door meetings 

with the Carolina Panthers football 

team—which ultimately got millions in 

subsidies from the city—despite his 

parking business having a contract 

with the team.

CINCINNATI: Former city council 

member John Cranley will take 

over from Mark Mallory, who was 

term-limited. The election functioned 

largely as a referendum on the 

city’s $133 million streetcar project. 

Cranley opposed it and vowed to 

halt construction; his opponent was 

a supporter. “The conversation about 

the streetcar is over,” Cranley told 

The Cincinnati Enquirer after his win. 

Though he supports transit in general, 

Cranley says the streetcar would saddle 

the city with too much debt.

DETROIT: Dave Bing opted against 

re-election, instead opening the door for 

someone else to lead a city that’s in the 

midst of bankruptcy hearings. Detroiters 

elected Mike Duggan largely based 

on his fi nancial turnaround of the Detroit 

Medical Center while serving as its 

CEO. Duggan faces a big challenge—

at least initially—in fi guring out his 

role. Because Detroit is still under 

state supervision, it’s the appointed 

emergency fi nancial manager who will 

be making the most serious decisions. 

Duggan has signaled a willingness 

to work with him, which many have 

praised as pragmatic. Notably, in a city 

that’s 83 percent black, Duggan is the 

fi rst white mayor in 40 years.

MINNEAPOLIS: Betsy Hodges, a 

city councilmember, spent a career as 

a progressive activist before moving 

to elected offi ce. Municipal employee 

unions and the area’s Democratic 

establishment overwhelmingly backed 

her opponent. But Hodges aligned 

herself with outgoing Mayor R.T. 

Rybak, who opted against a fourth 

term, and pledged to continue his 

policies. She’s crafted a reputation 

as a taxpayer advocate, opposing a 

city deal for a new Minnesota Vikings 

stadium and working to overhaul the 

city’s pension system.

NEW YORK CITY: Bill de Blasio 
becomes the city’s fi rst Democratic 

mayor in 20 years following Michael 

Bloomberg’s term-limited departure. 

De Blasio won his party primary 

despite never being a frontrunner 

until the campaign’s fi nal month. He’s 

highlighted the income inequality in 

New York and portrayed himself as 

an unwavering progressive with a 

dramatically different outlook from 

Bloomberg. De Blasio previously served 

as the city’s public advocate and has a 

long history in politics, working on the 

election campaigns of David Dinkins , 

Bill Clinton and Hillary Clinton.

PITTSBURGH: Longtime city 

council member William Peduto
had a relatively easy campaign. 

Incumbent Luke Ravenstahl, mired in 

a series of controversies, didn’t seek 

re-election, and Peduto’s Republican 

opponent spent much of the campaign 

season working abroad in Israel. He 

campaigned as a reformer—after 

winning, he asked all members of city 

boards and authorities to resign—and 

emphasized his history of backing 

tough ethics laws. It was the third time 

Peduto had run for mayor.

SEATTLE: State Sen. Ed Murray beat 

incumbent Mike McGinn, who leaves 

offi ce after a single term. The two didn’t 

have major policy differences—they’re 

both progressives—but pundits say it 

came down to an issue of style: Voters 

were sick of McGinn, an activist with 

a reputation as a political brawler, and 

instead preferred Murray’s softer touch 

and pragmatic approach. Murray, the 

city’s fi rst openly gay mayor, helped 

lead the effort to legalize same-sex 

marriage in Washington. He supports 

a minimum wage hike and expanded 

transit in Seattle.

—Ryan Holeywell

Mayors: Meet the New Class
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8.3%
Proportion of U.S. rental 

housing that’s vacant, which 
is the lowest level since 2001.

9%
Nationwide decline in total 
homelessness from 2007 to 
2013. But 23 states and the 
District of Columbia saw 

homelessness increase over the 
same period of time, led by 
New York, which saw a 24 

percent increase in its homeless 
population since 2007. 

Number of jobs added in Florida 
in the fi rst 10 months of 2013, 
the highest state job growth 

relative to population. (In raw 
numbers, only Texas and 

California added more jobs.)

166,800
THE BREAKDOWN

$26.22
Price (as of Nov. 26) of one 

share of NASH, a stock 
exchange-traded fund made up 
of companies based in Nashville, 

Tenn. Launched in August (at 
$25 a share), it’s the fi rst such 

city-based fund in the U.S.

THTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

WINTER WEATHER is tightening its grip on cities. And when the 
temperature drops, expenses can quickly rise, as snow removal and 
other costs pile up along with the snow drifts.

Predicting just how much a local government will need to spend for 
the upcoming winter is only a best guess. Costs vary widely from year 
to year, depending not only on the severity of the weather, but where 
on the calendar storms fall and even the time of day a storm hits. 

The city of Minneapolis attempts to project its snow and ice 
removal costs by looking at averages over the previous three to fi ve 
years. For fi scal year 2013, the city budgeted about $10 million. In 
recent years, though, the total bill has ranged from slightly more than 
$7 million all the way up to $12 million. “We try and budget for an 
average year,” says Deputy Public Works Director Heidi Hamilton. 
“But there’s never an average year.”

Snow emergencies—usually when the city receives at least four 
inches—are particularly costly, Hamilton says. But when storms hit 
also matters, as overtime costs climb on the weekends. Even the mere 
threat of snow means crews must go out and treat roads.

This unpredictability can quickly drive up costs. Last winter, 
Worcester, Mass., got hit with about 80 inches of snow, one of 
the highest tallies in the country. The city spent about $5 million 
digging out. Matt Labovites, the city’s assistant commissioner of 
operations at the Department of Public Works and Parks, says he 
can’t remember the last time the city didn’t exceed its snow program 
budget. “It’s virtually impossible to closely budget for it,” he says. 
Fortunately for Worcester, snow removal costs are one of the few 
services for which Massachusetts allows its localities to defi cit 
spend without incurring a penalty.

Even a single storm can wreck a budget. Back in 2011, for example, 
an early season storm blanketed Worcester with more than a foot of 
snow in the last week of October. City equipment and contractors 
weren’t yet ready, Labovites says. To make matters worse, residents 
had raked leaves in gutters for leaf collection right before it hit.

Cities, particularly those in snowbelts, opting to budget on the 
low end take a chance they’ll need to dig themselves out of deeper 
defi cits if they’re hit hard. “If you’re a city that gets 30 inches of 
snowfall, maybe you do look at it a little bit diff erently” says Paul 
Holahan, who heads Rochester, N.Y.’s Department of Environmental 
Services. Rochester, which receives around 100 inches of snow each 
winter, budgets for an “above-average” winter. “There’s too big of 
a potential for a huge [snow] budget that you don’t want to try to 
absorb,” Holahan says.         —Mike Maciag

It’s January. Do You Know 
Where Your Snowplow Is?
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THE FUTURE OF Common Core is in 

doubt. In the reddest states—places 

like Alabama and Oklahoma—legis-

lators are vowing to dismantle it 

entirely. In less staunchly conser-

vative states (Indiana, Wisconsin), 

legislators have “pressed pause.” In 

New York state, hardly a Republican 

stronghold, parents and educators 

are angry over preliminary results.

The Common Core State Stan-

dards, a K-12 overhaul that’s been 

adopted by 45 states over the past 

few years, has enemies of every 

political persuasion. But the current 

outrage is strongest among conserva-

tives, who view Common Core as a 

top-down mandate from the Obama 

administration. (In fact, the voluntary 

standards were developed by the 

National Governors Association and 

the Council of Chief State School Offi -

cers. But the White House has tacitly 

endorsed the reforms, mandating that 

states have “college and career ready 

standards” in order to receive federal 

grants. The federal government has 

also bankrolled the development of 

tests that align with Common Core.)

Full implementation of the new 

standards is set for this fall. But the 

vitriol over Common Core could under-

mine the program well before then.

Changes to curricula are the 

purview of state education boards, so 

legislatures were largely uninvolved 

when states adopted the new stan-

dards. But as schools have begun 

putting the standards in place, the 

backlash has grown fi erce. Last year, 

about 20 bills revoking the standards 

fl oated around statehouses. Not one 

was successful. But efforts to press 

pause—suspending implementation 

to hold public hearings and reviews—

were passed in Indiana, Michigan 

and Wisconsin. (Michigan has since 

voted to restore Common Core.)

The Republican rancor isn’t 

uniform. Conservatives oppose the 

plan while more moderate members 

of the GOP support the standards 

as part of a broader effort to inject 

greater accountability in schools. 

Democrats, meanwhile, aren’t univer-

sally supportive: Some liberals don’t 

like the idea of linking teacher evalu-

ations to student achievement.

What does that mean for this year? 

Some states will no doubt debate bills 

to completely reject the Common Core 

standards they’ve already adopted. 

But it’s more likely, education schol-

ars say, that more states will develop 

their own tests rather than use the 

ones backed by the federal govern-

ment. Georgia and Oklahoma have 

both decided to write their own tests, 

citing issues of cost and control. 

Other states, including Louisiana and 

Massachusetts, have delayed linking 

test results to accountability require-

ments for students and teachers.   

That’s a fi ght that’s far from over, 

says Tom Loveless, a fellow at the 

Brookings Institution, who predicts 

more states will follow Georgia and 

Oklahoma’s lead. “I think the stern-

est opposition is yet to come.”  G
 —Chris Kardish

GOVERNING |  January 201412

“My whole being is supported 
by a foundation of passion. 

There is no more passionate 
character than a Klingon.”

—Former “Star Trek: Deep Space Nine” actor J.G. Hertzler, who was 

elected in November to the town board of Ulysses, N.Y. (This photo is from 

a 2007 convention appearance; Hertzler didn’t campaign in costume.)
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The mission of the Truman School is to advance the study and practice 
of governance in Missouri, the nation, and the world by:

 Conducting Research
 Informing Governance and Public Policy
 Educating for Ethical Leadership
 Preparing the Next Generation of Scholars
 Fostering Democratic Discourse

Want to change the world and make a difference by solving problems?

 Master of Public Affairs (MPA)
 Doctor of Philosophy in Public Affairs (PhD)
 Certifi cate Programs

truman.missouri.edu
truman@missouri.edu
573-884-1656

Degrees that Make A Difference

knowledge & skills
We offer the necessary

to succeed in public service.

Our MPA program has 
multiple modalities including 
a Mid-Career option that 
is offered face-to-face and 
(new in January 2014) an 
online option specifi cally for 
professionals with 3-5 years of 
related professional experience.
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T
hese days it seems nearly every 
major city has given itself a 
high-tech nickname that starts 
with the word “silicon” and 

ends with a piece of geography. Austin, 
Texas, has Silicon Hills; Portland, Ore., 
has Silicon Forest; Chicago lays claim to 
Silicon Prairie; and New York likes to call 
a slice of Manhattan Silicon Alley.

But of all the silicon places, the oddest 
in more than one way is Silicon Bayou, the 
name New Orleans has bestowed on its 
technology sector. It’s odd because bayous 
and technology don’t seem to go together; 
nor, for that matter, do New Orleans and 
innovation of almost any kind.

If you think that Silicon Bayou is an 
oxymoron, though, you haven’t been pay-
ing attention to what has been going on 
in New Orleans lately. In the eight years 
since Hurricane Katrina wiped out 1,800 
lives and 90,000 jobs, the local economy 
has been attracting high-tech startups 
and other business innovations on a scale 
that no one could have predicted in the 
immediate aftermath of the storm, or in 
the years before it struck. 

Not all of New Orleans’ job creation 
numbers are great, but when it comes to 
entrepreneurs and technology something 
is clearly happening. For the three years 
ending in 2012, according to the Greater 
New Orleans Community Data Center, 
the number of people starting businesses 
in New Orleans was 427 per 100,000 
residents. The national fi gure is 320. The 
number of tech-sector jobs grew 19 per-
cent between 2005 and 2012, six times 
the national average. Forbes has singled 
out New Orleans as the No. 1 metropoli-
tan area in the country for IT job growth. 
National Journal magazine reported in 
2013 that “it all has the feel of Silicon Val-
ley in the mid-1990s.”

“The economy really has taken a new 
turn,” says Allison Plyer, executive direc-
tor of the Community Data Center. “It’s 
a phenomenal thing, and it’s not just the 
recovery from Katrina.”

Some will fi nd all this to be a bit of a 
stretch. It’s happening in a place that still 
ranks near the bottom among U.S. cities in 
most socioeconomic categories. The city’s 
violent crime rate in 2011 was 105 percent 

above the national average. The aver-
age wage in the metro area is 6 percent 
below the national median. The poverty 
rate hasn’t gone down since 1999, and the 
percentage of native-born residents with 
bachelor’s degrees hasn’t gone up. The 
disparity between black and white earn-
ings throughout the metropolitan area is 
50 percent, well above the national aver-
age. As in most large U.S. cities, the num-
bers tell the story of a place that’s thriving 
and stagnating all at once. 

The thriving New Orleans will be on 
full display in March, when the city hosts 
its seventh annual Entrepreneur Week, 
an event designed to showcase innovative 
new companies and projects, and to raise 
money for investments that can help these 
ventures succeed.

Entrepreneur Week is run by an orga-
nization called Idea Village, a year-round 
source of assistance to startups. Idea Vil-
lage goes back to the pre-Katrina days, but 
it’s grown enormously since the storm, 
and has now helped as many as 3,000 bud-
ding innovators. Entrepreneur Week this 
year will have roughly 10 times as many 

By Alan Ehrenhalt

Politics+Policy | ASSESSMENTS

A Creative Comeback in the Big Easy
After years of stagnation, New Orleans is building itself a new economy.
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New Orleans’ Warehouse District, also known as the Arts District, attracts artists, writers and entrepreneurs.
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participants as it did the fi rst time, with 
5,000 people expected to attend. 

The climax of Entrepreneur Week is a 
“pitch competition” in which businesses 
in search of investment submit their ideas 
to a panel of judges from companies like 
Goldman Sachs and McKinsey. Some of the 
contestants work with teams of business 
school students who come to New Orleans 
on spring break. Idea Village describes the 
event as the largest crowdsourced investor 
pitch in the nation. The Atlantic has called 
it a “startup Mardi Gras.”

A
t this point, the most intrigu-
ing question isn’t whether New 
Orleans is building itself a new 
economy. That’s clearly hap-

pening. The intriguing question is what 
has brought it about.

Paradoxical as it may seem, there’s no 
doubt that Hurricane Katrina is in large 
part responsible. An enormous amount of 
relief and rebuilding money has poured 
into New Orleans from both federal and 
state government.

The New Orleans area has received vast 
infusions of aid from Washington since the 
storm. But the State of Louisiana has been 
even more generous. It has fi nanced a local 
production and payroll tax credit that pro-
vides 35 percent tax reductions for pay-
roll expenditures for state residents, and 
25 percent in subsidies for digital media 
spending. There’s a 30 percent state tax 
credit for movie production that occurs in 
Louisiana, which is now the No. 3 state in 
the country for making fi lms, behind only 
California and New York. Not all the subsi-
dies have gone directly to New Orleans, but 
it has been the prime benefi ciary. Movie-
related jobs make up a signifi cant share of 
the increase in high-tech employment.

But the Katrina aftermath changed 
New Orleans in less tangible but equally 
important ways. It has generated a return 
home for well-educated young entrepre-
neurs and other professionals who grew 
up there, moved away to pursue careers, 
and then committed to participate in the 
local recovery. “There were people who 
came specifi cally to help New Orleans 
restore itself,” says Plyer. “Entrepreneurs 

have the choice to go anywhere they want 
to go. They chose to come back here.”

The returnees and their counterparts 
who never left combined to create a spirit 
of economic renewal that had been nearly 
absent for decades before the storm. “The 
key to reversing the decline was entre-
preneurship,” says Tim Williamson, CEO 
of Idea Village. “The day after Katrina, 
everyone became an entrepreneur, had to 
start over in some way. We’ve benefi ted 
from an infl ux of talent and capital.”

Culture is crucial here. Even in the 
depths of its pre-Katrina stagnation, 
New Orleans was an exciting city and a 
magnet for tourists, conventioneers and 
other visitors from around the world. It 
had assets in food, music and architecture 
that scarcely any other American city, rich 
or poor, could come close to matching.  
Many of the hundreds of thousands of 
people who moved away in the last half 
of the 20th century left because they saw 
limited career opportunities, not because 
they lacked an emotional attachment 
to the city itself. Once the jobs started 
to come back, the personality of New 
Orleans began to attract returnees and 
newcomers alike, in a virtuous cycle.

Just before Katrina struck, the popula-
tion of New Orleans was about 450,000. 
After the storm, it sank as low as 209,000. 
By September 2013, it had reached an 
estimated 369,000. Of the city’s residents 
in 2013, Census numbers indicated that 8 
percent had been in town less than a year, 
and half of those had arrived from out 
of state. Before Katrina, the comparable 
number of same-year newcomers was 3 
percent, which is also the national average.

T
he newcomers are central to any 
New Orleans comeback story. 
They are also, to a large extent, 
members of the “creative class” 

that geographer Richard Florida has been 
writing about, amid great controversy, for 
the past decade.  

Florida’s argument in his 2003 book, 
The Rise of the Creative Class, was that cities 
and metro areas thrive by attracting youth-
ful members of the U.S. post-industrial 
elite—artists, writers, tech engineers, busi-

ness-startup promoters of all kinds. These 
people, he posited, are drawn to the cultural 
amenities that older cities possess, and to 
the opportunity to live in a dense urban 
environment, often in neighborhoods that 
had been blighted only a few years before. 
Many of the creative class members were 
gay, and Florida appeared to be suggesting 
that the way for a struggling community to 
give itself a boost was to become conspicu-
ously friendly to gay newcomers.

As a description of life in the revitalized 
precincts of Boston, Chicago, New York, 
Seattle and other successful American 
cities of the early 2000s, Florida’s argu-
ment was practically unassailable. The hip 
neighborhoods of all these cities were hot-
beds of creative class in-migration. Where 
the theory ran into trouble was in its impli-
cation to some that a smaller city without 
signifi cant pre-existing cultural amenities 
could virtually will its way to creative class 
prosperity by advertising itself as a haven 
for artists, entrepreneurs and gays. The 
number of success stories along these lines 
was depressingly few, and the entire cre-
ative class theory began to fall into disfavor.

Now comes New Orleans. Over the 
past few years, it has begun to revive itself 
precisely according to the Florida model. 
After long decades of economic stagna-
tion, it suff ered a devastating blow in the 
form of Hurricane Katrina. But it contin-
ued to possess the cultural amenities that 
made it potentially attractive to the cre-
ative class. As the city’s economy slowly 
revived, helped by fi nancial aid from out-
side sources, more and more members of 
the creative class came to take advantage 
of it. Now New Orleans is growing again, 
and key sectors of its economy are benefi t-
ing from the creativity-based mini-boom. 

To say this is not to deny that vast 
stretches of the metro area are still mired 
in the stagnation that affl  icted them for 
decades before Katrina, and that they 
will likely remain stuck there for years 
to come. It is merely to point out that in 
the right place at the right time and under 
the right circumstances, the creative class 
model can work.  G

 Email aehrenhalt@governing.com 
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G
oing where the people are is a 
pretty safe bet. Public offi  cials 
in state and local government 
are doing just that, giving 

priority to TV news outlets when they 
respond to requests for information and 
interviews. But today’s conventional wis-
dom about media relations is markedly 
diff erent than it was just a few years ago, 
and may be shifting again as news con-
sumers continue their migration from 
print and broadcast news to digital media.

In a recent survey conducted by Gov-
erning Exchange (the research arm of 
Governing), we asked public leaders from 
across government to rank the order in 
which they would respond to requests 
from local media. Almost half of respon-
dents said TV outlets came fi rst (46 per-
cent) compared to just more than a third 
who chose newspapers as the fi rst call 
they would return (37 percent). Public 
offi  cials were far less inclined to give fi rst 
priority to online-only news outlets (10 
percent) and radio (7 percent) .

The fact that public offi  cials make TV 
outlets their fi rst choice isn’t too surpris-
ing. When it comes to news consumption, 
TV is also the top choice for most Ameri-
cans, according to a 2012 survey by the 
Pew Research Center. However, when 
taken together, the two surveys show 
mismatches between public offi  cials and 
news consumers when it comes to radio 
and online news outlets: Both are signifi -
cant news sources for a third of consum-
ers, but each is a priority for fewer than 
17 percent of newsmakers.

Pew documents a precipitous decline in 
newspaper readership, which is down by 
almost half in the last decade. At the same 
time, however, a newspaper’s reputation 
for shaping public discourse in a commu-
nity holds strong among newsmakers and 
those who work for them. Cory Curtis was 

By Paul W. Taylor

Time to Change Channels?
Public offi cials still prefer TV, but their constituents may prefer new media.

ity among news consumers, according to 
the Pew study and, not surprisingly, is the 
dominant news source among American 
adults under age 30.

In a volatile media environment, there 
is folly in settling on any conventional 
wisdom—be it TV fi rst or newspaper 
fi rst or some other formula. The answer 
changes over time, by geography and by 
circumstance. 

Absent an easy, stable answer about 
whom to call, Dan Schill, a James Madi-
son University communications professor 
and author of a new book on campaign-
ing and social media, says there is a single 
cardinal rule that can serve public offi  cials 
well even as the media landscape changes: 
“Pay attention.”

Schill says eff ective public offi  cials are 
aware, day in and day out, of the news 
cycle and anticipate when they may be 
drawn into a story. He says being eff ec-
tive depends on thinking like a reporter. 
“Know the journalist, their organization, 
their audience and their deadlines,” he says, 
“and know the issue better than they do.”  G

Email ptaylor@governing.com

hired as communications director for for-
mer Washington state Gov. Christine Gre-
goire explicitly for his new media exper-
tise. Yet when asked which news outlets 
he would contact fi rst, Curtis responded 
instinctively with an old-school answer, 
“Newspapers. They set the agenda.”

“That may not be as true as it once 
was,” says Mitchell McKinney, a profes-
sor of political communication at the 
University of Missouri, noting that some 
communities have been left with only 
weekly papers, if they have any at all. “Just 
as online news services have tried to fi ll 
the void in larger cities,” says McKinney, 
“radio is still very important in rural com-
munities. Both need to be part of the mix.”

The apparent disconnect between 
newsmakers and consumers over the Inter-
net may not be as wide as it fi rst appears. 
The Exchange survey asked about return-
ing a call to online-only news outlets while 
the Pew study’s defi nition of Internet 
included those plus the websites of conven-
tional media outlets as well as social media.

Television’s lock on news followers 
may be fl eeting. Social media is the only 
source of news that is growing in popular-

SOURCE: GOVERNING EXCHANGE, NOVEMBER 2013 (297 RESPONSES); PEW RESEARCH CENTER, 2012 NEWS CONSUMPTION SURVEY
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Announcing 
the 2013 
Government Green 
Fleet winners.

 1 City of Sacramento, CA
 2 Monroe County, NY
 3 Port Authority of New York 
 and New Jersey
 4 City of Phoenix, AZ
 5 City of Fort Wayne, IN
 6 University of California, Davis
 7 DeKalb County, GA
 8 District of Columbia
 9 King County, WA
10 Atlantic County Utilities 
 Authority, NJ
11 Las Vegas Valley Water 
 District
12 California Department of 
 General Services
13 Cobb County, GA
14 Village of Downers Grove, IL
15 City of Huntington Beach, CA
16 City of Vancouver, BC
17 Alameda County, CA
18 City of New York, NY
19 City of Moline, IL
20 State of Colorado 
21 City of Santa Ana, CA
22 Houston, TX, Independent 
 School District
23 County of Sonoma, CA
24 City of Anaheim, CA
25 County of Sacramento, CA
26 City of Kansas City, MO
27 City of Irving, TX
28 University of California, 
 San Diego
29 City of Tulsa, OK
30 City of Durham, NC
31 Port of Seattle, WA
32 Dakota County, MN 
33 University of Washington
34 Arlington County, VA
35 City of Oakland, CA
36 City of Tacoma, WA
37 City of Springfi eld, IL
38 Washington State Dept. 
 of Transportation
39 Salt River Project, AZ
40 County of San 
 Bernardino, CA
41 Napa Valley, CA, Unifi ed 
 School District
42 New York City Dept. 
 of Sanitation
43 Mesa Unifi ed School 
 District #4, Mesa, AZ
44 City of Dublin, OH
45 County of Riverside, CA
46 City of Boise, ID
47 Pennsylvania Turnpike 
 Authority
48 City of Tucson, AZ
49 City of Scottsdale, AZ
50 City of Thousand Oaks, CA

The Green Fleet and Top 100 Fleet programs recognize and reward 
peak performing green fl eet operations in North America.
www.the100bestfl eets.com

Join Governing and Green Fleet in congratulating these governments for 
their actions today that will impact tomorrow.

Green Fleet
2013 Winners

www.futurestructure.com  /  A New Initiative from Governing               
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Fracking and Federalism
The shifting economics and politics of drilling are becoming more complicated.

By Peter A. Harkness

L
ate this past summer, my senior biking club pedaled our 
way 120 miles along the spectacular Pine Creek Rail 
Trail in north central Pennsylvania’s Tioga County. We 
stopped in Wellsboro, where the commercial buildings 

and trendy shops all had been carefully restored and preserved, 
the Victorian houses were spacious and grand, and the town 
square and park were perfectly manicured. The roots of its wealth 
are in the timber industry, which dominated the local economy 
for a century, from 1820 to 1920. Later, recreational tourism—
everything from biking, hiking, fi shing and rafting to snowshoe-
ing and cross-country skiing—fl ourished.

And then came fracking. We had noticed large trucks carrying 
drilling equipment on the local roads and fi gured they were involved 
in the relatively new process of hydraulic fracturing—injecting huge 
amounts of water, sand and toxic chemicals deep into the ground to 
break up shale formations and free up natural gas and oil.  

The Pine Creek Gorge is located in the Marcellus Shale forma-
tion, a stroke of fortune that moved the newly elected Gov. Tom 
Corbett to predict almost three years ago that the state would be 
“the Texas of the natural gas boom.” 

It turns out he probably was wrong. Since he said those 
words, gas production in Pennsylvania has fallen off  by half, 
not because there isn’t an adequate supply, but because it has 
become a victim of its own success. There is so much gas com-
ing so fast that prices have dropped and companies are getting 
pickier about where they drill.

So now there are only half the number of drilling rigs in 
Pennsylvania that there were just three years ago, and some of 
the workers in Wellsboro have moved to Ohio, where the com-
panies prefer to drill for a higher-quality “wet” gas. For those left 
behind, the royalty payments have withered away, the trucks and 
rigs have mostly left and the town has turned back to tourism.

Fracking, it turns out, is unpredictable and highly compli-
cated, both as an industry and as an issue. It holds enormous 
potential, as well as risk, both economically and ecologically. If 
it is well regulated to exacting standards, it has the capacity to 
increase energy independence (it already is) and even to mitigate 
carbon emissions as gas replaces coal in the nation’s power plants.

But that’s a very big if. As of now, as is so often the case, 
we cannot decide who should be doing the regulating—the 
feds, the states or local governments. Traditionally, it has been 
the states doing the work, and it is indeed a hot issue in more 
than half the legislatures (see “Issues to Watch,” page 24). 
Some big-state Democratic governors like Jerry Brown in Cali-
fornia and Pat Quinn in Illinois have endorsed it, with conditions. 
And so far, only one state—Vermont—has outright banned frack-
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ing, though others like New York and Maryland have moratori-
ums until they fi gure out how to craft their regulations.

Meanwhile, in at least 15 states including Colorado, Pennsylva-
nia and New York, localities are challenging the idea of state con-
trol and enacting restrictions on fracking. In most cases, the states 
are countering that extraction of resources such as gas, minerals 
and timber is exempt from local zoning laws. 

Much to the consternation of environmental groups, President 
Obama supported fracking in his last State of the Union address. 

FRACKING 
WELLS 
IN THE 
U.S. 
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By Ryan Holeywell

Putting Out Fires  
States are waiting to see what will come of federal 
wildfi re legislation. 

In 2012, the Waldo Canyon wildfi re destroyed nearly 18,000 acres of land in El 

Paso County, Colo., making it, at the time, the most destructive fi re in state his-

tory. Today Sallie Clark, the county commissioner who represents much of the 

area that burned, wonders whether the fi re needed to be so severe. “If the forest 

had been mitigated,” she asks, “would it have been so out of control?” 

Indeed, a growing number of voices at 

all levels of government are questioning 

whether the federal government’s approach 

to wildfi re prevention is running as well as 

it could. At a recent Senate subcommittee 

hearing, Jim Hubbard, deputy chief of the 

U.S. Forest Service, testifi ed that in 2013, 

more than 4.1 million acres burned in the 

United States. On its face, that doesn’t 

mean much, but it’s part of a troubling 

trend: Wildfi res in the U.S. are becoming 

bigger, more destructive and more frequent. 

In the last six years, eight states expe-

rienced the most destructive fi res in their histories, according to Hubbard, and 

today, wildfi res burn twice as many acres annually as they did 40 years ago. The 

situation has created a vicious cycle for the feds. Because the Forest Service 

is spending so much money extinguishing fi res, it is forced to take money from 

other areas, including those focused on fi re prevention. The process, known as 

“fi re borrowing,” is disruptive to the agency’s operations, especially since the 

diverted funding often isn’t restored. Critics say that’s indicative of a short-sighted 

approach to budgeting.

Ryan Yates, who works in federal affairs for the National Association of Coun-

ties (NACo), says the feds have also pulled back on “active management” of fed-

eral forest land, which includes using it for timber, cattle grazing and recreation, 

due to litigation and environmental rules. The result is more overgrown forests 

that act as fuel for fi res. 

Though the issue involves federal lands, it’s one that state and local lead-

ers, especially those in the West, have taken a keen interest in. That’s because 

wildfi res and the effects of wildfi res often cross jurisdictional boundaries. In El 

Paso County, for example, the 2012 fi re was on federal land, but it displaced 340 

families, impacted tourism and has led to more frequent fl ooding in the county.

Last year, the U.S. House passed H.R. 1526, which would allow for greater 

timber production on federal lands, ostensibly making the forest less dense and 

susceptible to fi res, and would give counties a greater role in actively managing 

parts of the national forest land. The legislation has the backing of NACo, but it 

faces strong resistance from environmental groups. Meanwhile, Colorado U.S. 

Sen. Michael Bennet has introduced a bill that would establish a pilot program to 

make grants available to states for wildfi re mitigation and preparedness. For now, 

local offi cials are waiting to see if Washington will develop a fi x before the next 

big fi re impacts their communities. “The 

fi re hasn’t happened yet,” Clark says, “but 

it will. It’s not a matter of if. It’s just when.”

| 

Find out what the
feds are up to at 
governing.com/fedwatch
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But the feds have done relatively little, 
aside from some studies and recommen-
dations for rules that the industry found 
too onerous and the environmentalists 
too soft, and that generally only applied 
to federal lands. The argument that 
Washington should step in is based on 
the alarmingly wide range in state stan-
dards and the lack of resources available 
to enforce them, even in states with oil 
and gas industries.

States, along with much of the indus-
try, counter that they historically have 
regulated gas and oil production, they 
understand the complexity of local geo-
logical conditions and, probably most 
important, they gain the benefi ts and 
assume the costs of gas production, as 
well as the consequences if there are mis-
takes. The feds should only step in, states 
say, if the regulatory activity crosses state 
boundaries, like the leakage of unburned 
methane, a far more serious greenhouse 
gas than carbon dioxide.

Early last spring, there was a prom-
ising breakthrough when a number of 
leading environmental groups joined 
with some of the major energy compa-
nies to create something called the Cen-
ter for Sustainable Shale Development 
to set standards and regulate compli-
ance. Its fi rst set of standards seemed 
to cover both in breadth and depth the 
wide array of complex rules needed to 
assure safety. 

So at this point, the trend is fairly 
clear: Fracking seems to hold so much 
promise for generating inexpensive, 
relatively clean energy, creating jobs 
and revenue for the states, that it is 
hard to dismiss.

On the other hand, the problems—the 
extraordinary amounts of water needed 
and wastewater created, the threat of 
poisoning water supplies and releas-
ing unburned methane—are daunting. A 
major mishap could create a catastrophe 
that might well derail the whole industry.

So now we have to fi gure out how 
best to regulate it, and we had better get 
it right.  G

Email pharkness@governing.com
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By David Levine

Death With Dignity
‘Assisted suicide’ bills face an uphill battle.   

W
hat’s in a name? When it comes to “assisted sui-
cide,” it turns out quite a lot. Americans are less 
likely, according to polls, to support a measure 
legalizing assisted suicide when that phrase is 

used. That’s why advocates for such laws are increasingly using 
what they say is a more humane description: death with dignity.

It’s not just a mushy euphemism, either; it’s a more appropri-
ate description of the act, proponents 
say. And framing the debate in this 
way has already helped propel legisla-
tion that allows the terminally ill to end 
their lives with full legal protection. 
Oregon enacted the fi rst “death with 
dignity” law when citizens approved it 
through a 1994 ballot initiative (which 
the Supreme Court upheld in 2006). 
Washington followed with another bal-
lot vote in 2008. Montana and Hawaii 
support professional standards that 
encourage aid-in-dying practices. 
And last year, Vermont enacted the 
fi rst death with dignity law passed by 
a state legislature. 

In 1997, the Supreme Court unani-
mously ruled that Americans do not 
have a constitutional right to assisted 
suicide. But, Chief Justice William H. 
Rehnquist wrote, “it is widely recognized that 
the provision of pain medication is ethically and 
professionally accepted even when the treatment may 
hasten the patient’s death.” Justice David Souter 
agreed, stating that terminally ill patients may 
take medication “to alleviate pain, even 
when the medication is so powerful as to 
hasten death and the patient chooses to 
receive it with that understanding.”

Indeed, the Vermont law protects 
physicians who prescribe medication 
to mentally competent, terminally 
ill patients to help create a peaceful 
death against any criminal, civil and 
professional liability. Vermont state 
Sen. Claire Ayer, the bill’s sponsor, had 
put it before the legislature in every ses-
sion for the past 11 years. “It never got out of 
committee,” she says. But when she rose to the 

chair of the Senate Health and Welfare Committee, she managed 
to move it to the Judiciary Committee, which approved it, and 
then get it attached to another bill that made it to the fl oor for 
debate, where it eventually passed—barely. “Probably one-third 
were philosophically or religiously opposed,” she says, “and the 
rest didn’t want to vote on it because no matter how you vote, a 
lot of people will be mad at you.” 

The debate drew big crowds to the 
Senate, which Ayer says was a good 
thing. “I am a nurse, and I think end-
of-life care is a really important part 
of health care in general,” she says. 
Proponents expect more states to take 
up the issue in the years ahead as the 
baby boomers enter their 70s. Cur-
rently the New Jersey and Massachu-
setts legislatures are debating death 
with dignity statutes.  

And the name game still plays an 
important role. Vermont’s law jetti-
soned the “death with dignity” title, 
Ayer says, because “it was pointed 
out you don’t have to use this option 

to still die with dignity. But this is not 
suicide. That is a desperate act done 

by people who don’t want to live. These 
people are already dying, and they are 

simply trying to control the circumstances of 
their death.” 

The American Public Health Association concurs, 
stating: “Medical and legal experts have recognized 

that the term ‘suicide’ or ‘assisted suicide’ is 
inappropriate when discussing the choice 

of a mentally competent terminally ill 
patient to seek medications that he or 
she could consume to bring about a 
peaceful and dignifi ed death.”

You could call it “physician aid 
in dying,” Ayer says, because you are 
asking for your doctor’s assistance. 
Perhaps the best name of all is more 

poetic. “A writer called it being allowed 
to write the last pages of your life,” she 

says. “I like that.”  G

 Email  levkern@nycap.rr.com
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It’s no secret that a strong workforce, equipped with 

relevant skills for the jobs of today and tomorrow, is critical 

to developing a vibrant economy. But ensuring workers 

have the right skills is easier said than done. It’s a hurdle 

many state and local leaders must overcome to position their 

communities to thrive now and in the future.

Economic woes of the last several years have put even 

greater pressure on government agencies and workforce 

investment boards to solve these challenges and to work 

together to implement workforce initiatives that spur 

economic development. 

The keys to success lie in strategic thinking, innovation 

and collaboration among education, government and the 

private sector, but no single group holds the key to prosperity.

Recently, Governing hosted a workforce and economic 

development summit in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, to discuss 

the challenges that come with developing a robust workforce 

that is armed with the skills to ensure a strong local economy. 

This and other meetings led to the development of this issue 

brief, which provides examples of programs, innovative uses 

of technology and successful collaboration.

Aligning Workforce and Economic 
Development Strategies

Simple fact: Workers need to have the right skills and 

experience for the jobs offered by employers. This defi nition 

of workforce alignment seems obvious. But at the point 

where open jobs meet potential applicants, that alignment 

doesn’t always come easily. 

An innovative and collaborative effort is essential to 

help serve the needs of local employers and to attract 

new business to a community. “It’s about marketing job 

opportunities in your own backyard and about changing 

perceptions on the skills and demand in the jobs available,” 

says Bob Lanter, executive director of the California 

Workforce Association.

The Arizona Commerce Authority presents an innovative 

example of a collaborative development initiative. As the 

state economic development agency, the Authority leverages 

real-time labor market information (LMI) and analytics. 

These tools and training are provided to local economic 

and workforce development entities, including community 

colleges, universities, workforce development boards 

and economic development departments. This sharing 

of information and resources is key to keeping the state’s 

economic development strategy moving forward.

Using Real-Time Labor Market Information 
for Better Decision-Making

Effective alignment of workforce talent with employers’ 

needs isn’t possible without real-time LMI and collaboration. 

Good data helps job seekers fi nd work more quickly, 

including jobs that better match their skills. It also helps 

employers gain intelligence about what talent is out there 

and available for them to tap.

Good data also establishes common knowledge that 

helps local higher education institutions, workforce boards 

and economic development agencies collaborate more 
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effectively in developing targeted training and placement 

programs. By combining online job listings with online data 

collection tools and analytics, LMI is available immediately, 

enabling public and private sectors to make better, more 

educated decisions.

The New York City Labor Market Information Service 

(NYCLMIS), a nonprofi t research organization that tracks 

real-time data on hiring patterns and occupational trends 

to help align workforce and education efforts within the 

city, uses labor data in new ways. In monthly job reports, 

NYCLMIS identifi es top employers and occupational profi les 

that help departments and schools in the City University 

of New York (CUNY) system, local workforce boards, 

government agencies and nonprofi ts respond quickly to 

new job trends and training needs.

In the past, organizations such as NYCLMIS have 

relied on traditional LMI for their reporting and research 

needs. However, in this era of instant, digital information, 

traditional LMI can’t track constant market changes and 

provide the data to help answer critical questions. These 

organizations need to know what is happening now, not just 

what is being reported annually or quarterly. 

For CUNY, NYCLMIS produces monthly real-time job 

reports, which include top employers based on number 

of advertisers and percentage of job ads based on sector. 

They are also able to provide occupational profi les, which 

can identify hiring diffi culty, volume of jobs according to 

city and even the most common credentials required. 

CUNY leverages this information to target job and program 

development efforts. To better prepare students for job 

success, NYCLMIS supports educational institutions like 

CUNY by identifying new fi elds or course curriculum to aid 

those students in fi nding jobs after graduation.

CUNY benefi ts from this data by helping students with 

job placement and anticipating decreased demand for 

current training programs, as well as emerging demand for 

training in new skills and certifi cations. “We recognize that 

creating or changing a training program can take time,” 

says Ronnie Kauder of NYCLMIS. “But it is important for 

educational institutions to align with labor market demands, 

even if the effort takes a year or two.”1

Sparking Innovation by Using Online 
Technologies and Tools 

Taking advantage of innovative online technologies 

to connect workers and employers is a new emphasis in 

many workforce development efforts. By doing so, local 

workforce projects can “ensure that opportunities are 

created by design, that they don’t just happen incidentally,” 

says Richard Verches, executive director of the Los Angeles 

County Workforce Investment Board. 

Online technologies also improve effi ciency and produce 

cost and time savings for employer recruiting. Organizations 

can utilize online technologies and tools to help deliver 

better placement by matching candidate skillsets with 

available job opportunities and develop internal and external 

talent networks.

The State of Ohio Offi ce of Workforce Development 

operates OhioMeansJobs.com, a statewide, online job 

matching system. The website allows employers to search 

for resumes, post jobs, communicate with applicants and 

learn about job incentive programs. For job seekers, the site 

provides extensive job listings and search functionality, as 

well as information about training and recruitment events. 

Filling Skills Gaps
It is well known that employers often say they are ready 

to hire more workers — if only they could fi nd qualifi ed 

applicants. Oftentimes, there is a large disconnect between 

jobs that are available and the skills of the people who could 

potentially fi ll those jobs. 

Broadening Advanced Technological Education 

Connections (BATEC), a technology education nonprofi t, is 

one organization that is working to address these challenges 

through collaborative research and discussions. Located 

in Boston, BATEC is conducting a research study of four 

metro areas to identify entry-level jobs and long-term career 

pathways for students graduating with associate’s degrees 

in IT disciplines to help solve the skills gaps. 

“Economic and workforce development 
requires a continuum of eff orts and passing the 
torch over time, because nothing meaningful 
can get accomplished in just one election cycle.”
— Mick Cornett, Mayor, Oklahoma City

Richard Verches, 
Executive Director of 
the Los Angeles County 
Workforce Investment 
Board, speaks at the 
Governing event.
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Another activity is mining the data in job descriptions 

to identify opportunities for discussions with employers 

about talent needs in a particular career area. Results will 

be used by many colleges and employers to discuss new 

directions for training programs and how to bring the match 

between jobs and degrees into reality. The eventual goal is 

to encourage employers to look to the community colleges 

as a source of workforce-ready talent. 

“Local employers and students benefi t when the 

educational institution is empowered with the current profi le 

of needed technical skills and professional competencies,” 

says BATEC Director Lou Piazza.2

Developing Talent Pipelines
Building a resilient economy means focusing on every 

aspect of the talent pipeline. This starts with early childhood 

education; continues with strong high school programs in 

science, technology, engineering and math; and leads to 

good community college programs for vocation-specifi c 

training or a four-year college program.

In some jurisdictions, workforce boards have facilitated 

partnerships between community colleges and businesses 

to align training programs with the specifi c skills and 

knowledge needed by employers to compete effectively in 

the global economy. 

The coordinated efforts of local school systems 

and higher education institutions with employers is a 

vital component to addressing challenges facing many 

communities: How can you have sustainable economic 

development if young people feel they need to leave the 

area to fi nd a job? 

One nonprofi t organization in Michigan, Kalamazoo 

Promise, answers this question with an innovative approach. 

Kalamazoo Promise pays college tuition and fees for all eligible 

students who graduate from the Kalamazoo Public School 

District. The scholarship covers up to a four-year bachelor’s 

degree at selected colleges and universities in Michigan. The 

program has served nearly 4,000 students, 25 percent of 

whom have stayed in the Kalamazoo area after graduation. 

“We need to get all players of the community involved 

in the talent pipeline, including educators, families, 

policymakers and community members,” says Kalamazoo 

Promise Executive Director Emeritus Dr. Janice Brown. “No 

one player is more important than another and no one is 

solely responsible. All are responsible and accountable to 

the community at large.”

Employing and Training Veterans
With more than one million service members expected to 

leave the military by 2018, veteran employment will continue 

to be a signifi cant issue across the country. Communities 

that develop strategies for employing more veterans (and 

in many cases, their spouses) will see the long-term benefi t 

of a strong, dedicated and talented workforce that is 

recognized as an advantage by existing businesses and 

those attracted through economic development efforts.

In an annual survey of veterans, 73 percent felt the skills 

they obtained while in the military are relevant to civilian 

careers, yet 65 percent also feel that hiring managers and 

recruiters don’t understand their skills.3 Many military service 

members land back in civilian life with great discipline and 

determination instilled by the military, but perhaps no more 

formal education than a high school diploma. They have 

many questions: Will I be able to fi nd a good job? How can 

I translate my military skills into a civilian career? How can I 

make the best use of my education benefi ts under the GI Bill?

Employers have questions too: How do we evaluate 

military experience in light of our current job needs? How do 

we reach out to veterans when we’re recruiting and how do 

we retain them once hired?

One innovative online tool can help link military skills with 

those needed by employers in the workforce. A military skills 

translator, such as the tool available free of charge to veterans 

on Military.com, converts military job codes and experience 

into civilian skills, occupations and jobs — making it easier for 

veterans to identify the best career opportunities for their skills.

“We need to get all players of the community 
involved in the talent pipeline, including 
educators, families, policymakers and 
community members. No one player is more 
important than another, and no one is solely 
responsible; all are responsible and accountable 
to the community at large.”
— Dr. Janice Brown, Executive Director Emeritus, Kalamazoo Promise

Dr. Janice Brown, 
Executive Director 
Emeritus, Kalamazoo 
Promise, speaks at the 
Governing event.
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Although many well-established veteran employment and 

training programs exist today, traditional funding category 

limitations have often fragmented their ability to deliver 

services effi ciently. “Employers and veterans may be eligible 

for programs focused on economic development, workforce 

development, veterans and social services,” says David Hunn, 

executive director of the Northern Virginia Workforce Investment 

Board.4 “State and local governments that administer these 

multiple types of veterans employment and training programs in 

a holistic way can make service access effi cient and seamless 

for both the veterans and prospective employers.” 

A new veteran employment initiative led by the Northern 

Virginia Technology Council (NVTC) helps connect veterans 

to local information technology jobs, as well as internships, 

mentorships, and training and certifi cation programs. 

The NVTC veteran employment initiative encompasses 

partnerships with private employers, veteran service 

organizations, regional colleges and universities, the local 

workforce board and other nonprofi t organizations.

The NVTC veteran employment initiative also helps its 

member companies develop appropriate processes and 

activities for recruiting and retaining veterans as employees. 

This program includes an exclusive online community 

where veterans can search for open jobs at NVTC member 

companies, while employers can search a resume database 

of more than 800,000 veterans.

Innovation is Key to Solving Workforce and 
Economic Development Issues 

Of the successful examples discussed at the Governing 

summit and other meetings, several key themes emerged: 

innovative thinking, the use of technology and a collaborative 

spirit. Aligning workforce and economic development 

efforts isn’t easy, but it’s critical for communities to develop 

prosperity. By looking to the many programs, resources and 

models developed in other jurisdictions, local stakeholders 

can fi nd productive, long-term ways to continue the dialogue; 

defi ne locally relevant strategies and take the actions that 

help employers, workers and communities fl ourish. 

Resources

1. Veterans Talent Index: www.about-monster.com/content/veterans-talent-index 

2. Military Skills Translator: www.military.com/veteran-jobs/skills-translator/ 

3. Regional Labor Market Insights Reports: http://monstergovernmentsolutions.

com/markets-solutions/state-local/products/real-time-labor-intelligence-sl  

4. Arizona Commerce Authority: www.azcommerce.com 

5. New York City Labor Market Information Service: www.urbanresearch.org/about/

cur-components/new-york-city-labor-market-information-service-nyclmis 

6. Northeast Indiana Fund: www.neindiana.com/about-us/northeast-indiana-fund 

7. Ohio Means Jobs: http://ohiomeansjobs.com/omj/ 

8. Kalamazoo Promise: www.kalamazoopromise.com 

9. BATEC: http://batec.org 

10. Northern Virginia Technology Council: http://nvtc.org/index.php

11. Strong Talent Drives Strong Economies: www.governing.com/events/webinars/

Strong-Talent-Drives-Strong-Economies-A-Webinar-on-Workforce-and-

Economic-Development.html

Endnotes

1. Response to questions provided by email, October 31, 2013

2. Response to questions provided by email, October 29, 2013

3. Veterans Talent Index, Monster Worldwide and Military.com, www.about-monster.

com/sites/default/fi les/MonsterVeteranTalentIndex_Nov2013.pdf

4. Interview with David Hunn, October 25, 2013

Monster Government Solutions works across educational institutions, as well as state, city and 
county government organizations to help build high performance workforces. Monster Government 
Solutions weaves innovative products and services, such as real-time labor intelligence and 
integrated online career communities into existing solutions that help drive regional economic, 
workforce and educational growth. In addition, Monster Government Solutions works in close 
collaboration with organizations to help drive successful outcomes for their customers. 
 
To learn more, contact us at contactMGS@monster.com, call us at 703.269.4900 or 
visit www.monstergovernmentsolutions.com.

© 2013 e.Republic. All rights reserved.

“It’s about marketing job opportunities in 
your own backyard and about changing 
perceptions on the skills and demand in the 
jobs available.”
— Bob Lanter, Executive Director, California Workforce Association

Bob Lanter, Executive 
Director of the 
California Workforce 
Association, speaks at 
the Governing event.
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

Let It Snow
States are turning to cloud seeding in an effort to stave off droughts and fl oods.

W
hat to do when the rain won’t come? If you’re Cal-
ifornia, you seed the clouds. At least that’s what 
water managers, utilities and ski-resort operators 
in the state are hoping to do this winter. 2013 was 

the driest year on record for the Golden State. So offi  cials there 
plan to spray silver iodide into the clouds in an eff ort to squeeze 
every last possible snowfl ake out of them and replenish state 
water resources.

Cloud seeding has been around for almost 70 years now, since 
Vincent Schaefer, a self-taught chemist, dumped six pounds of 
dry ice into the clouds over the Berkshire Mountains in Massa-
chusetts in 1946, making them snow. The experiment led to spec-
ulation that cloud seeding could fi ght drought, control storms, 
reduce hail and quench forest fi res. 

Indeed, today about 10 states, mostly in the West, have cloud-
seeding operations to combat such conditions. In Arizona, Califor-
nia, Colorado, Idaho, Nevada, Utah and Wyoming, cloud-seeders 
are hired to increase the snowpack. In Kansas and Texas, they 
work to induce rain, and in North Dakota, they induce rain before 
the clouds can produce crop-damaging hail.

Cloud seeding is the process of spreading either dry ice or 
more often silver iodide into the upper part of clouds to try to 
stimulate the precipitation process and form rain or snow. With 
the recent glut of extreme droughts, fl oods, forest fi res and other 
adverse weather conditions, interest in cloud seeding is grow-
ing. Jeff  Tilley, director of weather modifi cation at the Desert 
Research Institute (DRI), part of the Nevada system of higher 
education, told the San Francisco radio station KQED that the 
practice of cloud seeding has become more and more scientifi -
cally robust over the last 10 to 15 years. “As a result, we now know 
much more about how to seed clouds properly,” he said, “what 
techniques work under what conditions.” 

But while the technology is better, there is still a dearth of good 
evidence on whether cloud seeding really works, or what, if any, 
the long-term consequences are of altering nature. There does 
seem to be a general consensus that cloud seeding isn’t harmful 
to the environment. The amount of silver iodide used is so little, 

according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, that 
there is no reason to fear any toxic eff ects. As for complaints that 
cloud seeding robs Peter to pay Paul: Weather experts say there’s 
not a shred of evidence that shows cloud seeding aff ects snow and 
rainfall downwind of specifi c areas. 

The biggest debate is over how much extra water cloud seed-
ing actually generates. The DRI estimates that cloud seeding pro-
duces about a 10 percent increase in snowpack. A 2013 report 
by the California Department of Water Resources estimated an 
average snowpack increase of just 4 percent. 

That lack of certainty is one reason why the weather modifi -
cation world is eagerly awaiting the results of a Wyoming study 
to be completed later this year. The state has invested $13 mil-
lion since 2005 in a project to determine whether cloud seeding 
really increases the amount of snowpack in several of the state’s 
mountain ranges. It is the fi rst rigorous and comprehensive 
study of the fi eld, and many believe it will bring new credibility 
to cloud seeding.  

Similarly, Colorado recently asked cloud-seeding programs 
in the state to do more stringent target and control evaluations, 
comparing seeded areas with comparable geographic areas that 
aren’t targeted. 

Cloud seeding isn’t a panacea for water woes, but it’s one of 
the cheaper solutions. The National Resources Defense Council 
(NRDC) reports that building and operating a desalination plant, 
for example, costs between $1,000 and $2,000 for every acre-foot 
of water it yields. Cloud seeding, on the other hand, yields that 
same acre-foot of water for $5 to $15.

But it is not the cheapest. In NRDC’s magazine, OnEarth, 
senior policy analyst Robert Moore said, “As it gets hotter and 
drier, effi  cient use of water is the cheapest and most reliable way 
of making more of it available for future use,” he said. “In the 
energy world, the cheapest kilowatt of electricity is the one you 
never have to generate. The same goes for water. The cheapest 
gallon of water is the one you never take from the tap.”  G
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munity improvement eff orts that would 
only fuel the divergence that puts their 
city increasingly at a disadvantage. This 
creates a structural barrier to change.

Removing this barrier requires a type 
of thinking and bridge-building that has 
fallen by the wayside in the contemporary 
economy, namely restoring connectivity 
between thriving cities and their broader 
but less-well-off  hinterlands. 

In the age of globalization, cities and 
states would rather build bridges to the 
world than to the town next door. Some of 
this is simply the way the economy works. 
As Richard Longworth, senior fellow at 
the Chicago Council on Global Aff airs, 
wrote in his book Caught in the Middle: 
America’s Heartland in the Age of Global-
ism, “Chicago probably deals more, daily, 
with Frankfurt or Tokyo than it does with 
Indianapolis.”

He went on to identify the problem at 
hand, noting that “Globalization is begin-
ning to isolate cities from their hinter-

Isolated in the Hinterland
Struggling cities need help building better connections with their stronger peers.

W
ho could argue against 
making things better? It 
seems absurd. So why is it 
so hard to make progress? 

One reason is that there are often struc-
tural forces that act to suppress improve-
ment. One force in particular is the 
increasing divergence in attractiveness 
and performance between communities.

Ball State University economist Michael 
Hicks, writing in Howey Politics Indiana, 
elaborated on the problem: “Almost all our 
local economic policies target business 
investment and masquerade as job creation 
eff orts. We abate taxes, apply TIFs [tax 
increment fi nancing] and woo businesses 
all over the state, but then the employees 
who receive middle-class wages (say $18 
an hour or more) choose the nicest place to 
live within a 40-mile radius. So, we bring a 
nice factory to Muncie, and the employees 
all commute from Noblesville.” 

This tells you everything you need to 
know about why Indiana’s state govern-

ment has traditionally been hostile to 
eff orts by localities to improve quality 
of place, whether through mass transit 
or through public services such as new 
libraries and better performing schools. 

To the extent that a place like the Indi-
anapolis suburb of Noblesville continues 
to improve itself, this only increases the 
advantages it has in luring residents and 
jobs away from struggling post-industrial 
communities like Muncie that have fewer 
resources to rebuild with and are further 
out from the urban center. This dynamic is 
hardly unique to Indiana.

Struggling places that surround pros-
perous communities may not be interested 
in seeing those successful towns improve 
any further. That’s not necessarily out of 
malice, nor may it even be explicitly con-
sidered. It’s simply an implicit incentive, 
and has a certain amount of logic. If those 
struggling places constitute an infl uential 
block in the state legislature, they can cer-
tainly put roadblocks in the way of com-

By Aaron M. Renn
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places like Muncie, Ind.
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lands: The hinterlands see this trend and 
are disinclined to do anything to speed it 
up. They perceive that most of these peo-
ple—globalization’s winners—have never 
spent 30 seconds worrying about global-
ization’s losers.”

This is the two-tier society we see 
developing nationally playing out at the 
local level. It creates a tug of war at the 
state policy level, and it tears apart the 
whole notion that we are a common-
wealth. It creates states that are, as Long-
worth put it, “hives of warring interests.”

There are no easy answers for many 
of the struggling post-industrial cities in 
America. Many places realistically may 
not recover, particularly if they are too far 
from a metro center or too far into decline. 
But we can have more successful places 
than we do. One obvious challenge for 
smaller areas is that they are cut off  from 
global fl ows and economic opportunities. 
Building stronger links to their neighbors 
that are connected is critical. That’s their 
potential on-ramp to globalization. 

What’s needed is a new bargain in our 
states and regions. Larger metros and 
thriving regions will be given the authority, 
tools and fi nancing they need to improve 
themselves and meet the demands of 
today’s globalized, talent-based economy. 
In return, they will be expected not just to 
send back tax “remittances” to the rest of 
their state, but also to deploy some of their 
intellectual and policy resources toward 
the problems facing the left behind areas. 
The losers need to let the winners get on 
with their winning, while the winners 
need to remember where they came from 
and who brought them to the dance.

Creating those connections won’t be 
easy. But it starts with a conversation, 
with getting to know each other, building 
trust and creating commitment. That’s 
not as sexy as an overseas trade trip. But 
if the winners want to get the losers on 
board with state policies that promote 
civic improvement instead of fi ghting 
every step of the way or trying to steer the 
course toward a race to the bottom, this is 
something they very much need to do.  G
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Cracking the Code
A new report suggests how to bring down the price of rental housing.

Homeownership has been one of the cornerstones of the American dream. But after 
the massive housing crash, which precipitated the Great Recession, that dream 
became more of a nightmare for many, prompting millions of former homeowners to 
become renters. Indeed, the U.S. homeownership rate, according to Deutsche Bank, 
has dropped to an 18-year low and is only expected to fall further.

These new renters, along with the 78 mil-
lion-plus millennials that are expected to begin 
searching for a place of their own in the com-
ing decade, are putting a squeeze on the rental 
market. Developers have already stepped in to 
meet the demand, but much of the construc-
tion is for high-end properties. In fact, 8.7 per-
cent of low-cost rental housing was converted 
to higher rents during the recession, driving up 
demand for and creating a signifi cant shortfall 
in aff ordable rental housing.

That shortfall has vexed housing experts 
and public offi  cials alike. But a new report 
from the Urban Land Institute (ULI) may off er a few ideas on how to bring down 
the price of rental housing. Bending the Cost Curve on Aff ordable Rental Development 
breaks down the fi nancial and regulatory barriers. Lynn Ross, executive director of 
the ULI’s Terwilliger Center for Housing, says the size and scale of a project, along 
with design issues and construction costs, can all be aff ected by these factors. 

To start, developers face a major hurdle when it comes to fi nancing. While some 
lending institutions will provide funding for aff ordable projects, most developers have 
to turn to investors who have motivations beyond profi t. This means structuring the deal 
around the terms of the funder, rather than the needs of the marketplace. “Any mixed-
income housing project is like putting together a fi nancial jigsaw puzzle,” says Ross.

Another barrier is the permitting process. While some cities have addressed this 
problem with one-stop permit shops, most jurisdictions have processes that lack 
clarity, which adds time and drives up costs. Aff ordable rental projects must also 
move through a public input process that is often opaque, says Ross, and, when public 
opposition is well organized, time consuming.

Zoning restrictions impede aff ordable housing development as well, according to 
the report. “There are many communities that zone out rentals, period,” says Ross. For 
decades, the focus has been on the construction of single-family homes. Now, cities and 
towns are waking up to the fact that many people are renting. But zoning ordinances 
are woefully out of date and take time to update. Other government-related cost drivers 
include social goals set by cities. While laudable, some cities are very specifi c about the 
mix of income groups, environmental standards and transit locations for rental housing 
that can suppress rather than encourage lower-cost rental development.

The days when communities consisted primarily of one type of housing stock are 
over, says Ross. Cities and towns that thrive are those with a good balance of owners 
and renters. By addressing the fi nancial and regulatory barriers to aff ordable housing, 
cities may be able to reverse the aff ordable housing shortfall in time for the surge of 
millennials. “Local leaders need to look at their housing stock,” Ross says, “and think 
creatively about the kind of community they want to be.”  G
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S TAT E  L E G I S L AT U R E S  2 0 1 4   

FOR STATES THROUGHOUT THE COUNTRY this year, there’s a common theme: a climate of uncertainty 
coupled with a sense of genuine opportunity. Amid worries about the federal government’s failure to boost 
funding for infrastructure, many states are taking steps to produce that funding on their own. Congress seems 
to have stalled—again—in its eff orts to reform the immigration system, but states are enacting bills designed to 
grant new rights to some of their undocumented residents. And after a period in which higher education pro-
grams faced dramatic cuts, states are putting money back into those programs—some of them more effi  ciently 
than in the past. Here are 10 big issues states will look to tackle in 2014, and six smaller ones they’ll also address.

GOVERNING |  January 201424

BY RYAN HOLEYWELL, LIZ FARMER, CHRIS KARDISH, MIKE MACIAG AND J.B. WOGAN

ISSUES 
WATCH 
THE 10 ISSUES THAT 
STATE LEGISLATURES WILL 
BE TACKLING THIS YEAR.2014
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ABOUT HALF THE STATES have signed on to a Medicaid 
expansion funded entirely by the federal government for the 
fi rst three years, and most have done so by simply extending the 
program to adults earning up to 138 percent of the federal poverty 
level. But there have been a few experiments, among them Arkan-
sas’ plan to use Medicaid expansion money to purchase private 
coverage for new benefi ciaries.

That program required a special waiver from the feds, but 
Arkansas leaders successfully argued that it better fi t the state’s 
needs and politics. As new states choose to expand Medicaid, 
many will be asking the Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices for similar latitude in bringing in diff erent payers, trying 
greater cost-sharing with benefi ciaries and other changes that 
they argue will make expansion both palatable and sustainable. 

Among the states that could vote on a Medicaid expansion are 
Idaho, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Utah, Virginia, Wyoming and 
Tennessee, where Gov. Bill Haslam has likened fi nding an accept-
able way to expand to “trying to thread a needle from 80 yards.” 

In many statehouses in 2014, expansion will be discussed along-
side revisions in how Medicaid is delivered and accessed. There 
could also be proposals to cover more low-income populations 
without expanding Medicaid, as Oklahoma and Indiana have done. 
But the idea of fi tting Medicaid to needs and political dynamics 
within individual states is as old as Medicaid itself. “No two Med-
icaid programs have ever been the same, and it would not surprise 
me if we saw innovation on that front, not just in expansion but 
whatever their needs may be,” says Melissa Hansen, a health policy 
analyst at the National Conference of State Legislatures.
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AS STATE FINANCES stabilize in the post-recession economy, some states will look toward major changes in their tax codes. Ten 
governors last year fl oated income tax cuts, most with the rationale that these would help their states remain economically competitive. 
Three of the proposals would have eliminated the income tax entirely. While none of the states joined the existing seven that don’t tax 
income, some reductions were implemented, and budget watchers expect those themes to carry over into 2014 as a number of governors 
have again set goals of lowering the income tax rate.

Louisiana, Nebraska and North Carolina all failed to eliminate their income tax, though they made some headway. Nebraska estab-
lished a commission to study the issue, and North Carolina Republicans successfully shifted to a lower, fl at income tax. The North 
Carolina actions were watched by GOP legislators across the country, so look for more eff orts along similar lines this legislative year.

The pressures of a constrained economy and tepid growth have also increased interstate competition, says Dan Crippen, executive 
director of the National Governors Association. “There’s a reluctance to have state tax rates higher than their neighbors,” he says, “and 
an interest in lowering rates when they can.”
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PRESIDENT OBAMA’S EFFORT to raise the federal minimum 
wage to $9 per hour is going nowhere, but this could increase the 
pressure on states and localities to take action. Spurred by federal 
stalemate, economic trends and public sentiment, several states will 
consider increases in 2014. And they’re not all the usual suspects, 
either. In addition to reliably blue states such as Illinois, Maryland, 
Massachusetts and Minnesota, lawmakers in Alaska, Idaho and  
South Dakota are making the push. Advocates say they’ll also wage 
campaigns in Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, possibly com-
bining a ballot measure with a legislative eff ort to apply pressure to 
lawmakers. That method has worked in Michigan in the past. 

In recent years, California, Connecticut, New Jersey, New 
York and Rhode Island have all passed hikes that raised the 
minimum wage above the federal $7.25-per-hour fl oor. Some 
cities are inclined to go further. Major cities with high costs of 
living could join San Francisco in setting much higher wages 
for service and other industries. “I think we’ll see a bunch of 
states coalescing around the $10 fi gure and then higher-cost 
cities like Seattle, Washington, D.C., New York, possibly Chi-
cago, and some more of the California cities, will be pushing for 
higher levels,” says Paul Sonn of the National Employment Law 
Project, an advocacy group.
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COURTS AND VOTERS WILL PLAY key roles in answering the 
next big question facing public pensions: Are current retirees 
immune to cuts? Many court watchers expect bankruptcies in 
Detroit and San Bernardino, Calif., to set precedent in this area, 
as both cities have taken the unusual move of including their 
pension debt in their fi lings. The judge presiding over Detroit’s 
bankruptcy recently ruled that the state’s protection of pension 
promises does not apply at the federal bankruptcy court level—
city employee unions are appealing the decision. San Bernardino’s 
judge has not issued an opinion.

Frank Shafroth, director of the George Mason University Cen-
ter for State and Local Government Leadership (and a Governing
contributing columnist), believes the question will ultimately be 
decided in the U.S. Supreme Court as the issue comes up in more 
states: “I think we’re going to have a lot more courts opine on this 
in the next few years,” he says. 

Meanwhile, in California, an eff ort is under way that could 
have major consequences for CalPERS, the state’s huge public 
employee pension fund. Mayors of fi ve California cities facing 
large pension costs are seeking to get an initiative on the 2014 bal-
lot that would give governments authority to negotiate changes 
to existing employee pensions. Retiree health benefi ts would be 
aff ected as well.  

PUBLIC 
PENSIONS
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Protesters in 

Detroit in 

November
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IN 2013, THE U.S. SENATE passed a comprehensive bill that 
linked enhanced border security with a pathway to citizenship 
for the country’s estimated 11 million undocumented immi-
grants. So far the proposal has languished in the House. But 
whether or not a new immigration law is enacted by Congress 
this year, the issue will remain a top priority in state capitals.

States’ experiments with immigration legislation largely 
involve bills to increase access to higher education. Last year, 
Colorado, Hawaii, Minnesota and Oregon joined 13 other 
states where undocumented immigrants who graduate from 
local high schools can receive in-state tuition at public univer-
sities and colleges. In places that already grant in-state tuition 
to undocumented immigrants, fi nancial aid may become the 
next battleground topic. Washington state considered a bill 
in 2013 that would have granted state fi nancial aid to low-
income, undocumented immigrant college students. The 

proposal passed the state House but died in the Senate. With 
another year left in the state’s current two-year legislative ses-
sion, the issue could again resurface. 

Lawmakers are also warming to the idea that states should 
issue driver’s licenses to noncitizens in the interest of public 
safety. Last year at least 10 states and the District of Columbia 
decided to grant driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants, 
with the eligibility criteria varying by state. The move was 
largely a response to a new legal status proff ered on some immi-
grants by President Obama’s 2012 executive order known as the 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program. The 
federal order protects young undocumented immigrants from 
deportation, so long as they meet certain qualifi cations related 
to age, education, noncriminal status and military service. Since 
DACA went into eff ect, at least 25 states have considered pro-
posals to extend driver’s licenses to this population. 
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More states are allowing 

undocumented immigrants 

to get driver’s licenses.
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SOME 46.7 MILLION AMERICANS lived below the federal poverty line in 2012, about 10 million more than the year before the recession. 
State and local governments are grappling with how to care for their neediest residents amid diminished federal aid. “We can’t pass the 
buck on to anybody else,” says Uma Ahluwalia, director of human services in Montgomery County, Md. “We still have to take care of them.” 

The overall unemployment rate has fallen signifi cantly over the past two years, but the economic recovery is leaving behind those at 
the bottom. Congress’ eff ort to reduce annual defi cits in recent years has meant the lowest level of funding for discretionary domestic 
programs in decades, much of it impacting public assistance for the poor. The sequester that went into eff ect last March included a cut 
of $854 million to the Section 8 voucher program that helps low-income families pay their rent. Up to 65,000 fewer households were 
using rental vouchers by the end of 2013, according to an analysis by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. If the sequester cuts are 
not reversed this year, the center estimated, the number of aff ected families could ballon to 185,000 by the end of 2014.  

Meanwhile food stamps, offi  cially known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, experienced a $5 billion reduction in 
November when Congress allowed a recession-era boost to expire. The next farm bill could mean further cuts of at least $4 billion over 
10 years, out of a current program that totaled almost $75 billion in benefi ts in 2012.A
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Volunteers at the New Hampshire 

Food Bank in Manchester gather 

goods to deliver around the state.
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WHEN STATE REVENUES PLUMMETED in the aftermath of 
the recession, colleges and universities incurred some of the 
steepest cuts in state budgets. At the same time, enrollment 
jumped nationwide as mid-career workers returned to school 
and students put off  entering the job market. Now the picture 
is slowly changing. A preliminary survey by the American Asso-
ciation of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) found 37 
states increased fi scal 2014 operating support for public four-
year universities.

But along with the restoration of funding has come more 
scrutiny of how it’s spent. “No one really cared to open the 
black box, look inside and see how things worked,” says Barmak 
Nassirian, AASCU’s director of federal relations. Now, he says, 
nearly all stakeholders agree the money needs to be spent more 
effi  ciently, though lawmakers disagree about how to do that.

President Obama has proposed tying funding to a ratings 
system that assesses the value schools provide students. Mean-
while, more than a dozen states have enacted performance-
based funding for public colleges and universities, allocating 
funds based on graduation rates or other metrics (though most 
only tie a portion of funding to those measurements).

Given still-tight budgets, states may further examine ways to 
increase effi  ciency and help students graduate sooner, such as 
pushing universities to accept more transfer credits from com-
munity colleges. With rising student debt, fi nancial aid changes 
should also loom large this year. In particular, talks could focus 
on fi nding a balance between merit and need-based student aid. 
“There’s defi nitely a shift in thinking in terms of whether merit 
aid is the best way to invest scarce state resources,” says the 
National Conference of State Legislatures’ Julie Bell.

STATES THAT ENACTED EXTENDED pay freezes and benefi t cuts in recent years might soon have an opportunity to reduce 
the pinch on state workers as revenues rebound.

Already this past fall, most Florida state employees saw their fi rst across-the-board pay increase in seven years, while those in 
Virginia received their fi rst permanent base pay raise since 2007. Missouri and Kentucky state employees are among those that 
have recently pushed legislatures for sustained compensation increases.

Along with anticipating potential pay raises, Leslie Scott, executive director of the National Association of State Personnel 
Executives, says more of her members are looking at some of the underlying concerns with compensation systems. One of the 
more prominent issues is fi nding the right mix of pay and benefi ts. Although most states still off er competitive benefi ts, their cash 
compensation often lags so far behind the private sector that it’s diffi  cult to attract and retain talent. In November, for example, 
the Oklahoma House appropriations committee held hearings to discuss how the state’s compensation system was “out of whack.”
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FOR ALL THE TALK about the importance of investment in infrastructure, the feds have kept transportation funding at stagnant levels. 
So in 2013, many states decided to take matters into their own hands. Though the details vary, Maryland, Massachusetts, Pennsylva-
nia, Vermont, Virginia and Wyoming all enacted policies in 2013 that will mean billions of dollars of new funding for transportation 
infrastructure. More action could be in store this year, with Alaska, Iowa, New Mexico, Rhode Island and Wisconsin all examining the 
issue. Meanwhile, voters in Texas will go to the polls in November to decide whether to pump money from the state rainy day fund into 
transportation projects, and there’s a petition eff ort in Missouri to hold a vote on a one-cent sales tax increase for infrastructure projects. 

The issue will become all the more important in 2014 because while states are wrestling with how to pay for infrastructure, so is 
Washington. This fall, MAP-21—the federal legislation that decides how much the country will spend on transportation and where the 
money will come from—is set to expire. It’s happening at a time when the federal gas tax has remained unchanged for more than 20 
years and federal budget forecasters continue to warn that, without action, the gas tax accounts that reimburse states and localities for 
transportation projects could soon run dry.

Buzz about the future of federal transportation decisions could help the issue gain traction at the state and local level. “The backlog 
of projects in these states is certainly not getting any smaller,” says Sean Slone, a senior transportation analyst with the Council of State 
Governments. “If it becomes clear Congress isn’t going to do anything, it may light a fi re under some of these states.” 

TRANSPORTATION 
FUNDING
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AS IT STANDS, the use of drones is allowed by the Federal Avi-
ation Administration (FAA) on a case-by-case basis, largely for 
public and research use by law enforcement agencies and univer-
sities. But last year the FAA published a road map that outlines 
plans to allow more widespread use of drones for commercial 
or private uses by 2015. That means 2014 could see a great deal 
of drone legislation, as states try to draw up new laws to balance 
the security opportunities and privacy concerns that come with 
heightened drone use.

They’ve gotten an early start. In 2013, Florida, Idaho, 
Illinois, Montana, Oregon and Tennessee passed similar laws 
clarifying that police needed a warrant to use information gath-
ered via drones, except during emergencies. And lawmakers 
might start to consider more complex aspects of the issue, such 
as how long authorities should hold on to data collected via 
drones, and what, exactly, they can do with it. There’s also the 
question of what cops should do if they’re using drones for one 
purpose and spot unrelated illegal activity in the process. 
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ABORTION 
Last year state legislatures passed a slew of bills designed to 
curtail the provision of abortion services. North Dakota banned 
abortion, in some cases, as early as the sixth week of pregnancy, 
while Arkansas enacted a ban on abortions after 12 weeks. Ala-
bama, Mississippi, Texas and Wisconsin passed laws requiring 
doctors at abortion clinics to have admitting privileges at local 
hospitals, largely as a way to shut down many abortion clinics. 
All of these laws are being challenged in court. This November, 
Tennessee voters will decide whether to amend the state’s con-
stitution to specifi cally state that the document doesn’t protect 
the right to abortion. 

FRACKING
Last November three towns in Colorado and one in Ohio 
approved bans or moratoriums on fracking, the practice of 
extracting oil and gas from shale rock. It was the latest salvo 
by fracking opponents who cite concerns over contaminated 
drinking water and degraded air quality, even as many gover-
nors hail the industry as an economic driver. Already more than 
100 municipalities across the country have approved bans or 
moratoriums on fracking, according to FracTracker, a nonprofi t 
organization that compiles data on the oil and gas industry. The 
state with the most bans and moratoriums by far is New York, 
which has a statewide moratorium on the process as it conducts 
a health review of fracking’s impact. 

GMOs
Advocates of requiring labels on foods with genetically modifi ed 
ingredients have suff ered defeats at the ballot box in two states—
California and Washington—that were considered fertile ground 
for their cause. Still, advocates are hopeful. They argue that label-
ing foods containing genetically modifi ed organisms off ers much-
needed transparency, and they point to bills sitting in nearly half 
of the statehouses across the country as evidence that their move-
ment isn’t going away. The opposing side, led by companies such 
as Monsanto, is pressing Congress for a federal law that would 
eff ectively preempt state eff orts. 

PRIVACY
Scores of bills were introduced last year addressing privacy. Those 
included measures that would have required warrants for law 
enforcement to access old emails or track a person’s location via 
cellphone; limits on data collection from license-plate readers; 
and stronger privacy rules regarding social media accounts. Many 
of those bills were off ered prior to revelations about the extent of 
data collection by the National Security Agency. Those revelations 

will only underscore the urgency among states that are increas-
ingly fed up with federal inaction on the subject. 

SOCIAL IMPACT BONDS
Also called “pay for success” contracts, social impact bonds have 
become increasingly popular in the public and nonprofi t sectors 
in recent years. They are a public-private partnership targeted 
toward a specifi c social outcome. The government pays only when 
results or money-saving goals are met. The bonds are considered 
experimental, but they’re gaining steam. In 2012, Goldman Sachs 
loaned $9.6 million to Rikers Island jail in New York with the goal 
of reducing recidivism among teens, and the fi rm launched a sec-
ond $4.6 million project last year aimed at helping children from 
low-income families in Utah prepare for kindergarten. 

AUTONOMOUS VEHICLES
Automakers have suggested that self-driving vehicles will be 
available to consumers by the end of the decade. While the feds 
will regulate many of the technical standards that come with 
these autonomous vehicles, the states will have to decide how 
traffi  c safety laws, as well as license and registration standards, 
will need to be tweaked to account for the revolutionary tech-
nology. California, Florida, Nevada and Washington, D.C., have 
all passed laws in recent years that allow self-driving vehicles to 
operate on public roads. But those laws mainly relate to the test-
ing of vehicles. Eventually, states will have to decide who’s held 
liable for an autonomous vehicle accident—the driver, the manu-
facturer or someone else.  G

TRENDING
6 MORE ISSUES THAT COULD BE BIG THIS YEAR
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 By Louis Jacobson

On a list of the most hated jobs, politicians consistently 
rank up there with telemarketers, used car salesmen, 
lawyers, parking enforcement offi  cers and taxmen. And 

obviously, coming off  a year that saw sequestration and the fed-
eral shutdown, the occupation is more unpopular now than ever 
with the general public. But President Theodore Roosevelt once 
said that good people should enter politics or else be governed 
by those who do. And despite what many may think of politi-
cians, there are a number of good men and women working in 
the nation’s 50 state legislatures.   

Two years ago, we compiled a similar list of legislators to 
watch. Now we’re doing it again. Here are a dozen state law-
makers, equally divided between Republicans and Democrats, 

who are considered players by political experts in state capitals 
across the country.

As was the case with the fi rst list, there are scores of noble 
and noteworthy lawmakers in state government right now. 
This list in particular includes legislators who have shown a 
keen ability to strike alliances across party lines, or who have 
racked up signifi cant accomplishments during their time in 
offi  ce so far. Each of these lawmakers has a compelling per-
sonal story that informs the way he or she governs. And many 
of these state representatives and senators could soon win 
higher offi  ce.

The 12 legislators to watch, listed in alphabetical 
order, follow.

HEAVY 
HITTERS
IT’S A TOUGH TIME TO BE A POLITICIAN, BUT THESE 
12 STATE LEGISLATORS ARE MAKING A MARK.
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BRENDAN F. BOYLE, PENNSYLVANIA HOUSE (D)
Boyle, elected to the House in 2008, grew up in a Philadelphia row 
house as the son of a crossing guard and a maintenance custodian 
who emigrated from Ireland at 19. Boyle, the fi rst in his family to 
attend college, earned an undergraduate degree from the Univer-
sity of Notre Dame, where he also worked as a sportscaster. He 
later earned a master’s degree from Harvard’s Kennedy School 
of Government and worked as a management consultant for the 
Naval Sea Systems Command and the Military Sealift Command. 
In the state House, Boyle has styled himself a champion of labor 
unions. Last August, he gained attention for a bill that would give 
free tuition at state universities in exchange for a share of future 
earnings. Boyle has served as chairman of the House Democratic 
Campaign Committee and recently threw his hat into the ring for 
a competitive 2014 primary for the U.S. House seat being vacated 
by gubernatorial candidate Allyson Schwartz . Boyle’s brother, 
Kevin, also serves in the state House from a neighboring district.

JONATHAN DISMANG, ARKANSAS SENATE (R)
Dismang, the president pro tem of 
the Arkansas Senate, was elected in 
2010 after serving in the House for 
a term. He was a key player in the 
creation of the “private option”—
an innovative compromise that 
enabled the expansion of Medicaid 
under Obamacare in a solidly red 
state that has a Democratic gover-
nor and a Republican legislature. 
He’s a possible contender for a U.S. 
House seat in 2014.

MARCUS BRANDON,NORTH CAROLINA HOUSE (D)
Brandon is a young, openly gay African-American in a Southern, increasingly conservative 
state. Elected to the House in 2010 by beating a Democratic incumbent in a primary, he’s 
won praise from conservatives for his stance on education reform. His interest in educa-
tion policy stems from a childhood diagnosis of attention defi cit hyperactivity disorder, and 
disappointment with the opportunities he was off ered in public schools. Brandon was a key 
backer of a private school voucher bill that passed the chamber in 2013; he’s also spoken 
out against allowing vouchers to be used at schools that discriminate against gay students. 
Brandon says he will run for the U.S. House seat that has been vacated by Democrat Mel 
Watt. Watt is President Obama’s choice to head the Federal Housing Finance Agency; he 
was confi rmed in December.

JASON CARTER, GEORGIA SENATE (D)
Carter, the grandson of former President Jimmy Carter, is chal-
lenging Republican incumbent Nathan Deal in this year’s guber-
natorial election. Carter attended Duke University and earned a 
law degree from the University of Georgia. He was also a Peace 
Corps volunteer in South Africa and later wrote a book about it 
titled Power Lines: Two Years on South Africa’s Borders. Carter 
was elected in 2010 and quickly took a lead role on legislation 

to overhaul the HOPE scholar-
ship, which sends qualifi ed high 
school graduates to college in 
Georgia. While the Democrats 
have little leverage as the minor-
ity party, Carter helped his fellow 
legislators force concessions on 
legislation that ensures access to 
education for poorer rural stu-
dents. His campaign for gover-
nor in 2014, while an uphill battle 
in a solidly Republican state, has 
shaken up what was expected to 
have been an easy re-election bid 
for Deal.
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ELBERT GUILLORY, LOUISIANA SENATE (R)
Guillory, a once-obscure African-American lawyer from Opelou-
sas, attracted national attention for a video in which he seeks to 
drive a wedge between African-Americans such as himself and 
the Democratic Party. “Liberalism has nearly destroyed black 
America,” Guillory said in the video that went viral, titled “Why 
I am a Republican.” “And now it’s time for black America to 
return the favor.” Guillory has decried “abortion on demand” and 
“dependency over self-reliance.” He switched parties in 2008 to 
run as a Democrat for a majority-minority state Senate district 
and subsequently switched back to the Republican Party after 
he won. He is the state’s fi rst black Republican senator since 
Reconstruction, and works closely with GOP Gov. Bobby Jindal. 
Guillory is not a sure bet to win re-election to the Senate, but he’s 
considered likely to run for lieutenant governor in 2015.

HEATHER MIZEUR, MARYLAND HOUSE (D)
Mizeur won her seat in the state House in 2006 following a 
competitive primary. But even before that, she had established 
a national profi le for herself among Democrats. From 2003 to 
2006, Mizeur held senior policy and campaign positions with 
then-Massachusetts Sen. John Kerry, who was the Democratic 
presidential nominee in 2004. (She has also been tapped by Presi-
dent Obama to join the Democratic 
National Committee’s executive 
committee.) In the legislature, she 
has played a key role passing mea-
sures on same-sex marriage (Mizeur 
is a lesbian) and on expanding health 
care to children and family planning 
services to help low-income women. 
Mizeur, who’s running for governor 
in a tough primary battle in 2014, has 
proposed legalizing marijuana in the 
state and using the tax revenue from 
that to fund pre-K education.

MIKE FLECK, PENNSYLVANIA HOUSE (R)
Fleck was fi rst elected to the state House in 2006 from a rural, 
conservative district west of Harrisburg. An Eagle Scout and 
later a Boy Scouts offi  cial, Fleck earned a bachelor’s degree 
from Liberty University. His family has farmed and hunted in 
the district for generations. He’s focused on agriculture and 
tourism, and has secured bipartisan support for eff orts to pro-
hibit privatizing health services at state correctional facilities 
(his district includes two of them). He has also been very active 
in seeking to increase oversight of publicly funded charter 
schools. In 2012, he made headlines when he announced he 
was gay. After being easily re-elected multiple times, Fleck is 
now facing primary opposition. “Coming out is hard enough, 
but doing it in the public eye is defi nitely something I never 
anticipated,” he told the Huntingdon Daily News. 

MARILINDA GARCIA,NEW HAMPSHIRE HOUSE (R)
Garcia, the daughter of an Italian-American mother and a Span-
ish-American father, graduated jointly from Tufts University and 
the New England Conservatory of Music (she plays the harp). She 
later earned a master’s degree from Harvard’s Kennedy School 
of Government. Garcia won her seat in 2006 at the age of 23. She 
has been active on casino legislation and has served on the board 
of Americans by Choice, a pro-immigration reform group. She is 
being discussed as a possible challenger to Democratic U.S. Rep. 
Ann McLane Kuster.
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CYRUS HABIB, WASHINGTON HOUSE (D)
Habib, believed to be the country’s fi rst and only Iranian-American state legisla-
tor, lost his sight when he was 8 due to a rare form of cancer of the retina. Yet he 
became a black belt in karate, a jazz pianist and a Rhodes scholar before earning 
a law degree at Yale and practicing for a prominent Seattle law fi rm. Habib is an 
expert in tech startups, and as vice chair of the Technology and Economic Develop-
ment Committee, he has worked with Republicans on that issue.

TINA KOTEK, OREGON HOUSE (D)
After toppling her party’s leader and then leading her party to the 
majority, Kotek became the nation’s fi rst lesbian House speaker 
in 2013. Kotek cut her teeth as an advocate for the poor, working 
fi rst at the Oregon Food Bank and then Children First for Oregon. 
She won her House seat in 2006. During her tenure, Kotek has 
helped pass a statewide menu labeling bill, restrictions on the use 
of credit history in hiring and continued funding for the Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families program.

FRANK LAROSE, OHIO SENATE (R)
LaRose is an Eagle Scout 
turned Green Beret who 
served with distinction in 
Iraq. In 2010, he won his 
seat in a competitive race—
his fi rst elected offi  ce—after 
knocking on more than 
25,000 doors. LaRose has 
worked with Democrats on 
a redistricting measure that 
won Senate approval with 
just one “no” vote, and has 
started an informal eff ort 
to increase civility between 
Republicans and Demo-
crats in the legislature.

T.W. SHANNON, OKLAHOMA HOUSE (R)
Shannon is the fi rst African-American Republican state House 
speaker in the nation since Reconstruction. Shannon is of Chick-
asaw ancestry. He has served as chief administrative offi  cer for 
Chickasaw Nation Enterprises and worked for former U.S. Rep. 
J.C. Watts, a fellow African-American Republican, and for U.S. 
Rep. Tom Cole. Shannon served as deputy majority whip dur-
ing his fi rst term and was chair of the transportation committee 
during his second term prior to winning the speakership. He has 
championed an overhaul of Oklahoma’s workers’ compensation 
system, backed tax cuts on natural gas and promoted the liquida-
tion of excess state properties.
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SINCE WE LAST PUBLISHED a list of 12 state legislators 
to watch in January 2012, we’ve seen one legislator rocket 
to national stardom, two abruptly, and voluntarily, leave 
politics altogether and the rest continue to soldier on in the 
political trenches.

Our most prescient choice of a rising star was Texas state 
Sen. Wendy Davis, a Democrat, who attracted national atten-
tion when she held an 11-hour fi libuster against a bill that would 
have curbed abortions in the state. She succeeded in running 

out the clock and killing the measure, but the GOP-backed bill 
later won passage in a special session. Although she lost the 
policy fi ght, the dramatic fi libuster raised Davis’ profi le so much 
that she has parlayed that attention into a gubernatorial run in 
2014—a campaign that is sure to excite grassroot Democrats and 
national donors, but which remains an uphill climb in a solidly 
Republican state.

Another member of our list who’s running for governor in 
2014 is South Carolina state Sen. Vincent Sheheen, a Democrat. 
It will be his second go-round, having lost by a surprisingly nar-
row margin to now Republican Gov. Nikki Haley in 2010. The 
race is considered competitive, at least for a Republican-held 
governorship in a strongly red state.

When we put Democratic state Rep. Darrin Williams of 
Arkansas on our list, he was poised to become the state’s fi rst 

African-American speaker. But in 2012, the GOP won control of 
both chambers of the legislature, so that career trajectory was 
short-circuited. Instead, Williams joined other Democrats in 
supporting a more moderate Republican alternative as speaker 
and was rewarded with a variety of leadership roles. 

In Florida, House Speaker Will Weatherford, a Republi-
can, will be term-limited out of the chamber at the end of 2014. 
But it’s been an eventful two years in the speaker’s chair. Most 
notably, Weatherford successfully derailed an attempt by GOP 

Gov. Rick Scott to expand Medicaid. He also 
spearheaded legislation to help the Univer-
sity of Florida create an online bachelor’s 
degree program. It launches this month.

Meanwhile, two of our 12 chosen leg-
islators decided to leave politics on their 
own terms. One is former Republican state 
Rep. John Kriesel of Minnesota, who lost 
both legs to a roadside bomb while serv-
ing in Iraq. He won an upset victory in a 
Democratic-leaning state House district. 
But his maverick stances—a willingness to 
consider some taxes, opposition to some 
GOP-backed budget cuts and his support 
for same-sex marriage—put him at odds 
with Republican leaders. In March 2012, he 
announced that he would not seek another 
term. “My children asked me not to,” he told 
the St. Paul Pioneer Press. “I could not look 
them in the eye and say that after all they 
sacrifi ced, after me being gone for so long, I 
wouldn’t quit.” Since then, Kriesel has writ-
ten a well received memoir. He has a job 
counseling veterans, does guest host gigs on 
a local radio show and coaches elementary 
school football.

The other legislator from our list to leave offi  ce is Republi-
can state Rep. Dan Winslow of Massachusetts, who resigned 
his seat in mid-2013 to become a senior executive with soft-
ware company Rimini Street Inc. After becoming a rare 
Republican star in an overwhelmingly Democratic legisla-
ture, Winslow ran in the special election primary to fi ll the 
U.S. Senate seat vacated when John Kerry became secretary 
of state. Winslow fi nished a distant third.

More than anything, Winslow says, his decision to return to 
the private sector came down to money. The Senate campaign 
saddled him with a six-fi gure debt, and “with three tuitions to 
pay, my wife and I realized that I would need to take a pass” 
on an open attorney general’s seat that was coming up in 2014. 
“I don’t know what the future holds, but I hope it’s public 
service in Massachusetts—with no more tuitions.”  G
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Texas state Sen. Wendy Davis gained national recognition in March 

when she fi libustered a bill that would curb abortions.
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Urban 

In Dubuque, Iowa, a 

new downtown IBM 

service center has 

spurred development 

like the Millwork 

District, a 17-block 

conglomeration of 

former industrial 

buildings that are now 

being converted to 

condos, law fi rms 

and art galleries.
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Corp.
Who’s leading the 
charge for downtown 
revitalization? In many 
cities, it’s corporate 
entrepreneurs.

By Alan Greenblatt
Photographs by David Kidd
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L
eah Eichhorn is thrilled to be back in her hometown 
of Dubuque. Like a lot of educated young people, 
Eichhorn packed up and left once she became an 
adult, lighting out for Phoenix back in 2000 because 
there was so little opportunity where she’d grown 
up. The Iowa town, which sits alongside the Missis-
sippi River across from Illinois and Wisconsin, had 

lost most of its manufacturing and agricultural sector employ-
ment during the 1980s, leaving it at one point with the worst 
unemployment rate in the nation.

But something surprising happened fi ve years ago. The 
city convinced IBM that it should move a large IT operations 
center into an old department store downtown. The company 
brought with it more than a thousand jobs—a big deal for a 
community of 60,000—and has helped spark a revival that has 
quadrupled employment in the city’s historic downtown core. 
“IBM really catapulted it forward,” says Eichhorn, who works 
as a manager for the company, enjoying the type of professional 
career she once thought impossible to achieve in Dubuque. 
“We have great potential to keep people here, rather than run-
ning to Phoenix.”

Creating opportunities and retaining the local best and 
brightest has long been the dream of many struggling communi-
ties. These days, many cities are getting a lot of help on that front 
from companies that see great potential in downtowns. In some 
cases, private-sector actors are reshaping central cities in ways 
local governments no longer have the ability to do themselves.

The examples getting the most attention just now are Las Vegas 
and Detroit, where Tony Hsieh of Zappos (see “Party Time,” page 
51) and Dan Gilbert of Quicken Loans, respectively, have invested 
hundreds of millions of dollars in downtown projects that are not 
only boosting employment but also reshaping the entire land-
scape. The reality is that they are creating the urban infrastructure 
that they want around them—parks, transit, better sidewalks—in 
ways that builders of one-off  projects rarely have to worry about. 

IBM is housed in a former department store building, 

one of four old stores in downtown Dubuque that 

now are fi lled with white-collar workers.
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“Most real estate developers are about ‘give me a permit,’” says 
Otis White, a civic consultant in Atlanta (and a onetime Governing 
contributor). “These guys are about building a community where 
there hasn’t been one.”

Other companies are pursuing similar visions, from Amazon 
building itself a whole new neighborhood in downtown Seattle to 
Facebook’s blueprints for a $120 million housing complex for its 
workers in Menlo Park, Calif. “Every city that’s struggling, that’s 
trying to get back on its feet, that’s trying to make its downtown 
matter again ... needs a private benefactor,” Deadspin editor Will 
Leitch wrote in an online column last 
fall, lamenting that Cleveland’s main 
benefactor—Quicken Loans’ Gilbert—
was distracted by putting so much of 
his time and money into Detroit.

But it’s not just billionaires and big 
tech and fi nancial fi rms that are reshap-
ing downtowns. Think of the growth 
that’s taken place around the University 
of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, Geor-
gia Tech in Atlanta or the Texas Medical 
Center in Houston. In Salt Lake City, the 
Mormon Church opened the 20-acre 
City Creek Center two years ago, per-
haps the largest mixed-use develop-
ment to emerge since the recession. In 
all these places, anchor institutions are 
not just reshaping their immediate sur-
roundings, but also acting as catalysts 
that generate further development and 
job growth. “In Salt Lake City, in every-
thing I do, I’m working arm in arm with 
the private sector, both profi t and non-
profi t, to allow us to do the things we 
want to achieve for our city,” says Mayor 
Ralph Becker. “I fi nd it an encouraging 
and probably even more necessary piece 
of what we do going forward.”

In a sense, there’s nothing new 
about any of this. Cities have always depended on private actors 
to create jobs and put up buildings. But the big story over the 
next several years will be the amount of growth that will be 
clustered around these centers, says Bruce Katz, director of the 
Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy Program. It’s not 
just hipsters who want to be in downtowns, he notes, but also 
innovative companies that see the value in locating near simi-
lar companies. Once a major institutional initiative changes the 

story about a downtown, it can trigger a 
wave of investment and capital coming 
into a city. “What it also reveals is that 
cities are networks, not governments,” 
Katz says. “At any given time, a diff er-
ent set of leaders can step up and fi ll a 
vacuum. They have the discretionary 
resources to apply that in many places 
government doesn’t have anymore.”

D
ubuque was a city on a downward spiral. With the 
collapse of the farm economy in the 1980s, the city 
watched as the Dubuque Packing Co. closed up shop, 
and then as John Deere—still the city’s largest single 
employer—sliced its workforce by about three-quar-

ters from its peak. Everyone in town, it seemed, either lost his 
job or had a relative who had. All told, Dubuque lost 10 percent 
of its population.

Then IBM moved into an empty Depression-era department 
store. The shoppers who had once fi lled its nine stories had long 

since taken their business elsewhere. The morbid joke locals tell 
about downtown was that it was so dead, you could shoot a can-
non down Main Street and not risk hitting anybody.

Landing IBM for its downtown was a huge coup. “When you 
see the list of places competing for that IBM IT center, you would 
have never thought Dubuque had a chance,” concedes Mayor Roy 
Buol . But the lesson Dubuque learned from its hard times was 
never to depend too much on any single large employer. Rather 
than a pair of companies with several thousand employees each, 
Dubuque now boasts a number of employers—in publishing, 
medical services and manufacturing, as well as long-standing 
insurance and banking businesses—with several hundred workers 
each. IBM’s building is just one of four former downtown depart-
ment stores that are fi lled with white-collar workers. 

Dubuque’s current success arrived incrementally. It tried 
every economic development trick in the book—casinos, a pedes-
trian mall, a riverfront convention center. What ended up work-

Dan McDonald of the Greater Dubuque Development Corp.: “There really is 

no secret sauce. We decided to try harder to diversify our economy.” 

Amazon.com’s planned 

corporate headquarters 

in downtown Seattle 

is intended not just as 

new offi ce space, but 

also as an entire new 

neighborhood, complete 

with public parks.
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ing could almost seem like an accident, if it weren’t the result of 
years of hard work and planning. City and civic leaders could 
either pack up and close down the town or maybe struggle might-
ily to hold onto what employers they still had left, as so many 
communities do. 

But there was a third option as well. The city could try to cre-
ate a vision that everybody bought into and was willing to work 
together to bring about. “It wasn’t foresight, it was pure pain,” 
says Dan McDonald, vice president of the Greater Dubuque 
Development Corp., an economic development agency. “We had 
one out of four of our citizens out of work.”

The idea sounds kind of kumbaya, but Dubuque has been able 
to foster a culture of collaboration that includes every conceivable 
actor in the area on major projects. People don’t always agree, but 
everyone gets to have their input as the process moves forward. 

Greater Dubuque acts as an ongoing convener, holding nearly 
500 standing weekly and monthly meetings a year with city 
agencies, utility companies, community colleges and other play-
ers—private companies and nonprofi ts alike. It also goes out and 
interviews the owners of more than 200 local companies on an 
annual basis. “Zoning issues mentioned in passing can be handled 
before they’re on the front page or a business leaves because of 
them,” says Cori Burbach, sustainability coordinator for the city.

It’s more than just a collaborative style of customer service. 
When the IBM project surfaced, Dubuque was able to convince 
the company that its culture of working together to identify and 
rectify problems wasn’t just happy talk, but something the com-

pany could rely on. When IBM expressed concern about the local 
talent pool, Greater Dubuque downloaded and printed off  600 
relevant resumes aspirants had put in its job-search database. 
During an early conference call, the city gathered nearly two 
dozen individuals from both its own agencies and the private sec-
tor to answer any questions the company might have. One of its 
competitors in the South, by contrast, had the mayor handle the 
call by himself on a cellphone with spotty service.

Dubuque’s civic culture may have drawn IBM, but now it can 
call on IBM itself to help out. As Mayor Buol says, IBM’s presence 
means the city is essentially “preapproved” when other compa-
nies are considering relocation. Representatives from IBM just 
made a trip with Gov. Terry Branstad to New York in hopes of 
drumming up more business for the town. “It is a good selling 
point,” says Tom Coff as, who heads IBM’s local offi  ce. “They don’t 
have to say, ‘This is stuff  we can do; we think we can support you.’ 
Instead it’s, ‘We have IBM, and we’ve shown we can accommo-
date you.’”

N
o matter how big the employer, there are always con-
cerns about turning into a heavily reliant company 
town, or letting the downtown become a corporate 
campus. There will always be bloggers and local 
residents who complain that tax breaks and other 

policies are too generous to big business. But city offi  cials today 
know their downtowns need anchor tenants, the big fi rms whose 
importance lies partly in convincing other companies that the 
area is attractive. Now, rather than everyone in a family having to 
rely on one or two local employers, as was the case for Dubuque 
in the past, when individuals come to Dubuque for a job with 
IBM, their spouses can hope to fi nd jobs with any of several other 
companies. And they’ll fi nd more amenities in town available as 
a result: With the corporations come the coff ee shops. “There’s 
actually a pretty vibrant nightlife, and there are a lot of young 
professionals moving in,” says Derek Elgin, who relocated from 
South Carolina two years ago for a job in publishing.

Since IBM opened up shop in Dubuque nearly fi ve years 
ago, 250 residential units have opened up downtown. The most 
striking examples are in the Millwork District, a 17-square-block 

Quicken CEO Dan Gilbert wants to use his company’s 

downtown Detroit headquarters as a catalyst for 

redeveloping the city’s core, with streetcars, wider 

sidewalks and pedestrian-friendly plazas.
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conglomeration of massive old industrial sites that had long sat 
empty but are now starting to be occupied by airy condos, law 
fi rms and art galleries. To lay the groundwork, the city used fed-
eral grant money to replace century-old utilities and spruce up the 
streetscape. “We see ourselves as a partner for the developer,” says 

David Johnson, an assistant city planner. “We 
want to be a resource, rather than an obstacle.”

Dubuque’s downtown went bust at the right 
time. The city has been able to preserve many 
handsome old brick and masonry buildings 
that are now being repurposed. You can still 
buy feed and seed in downtown Dubuque, but 
you’re much more likely to encounter bou-
tique shops and restaurants selling high-end 

chocolates or dishes like 
lobster mac and cheese. 
There’s so much con-
struction and renova-
tion going on that Emily 
McCready was able to 
convince the architec-
ture fi rm she works for 

in Tulsa that it ought to open up a local offi  ce to take advantage 
of the business prospects. When she was growing up in Dubuque, 
there simply weren’t enough jobs to convince aspiring profession-
als that they should stick around. “You went away for college and 
there was no pressure to come back,” she says. “We always wanted 
to come back here, but we didn’t think it was possible.”

McCready moved away 15 years ago, but on recent visits back 
she could see that the city was changing fast. IBM’s presence was 
bringing in a more educated and diverse workforce. People still 
joke that Italians help diversify a town that’s historically been 
mostly Irish and German. But now Dubuque boasts two cricket 
leagues to accommodate the many South Asians and other new 
residents who are addicted to the game. Not only is Dubuque 
drawing types of people it had never welcomed before, it’s see-
ing the return of native daughters. It seems impossible to strike 
up conversations with individuals in their 20s and 30s and not 
fi nd some who had moved away to Colorado and California, but 
are now glad to be back. Allison Mitchell, for instance, recently 
returned after three years in Los Angeles, where she worked as a 
“celebrity swim coach and nanny” for the children of fi lm stars.

Admittedly, jobs like that still can’t be found in Dubuque. But 
there’s plenty of work. Since hitting a trough with the recession 

Instead of feed and 

seed stores, a visitor 

to downtown Dubuque 

is more likely to 

encounter boutique 

shops and trendy 

restaurants.

Architect Emily McCready: “IBM coming into the city was a huge confi dence boost for people.”
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in 2009, the Dubuque area has gained 4,600 jobs—an increase 
of nearly 9 percent. Last fall, the U.S. Department of Commerce 
dubbed Dubuque the fastest-growing area in the state and the 
27th-fastest growing metro area in the country. When McCready 
was growing up, more than half the storefronts on Main Street 
were vacant, but when she opened her fi rm’s satellite offi  ce in 
November, she was unable to fi nd a vacancy and had to settle for 
an address just off  Main Street. “I think there’s always going to be 
work here,” McCready says. “IBM coming into the city was a huge 
confi dence boost for people.”

T
hirty years ago, there was actually a billboard in 
Dubuque asking the last person to leave to turn off  the 
lights. Today, there are stickers above the light switches 
in city conference rooms requesting the same thing. It’s 
a small part of the city’s sustainability program, a top 

priority for Buol that has become the city’s main ongoing collab-
orative eff ort with IBM.

The company is using Dubuque as a test kitchen for its 
“smarter city” products and services, running several pilot proj-
ects on water, electricity, mobility, health and waste. Rather than 
monthly water meter readings, for example, hundreds of people 
were able to track their water use online with updates available 

every 15 minutes. By seeing what they were consuming in real 
time, people could get a sense of what might be driving exces-
sive usage. In one case, parents were able to fi nd out their kids 
had held a party because of a spike at 2 a.m. one night when the 
grownups weren’t home. More fundamentally, says Chris Kohl-
mann , Dubuque’s information services manager, the city was 

able to point out likely leaks in the sewer system  and even gather 
enough data to learn to anticipate situations where pipes should 
be replaced before leaks start.

The result was a signifi cant reduction in average household 
use of water and other services. IBM and Dubuque have received 
a plethora of awards for the pilot projects, and work done in Iowa 
has become the templates for projects from Australia to Turkey. 
“What happens in Dubuque doesn’t stay in Dubuque,” jokes Mil-
ind Naphade, IBM’s Smarter City Services director.

As with any pilot project, taking the ideas up to scale can be 
challenging. IBM’s ideas might still be expensive for the small and 
medium-sized cities that are nimble enough to put new public 
works strategies into place. “A challenge for IBM is making these 
tools aff ordable when they go to market with cities of our size,” 
Kohlmann says of her small city. 

But what may really be diffi  cult to replicate elsewhere is 
not the gee-whiz environmental changes but the basics behind 
Dubuque’s comeback. There isn’t always 100 percent agree-
ment about what approach to take, but various stakeholders in 
Dubuque feel like they’ve at least had some input and can under-
stand the strategy that ultimately prevails. Just as meters keeping 
close track of water use can help cut down on use, so can ongo-
ing collaboration smooth out problems for any project along the 

way. It ends up that people don’t care so much 
about getting credit as getting it done. “It’s not 
rocket science, it’s communication—it’s dealing 
with problems in real time,” says McDonald of 
Greater Dubuque.

It may seem like no big deal that people from 
diff erent entities and sectors try to pull together, 
but it’s surprisingly rare. In many parts of the 
country, people from separate agencies or juris-
dictions can’t even name their counterparts, let 
alone maintain ongoing working relationships 
with them. “I’ve heard the stories about the days 
when these groups didn’t know each other or 
have many connections to each other,” says Kurt 
Strand, head of McGraw-Hill’s Dubuque offi  ce, 
who moved to the city eight years ago. “But they 
all saw the need to fi nd ways to create jobs and 
bring people here.”

When IBM expressed interest in working on 
a research project with the city, Dubuque was 
able to draw not only on its own existing sustain-
ability eff orts, but its practice of collaborating on 
large-scale projects. Naphade and his colleagues 
were surprised when they came to town for an 
early brainstorming session and found that the 
event had been booked in a hotel ballroom. It 
turned out the city had convinced 83 individu-

als it would be worth attending. “It’s hard getting two people 
together in a city, but that has been the hallmark in Dubuque,” 
says Naphade. “I would say that when Dubuque talks about part-
nerships, it’s really not hollow talking. They’re very good at it.”  G

Email alangreenblatt@yahoo.com 

Former residents are coming back. Allison Mitchell recently 

returned to Dubuque after living in Los Angeles for three years.

U R B A N  C O R P.
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I
n 1871 the Great Chicago Fire killed more than 300 people, 
leveled the city’s central business district and left more 
than 100,000 people—a third of its population—home-
less. A massive rebuilding eff ort followed, re-establishing 
the city’s status as a center of transportation and trade. By 
1893, the Chicago World’s Fair drew 27 million visitors and 
profoundly infl uenced art, architecture and design.

Tapping into that history, Chicago will introduce the Great 
Chicago Fire Festival this fall, with a parade, live music and a sym-
bol-laden centerpiece: Fifteen fl oats representing local neighbor-
hoods will bob in the Chicago River and be burned in effi  gy. As the 
19th-century fi re led to Chicago’s rebirth, the burning fl oats will 
reveal interior designs to showcase hope for the future. Michelle 
Boone, the commissioner of Chicago’s Department of Cultural 
Aff airs and Special Events, says the festival could become “Chi-
cago’s Mardi Gras.”

The celebration is part of a movement to use events as eco-
nomic drivers and urban brand builders. Municipal offi  cials and 
entrepreneurs see the power of cultural festivals, innovation-

focused business conferences and the like as a way to spur short-
term tourism while shaping an image of the host city as a cool, 
dynamic location where companies and citizens in modern, cre-
ative industries can thrive. 

The leading example is South by Southwest (SXSW), the 
annual music, fi lm, and digital conference and festival in Austin, 
Texas. Launched in 1987, the juggernaut not only draws visitors 
who spend money in hotels and restaurants, but now has become 
an entire microeconomy. As music executives, fi lm producers and 
tech startup founders come to town—along with fans looking for 
the next big thing—those attendees lure marketers seeking to 
reach infl uencers. Companies host lavish parties, pop-up stores 
and guerrilla marketing stunts, all of which requires the services 
of fl orists, caterers, carpenters and real estate owners. The festi-
val’s economic impact has grown steadily over the past few years. 
In 2007, it poured about $95 million into the Austin economy. Last 
year's event topped $218 million.

The Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival in California’s 
Inland Empire is another infl uential cultural event, drawing big-

Party Time

Festivals can bring a city caché
—to say nothing of millions of tourist dollars.

By Chad Kaydo
Sean “Diddy” Combs performs at 

last year’s SXSW Festival in Austin.
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name bands, thousands of music fans and marketers who want to 
reach festivalgoers. Since 1999, the concert promotion and festival 
production company Goldenvoice has expanded Coachella into a 
two-weekend giant, drawing 80,000 people per day.  

In August Goldenvoice launched the First City Festival in 
Monterey, a smaller music event meant to draw on the city’s his-
tory as host of the long-running Monterey Jazz Festival. “We 
were designing this to be a laidback festival that fi ts in the city 
of Monterey,” says co-producer Paul Billings. In addition to live 
musical performances, Goldenvoice staged a carnival with games 
and rides and invited 20 local vendors to show art, furniture and 
clothing. The event drew 11,000 people each of its two days, 
about half of them from Monterey County and surrounding areas. 
According to surveys, most non-locals stayed in a hotel or a rented 
house and visited local restaurants and attractions.

While the event had no formal relationship with the city, 
Goldenvoice got marketing support from the Monterey County 
Convention and Visitors Bureau. When considering locations for 
its festivals, Goldenvoice looks at a city’s willingness to help with 
festival logistics and to reassure citizens more worried about traf-
fi c jams and concert noise than cool bands or hotel sales. “It ends 
up being a huge factor,” Billings says.

In Las Vegas, events are part of a new eff ort to revitalize the 
city’s downtown. Tony Hsieh, the CEO of online retailer Zap-
pos—the company’s headquarters are located in the old center 
of town—wants the place to feel more like a creative community 

in the vein of Austin or Brooklyn, N.Y., than the more-traveled 
Strip. Hsieh has put $350 million into the so-called “Down-
town Project," which is funding startups, local businesses and 
community-building endeavors. It also has developed monthly 
First Friday festivals that feature food trucks, music, dance per-
formances and art installations. The festivals lure some 20,000 
people downtown.

The area’s biggest event is Life is Beautiful. It drew 60,000 
attendees in October to venues spread across a 15-block footprint 
within the historic city core. There was a music festival with big-
name bands, a food fair with high-profi le chefs, an art program 
and a speaker series.  

Festival founder Rehan Choudhry says Las Vegas Mayor Caro-
lyn Goodman saw the event’s potential and consistently worked 
to ease the planning process. “Her entire organization had a very 
‘We’re going to make this happen’ attitude,” Choudhry says. A 
year before the festival, Goodman met with the city’s police, fi re 
and traffi  c offi  cials to encourage them to help festival organizers. 
A task force met every three weeks to keep everyone informed of 
festival plans. “We didn’t have to do a lot of research for permits,” 
Choudhry says.

He sees that kind of public-private partnership as the best way 
to facilitate ambitious events. Launching a large festival requires 
a focus on the long-term fi nancial rewards and an acceptance of 
a high failure rate that municipal governments aren’t likely to tol-
erate. “The biggest piece of advice to any city trying to do this is, 
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The inaugural Life 

is Beautiful festival 

in Las Vegas drew  

60,000 fans.
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‘Don’t think year one, think year fi ve.’ If it’s not long-term, it’s not 
worth the resources.”

In Chicago, the Fire Festival is being developed as part of 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s Chicago Cultural Plan, an initiative 
launched in 2012 to drive the city’s cultural and economic growth. 
While the area already hosts independently run music events 
such as Lollapalooza and the Pitchfork Festival, the planners sug-
gested the city develop its own large, city-specifi c cultural festival 
with global impact.

Combining references to the historic fi re with contemporary 
neighborhood issues was the idea of Jim Lasko, the executive 
artistic director of the local theater company Redmoon. He says 
events can have more immediate and lasting eff ects than typical 
economic drivers, like, say, a building, landmark or park. “They 
are also much less expensive, and they never disappear,” he says. 
Even after the streets are cleaned, festivals live on in the memory 
of participants.

In assessing the success of the new festival, the city will 
take into account such fi nancial measures as attendance num-
bers and hotel room sales. But it is also keeping an eye on what 
Commissioner of Cultural Aff airs Boone calls “artistic assess-
ments.” Measures on her list: How does this stimulate the 
imagination of young people? How has it ignited new interest in 
Chicago history? How does it stimulate other artists to think 
about how they can program or activate the river in their own 
unique ways?

Those evaluations are less tangible, but can ultimately lead to 
measurable results. “When they’re well executed and they cap-
ture the city’s imagination and the nation’s imagination, events 
generate an enormous amount of revenue for the city,” Lasko says, 
partially by making the city “look like a place where people want 
to live and bring their creative enterprise.”

Boone doesn’t see the city owning the new event forever. 
The city’s role, she says, is to be an incubator. It can’t “maintain 
a competitive edge against for-profi t companies that are able to 
run these as part of their business. It makes more sense for us to 
be more of a partner.”

The same goes for other events. Chicago has partnered with 
Lollapalooza on a program that gives college students from 
across the country concert tickets and exposure to local tech 
companies, including a business plan competition judged by 
Emanuel. In September the city hosted the fi rst Chicago Music 
Summit, a day of panels, discussions and performances meant to 
showcase the city’s diverse talent pool and help music profes-
sionals—performers, producers, club owners—discuss ways to 
work together better. 

Boone says she works with offi  cials across other city depart-
ments to consolidate licensing applications, advocate for events 
and act as a liaison for event hosts navigating city bureaucracy. “I 
don’t turn down a meeting with anybody.”  G

Email me@chadkaydo.com 
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hen President George W. Bush signed No Child 
Left Behind into law in early 2002, he described 

the sweeping education overhaul as a landmark piece 
of civil rights legislation. Closing the achievement gap between 
white students and non-Asian minority students was, the former 
president liked to say, “the civil rights struggle of our time.” 

Many still see it that way. Every year, thousands of the nation’s 
most idealistic college graduates sign up for two years of service 
with Teach For America (TFA). Successful charter schools such as 
KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program) make extreme demands on 
teachers and staff  to prepare disadvantaged students for college. 
Their rallying cry is that inspired, dedi-
cated teachers can improve educational 
achievement—no matter the obstacles 
of poverty or racial disparity.

It’s a familiar narrative. It’s also the 
story told by America’s most prominent 
education reformer, former Washing-
ton, D.C., school chancellor Michelle 
Rhee. As she rose from TFA teacher 
to nonprofi t entrepreneur to big-city 
school superintendent, Rhee devel-
oped strong ideas about what works  
(great teachers), what doesn’t (rigid 
work arrangements mandated by col-
lective bargaining) and what states 
should do (encourage competition and 
demand accountability). Today, Rhee 
runs a nonprofi t advocacy group called 
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StudentsFirst. Its goal is to recruit a million members and raise a 
billion dollars in private philanthropic money to mobilize a grass-
roots coalition of school reformers determined to overthrow the 
forces (read: teachers’ unions) that thwarted her in D.C.

A billion dollars is a hefty sum for a nonprofi t. But that’s only 
a small slice of the funds being directed at education reform right 
now. The Gates Foundation, the world’s largest, has long been 
a strong supporter of the reform agenda. So too has President 
Obama’s education secretary, Arne Duncan. Using money from 
the stimulus act, Duncan created the $5 billion Race to the Top 
program designed to encourage states to expand charter schools 

and institute testing regimes to evalu-
ate teacher eff ectiveness. He has also 
encouraged states to band together to 
create and adopt a set of common edu-
cation standards, the so-called Common 
Core. To date, some 45 states and the 
District of Columbia have complied. The 
core tenets of education reform—choice 
through charters, accountability through 
standardized testing—have never been 
more ascendant. 

Yet this is not a moment of education 
reform triumphalism. On the contrary, 
education reformers are under attack 
as never before. In New York City, vot-
ers recently replaced an ardent educa-
tion reformer, Michael Bloomberg, with 
a charter school skeptic, Bill de Blasio. 

THE FIGHT 
OVER SCHOOL 

REFORM

AS NO CHILD 
LEFT BEHIND 

ENDS AND 
COMMON CORE 

BEGINS, TWO 
EDUCATION 

HEAVYWEIGHTS 
FACE-OFF OVER 

WHAT WE’VE 
LEARNED AND 
WHERE WE’VE 
GONE WRONG.
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School boards across the country are discussing limits on charter 
schools. Liberals express concerns about “teaching to the test.” 
Conservatives worry about a perceived loss of local control (see 
“Will the Common Core Backlash Come Back?,” page 12). How-
ever, the most serious challenge is an intellectual one. A decade 
ago, attacking the education reform movement seemed almost sac-
rilegious. Today, it seems cutting edge. That change is due largely 
to the intellectual infl uence of a high-profi le defector from the 
reform movement, 75-year-old education historian Diane Ravitch.

Ravitch began her career as an academic, the author of books 
such as The Great School Wars: New York City, 1805-1973. In 
1991, she joined President George H.W. Bush’s cabinet as assis-
tant secretary in charge of the Offi  ce of Educational Research 
and Improvement in the Department of Education. There she 
embraced the conservative mantra of standards and choice. By 
the mid-aughts, however, Ravitch had lost faith in the so-called 
reform movement. In 2006, she published The Death and Life of 
the Great American School System, a forceful critique of the idea 
that choice and accountability could improve school performance.

Rhee and Ravitch face off  in two recently published books that 
outline their opposing perspectives on what’s needed in educa-
tion today. Rhee’s recently published memoir, Radical: Fighting to 
Put Children First, is part apologia for the past and part prescrip-
tion for the future. Ravitch’s new book, Reign of Error: The Hoax 
of the Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s Public 
Schools, is a broadside against Rhee and reform rhetoric. Rhee 
and Ravitch do agree that “special interests” are impeding, if not 
destroying, American education. But where Rhee views public 
teacher unions as the problem, Ravitch blames the reformers.

“Public education is not broken,” Ravitch declares at the 
beginning of her pugnacious new book. “It is not failing or declin-
ing. The diagnosis is wrong, and the solutions of the corporate 
reformer are wrong.” To the extent that there is a problem (and 
Ravitch believes the problem is confi ned to a subset of urban 
schools), it is a problem caused by “concentrated poverty and 
racial segregation.” Ravitch believes the reforms that Rhee and 
her philanthropic patrons hope to implement would actually 
make matters worse. As for Democrats like Secretary Duncan 
who support such reformers, Ravitch believes they are not merely 
misguided, but are dupes. 

“Liberals, progressives, well-meaning people have lent their 
support to a project that is antithetical to liberalism and progres-
sivism,” writes Ravitch. “By supporting market-based ‘reforms,’ 
they have allied themselves with those who seek to destroy public 
education. They are being used by those who have an implacable 
hostility toward the public sector.”

As Common Core prepares to launch, states have a rare chance 
to get education reform right. What have we learned from the No 
Child Left Behind era? Does Common Core represent movement 
in the right direction, or, as Ravitch argues, is it a misguided con-
tinuation of the fl awed reform movement? 

Reading Rhee and Ravitch’s books together is like watch-
ing two accomplished pugilists fi ght a 15-round bout. (Indeed, 
Ravitch spends an entire chapter questioning Rhee’s accomplish-
ments in Washington, D.C.) Think of this as an attempt to score 
the fi ght. 

T o understand where Michelle Rhee wants American 
education to go, it helps to understand where she 
comes from. 

Rhee grew up outside Toledo, Ohio, the oldest 
daughter of immigrant parents who moved to America from 
South Korea in the 1960s. Rhee started out in a local public 
school. Her teachers there told her parents she might be slow. 
Then, in 1978, when she was nine, Rhee was shipped back 
to South Korea. It was a revelatory experience. There were 
70 kids in her class. There was no special treatment for the 
newcomer, even though she didn’t speak Korean. “Every child 
was ranked by his or her grades, from one to seventy, and the 
rankings were posted,” she writes.

Rhee loved it.
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Diane Ravitch: 

“Public education 

is not broken. The 

diagnosis is wrong, 

and the solutions 

of the corporate 

reformer are 

wrong.”
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“I lived in a society where competition and excellence were 
rewarded, and attended a school that demanded hard work 
and dedication from every child,” she writes. It was an envi-
ronment in which she thrived. Rhee went on to matriculate at 
Wellesley, then transferred to Cornell. After graduating, she 
joined Teach for America, which assigned her to an elemen-
tary school in the Harlem Park neighborhood of Baltimore, 
“a very downtrodden, dangerous neighborhood.” Her fi rst 
semester was a disaster. Rhee was routinely assailed by her 
disruptive students. (“Shut up, you Chinese bitch!” they would 
yell at her.) It would have been easy to give up or attribute 
the problems in her classroom to crime rates or single-parent 
families or poverty. Instead, Rhee came to a diff erent conclu-
sion—“that, in fact, I was the problem.”

 “I was creating the kind of environment where they could act 
up and be crazy,” she writes, “but if they were in a diff erent envi-
ronment with a diff erent teacher, they could be calm and learn. 
It was me!”

By the second year, Rhee was, by her own account, fi rmly in 
control. Instead of compassion and playfulness, she sought to 
provide certainty and stability. “By the end of my time in Harlem 
Park, my kids who had been with me for the second and third year 
were soaring,” Rhee writes. She felt her tougher approach had 
overcome the disadvantages her children brought with them to 
school. “I would have put them up against kids from any private 
school in Baltimore.”

“Low academic achievement levels weren’t about their poten-
tial or their ability or anything else,” she concluded. “It had to 
do with what I was doing as a teacher, what we were doing as a 
school, and the expectations that we set for them. That’s what it 
was all about.”

Rhee left to get a master’s degree at Harvard University’s John 
F. Kennedy School of Government. There she met TFA founder 
Wendy Kopp, who recruited Rhee to start a nonprofi t, The New 
Teacher Project, that would help school districts and states fi nd 
good teachers. In her 10 years there, the project helped recruit 
and train more than 23,000 educators. In 2007, Washington, D.C.’s 
just elected Mayor Adrian Fenty tapped Rhee for the newly cre-
ated position of D.C. school chancellor.

Rhee was shocked by what she found in D.C. The central offi  ce 
was a bureaucratic sinkhole. School facilities were in shambles. 
Many lacked libraries and textbooks. At one school, Rhee spotted 
a sign: “Teachers cannot make up for what parents and students 

will not do.” Rhee’s was “enraged” by 
this attitude. “Most people blamed 
poverty for the low academic achieve-
ment levels of the children in D.C.,” 
writes Rhee. She disagreed, noting 
that poor African-American kids 
in New York City were two grades 
ahead of their peers in D.C. “There is 
no doubt that poverty and home envi-
ronment have an impact on students 
and schools, but clearly there was 
something terribly wrong with the 
D.C. schools.”

Rhee responded by cleaning house. Some of her most impres-
sive accomplishments were administrative. Thanks largely to leg-
islation Fenty had sponsored as a city councilman, the city was 
able to spend hundreds of millions of dollars on school facilities. 
Schools were fi xed; textbooks delivered; services upgraded. Rhee 
also implemented a controversial teacher evaluation program 
and closed underutilized schools, most of them located in D.C.’s 
poorest neighborhoods. The decision to do so was a reasonable 
one from an enrollment perspective, but the closures angered the 
city’s African-American majority. Rhee didn’t back down when 
faced with criticism. Indeed, she seemed to relish confrontation. 
PBS’ “Frontline” fi lmed her fi ring a principal, one of 36 she let go 
(along with 22 assistant principals) during her two-plus years in 
D.C. (IMPACT, the teacher evaluation system she put in place, 
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led to the departure of some 300 teachers.) Time put her on its 
cover, holding a broom. Such notoriety made her the darling of 
the reform world, but it also became a political liability. In Sep-
tember 2010, Adrian Fenty was voted out of offi  ce in an election 
that broke along sharp racial lines. 

Four weeks after his defeat, Rhee resigned and subsequently 
founded StudentsFirst. Among the items at the top of Rhee’s 
policy wishlist: meaningful information for parents, eff ective 
teacher evaluation systems, performance pay for the best teach-
ers, an end to tenure schemes based on seniority and an end to 
“arbitrary” caps on charter schools. Most of all, though, Rhee 
wants the U.S. to regain its competitive spirit. “We have gone 
soft as a nation,” she writes at one point. “No more mediocrity. 
It’s killing us.”

D iane Ravitch believes America’s schools are at risk 
too—from the education reformers, that is. The 
demand for “accountability,” the push to close “fail-
ing” public schools and the emphasis on replacing 

them with charter schools is, in Ravitch’s opinion, nothing less 
than an attempt to privatize public education—and cash in in 
the process.

“Public education,” she writes, “is in crisis only so far as society 
is and only so far as this new narrative of crisis is destabilizing it.”  

In Ravitch’s recounting, virtually every argument the 
education reformers make is wrong. According to Ravitch, 
America’s public schools are not, in fact, failing. On the con-
trary, she writes, “public schools are working very well for 
most students.” National Assessment of Educational Progress 
scores are at an all-time high for students who are white, 
black, Hispanic and Asian. Math and reading scores for Amer-
ican students have improved dramatically from 1992 to 2011. 
Graduation rates are also at all-time high. More young people 
than ever are entering college. As for the notion that students 
from Singapore, Shanghai, South Korea, Japan and Finland 
dramatically outperform U.S. students, Ravitch dismisses it 
as “a timeworn bugaboo.”

That is not to say that all is well. The United States does suff er 
from a terrible problem—one that has contributed to an achieve-
ment gap that separates white and Asian students from black and 
Latino students. That problem is poverty. 

“Poverty,” writes Ravitch, “is the most important factor con-
tributing to low academic achievement.” As for the claim made 
by Rhee and many others that improving the quality of teachers 
will lift educational outcomes, Ravitch is skeptical. She raises an 
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eyebrow at the oft-cited research that seems to show that great 
teachers can produce 18 months of test gains in a year while 
bad teachers produce only six. “Perhaps such ‘great’ teachers 
exist,” she writes, “but there is no evidence they exist in great 
numbers or that they can produce the same feats year after year 
for every student.” 

With grim determination, Ravitch attacks one shibboleth of 
the education reformers after another. Test scores are not fall-
ing. Value-added teacher assessments (that is, attempts to cap-
ture teaching quality using standardized tests) are fl awed. Merit 
pay will not result in better outcomes (but it could undermine 
collaboration and professionalism). Charter schools on average 
perform no better than ordinary schools. Like General Sherman 
marching to the sea, Ravitch goes on like this for 20 chapters.

Ravitch is particularly dismayed by the Obama administra-
tion’s approach to education reform. “No 
one can say with certainty whether the 
Common Core standards will improve edu-
cation, that they will reduce or increase the 
achievement gaps among diff erent groups, 
or how much it will cost to implement 
them,” she writes. Nonetheless, Secretary 
Duncan’s approach to education reform 
has done something bad: “[No Child Left 
Behind] created—and Race to the Top sus-
tained—the unwarranted belief that stan-
dardized tests are an accurate, scientifi c 
gauge of educational achievement. They 
are not.”

So what does Ravitch believe will fi x the 
education system’s failings?

“If we were serious about narrowing the gaps [between white 
and Asian students and black and brown students, between stu-
dents from wealthy families and students from poor families],” she 
writes, “the schools attended by African-American and Hispanic 
children would have a stable, experienced staff , a rich curriculum, 
social services, after-school programs and abundant resources to 
meet the needs of their students.” Where Rhee prescribes teacher 
assessments, bonus pay and an end to tenure, Ravitch calls for 
prenatal care, prekindergarten classes, testing that is purely diag-
nostic (and doesn’t just result in punishment), a broad curriculum 
and small classes.

But fi rst she would have legislators and school districts stop 
“doing the wrong things,” she writes. “Stop promoting competi-
tion and choice as answers to the very inequality that was cre-
ated by competition and choice. Stop the mindless attacks on the 
education professions.”

H ow to reconcile such divergent descriptions of what 
ails American education? One way is to step back 
from Rhee and Ravitch’s specifi c disagreements 
and consider the ingredients of educational excel-

lence from a diff erent perspective. That is precisely the strategy 
pursued by journalist Amanda Ripley in her new book, The Smart-
est Kids in the World (And How They Got That Way).

Consider the case of Finland, home to what is perhaps the 
most admired and most closely studied education system in the 
world. As Ripley details in her book, Finland’s students consis-
tently rank at the top of international assessments. Its teachers are 
unionized; few are ever fi red. It uses standardized tests sparingly 
and for diagnostic purposes only. As a result, Ravitch and other 
reform critics have often pointed to Finland as off ering an alterna-
tive to the dominant U.S. approach of choice and accountability. 
It’s true that Finland has attained these achievements “within the 
system”—without the private options and charter schools pushed 
by Rhee and other reformers.

But Finland has embraced one of the core tenets that Rhee 
espouses: Better teachers make better students. Finland has 
put enormous emphasis on improving inputs. Teachers there 
are exceptionally well qualifi ed. Gaining admission to teacher-

training programs at Finnish universities 
is as diffi  cult as winning admission to 
MIT. Teachers are expected to become 
genuine subject experts in the fi elds they 
will teach. They then undergo a yearlong 
teaching apprenticeship. 

In contrast, according to Ripley, many 
American education schools provide an 
average of 12 to 15 weeks of classroom 
training of variable quality. And the focus 
is typically on classroom readiness, not sub-
ject expertise. It’s hard to argue with Rip-
ley’s contention that the U.S. approach to 
ensuring quality seems backward. We make 
it easy for just about anyone to become a 

teacher—allowing education schools across the country to turn 
out nearly two-and-a-half times the number of new teachers 
actually needed—and then create elaborate evaluation schemes, 
which are at best imperfect, in order to weed them out.

It can be easy to discount Finland as a model. Its low child 
poverty rate and homogeneous population are hardly analo-
gous to conditions in the United States, a diverse country with 
a scandalous child poverty rate. But there are aspects of an 
input-focused approach that can be incorporated in the U.S. For 
example, Ripley cites Rhode Island Education Commissioner 
Deborah Gist’s 2009 decision to raise minimum test scores for 
prospective teachers. 

More important, Ripley makes a compelling argument that 
improving the quality of teachers and instituting well-considered 
curricula can improve educational attainment, boosting economic 
growth in the process. In the world described by Ripley, Ravitch’s 
complacency is misguided. But so is the reformers’ narrow focus 
on standardized testing. The best way forward is likely more 
nuanced, and more complicated. 

Ours is a country that yearns for the quick fi x—iPads in 
schools, massive open online courses, e-charter schools. What’s 
needed instead, argues Ripley, is a focus on teachers and curricula, 
as well as something more intangible—a belief that our children’s 
lives really depend on their education.  G
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THE BEST WAY 
FORWARD IS 

LIKELY MORE 
NUANCED AND 
MORE COMPLI-

CATED THAN 
EITHER RHEE’S 
OR RAVITCH’S 
SUGGESTIONS. 
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P
ublic transportation employees are far more likely 
to suffer injuries on the job than those working 
in most private transportation operations. Local 
public hospital staff don’t have a hazard-free 
work environment, either. For police and fi re 
personnel, the risk of getting hurt is even greater.

These and other occupations considered the most dan-
gerous are often found in the public sector, where employ-
ees tend to encounter job-related injuries and illnesses at 
higher rates than in private industry. 

Across all areas of local government, federal data esti-
mates that 6.1 nonfatal job-related injury or illness cases 
occurred for every 100 full-time employees in 2012, ranging 
from slips to serious vehicle accidents. State governments 
recorded a rate of 4.4 cases per 100 workers. In the private 
sector, the situation is somewhat better, with 3.4 cases for 
every 100 workers. Governments have historically regis-
tered higher incidence rates—not surprising considering 
some of the most dangerous workplaces, such as police 
and fi re departments, are unique to the public sector and 
come with inherent risks.

Taking a closer look at the data, however, reveals public 
employees also are at greater risk of suffering an injury or 
illness than private-sector employees working in the same 
industries. In six of seven of the most narrowly defi ned sub-
sector industries with comparable data, local governments 
recorded higher rates than the private sector. For example, 
elementary and secondary education employees were injured 
or fell ill at a rate of 5.2 per 100 in the public sector, compared 
to 2.8 per 100 in private industry. Similarly, the incidence rate 
for transit and ground passenger transportation employees 
was 7.1 cases per 100 if they worked for localities, compared 
to 5.1 for private industry. 

The same was true of state government employees. Of four 
industries selected with comparable data, state rates topped 
private companies in each instance. The greatest disparity was 
in nursing and residential care facilities, where state govern-
ment registered an incidence rate of 13.6 per 100 employees 
compared to 7.6 per 100 in the private sector.

The Most 
Dangerous Jobs
Public-sector workers typically face 
a greater risk of suffering an injury 
on the job than other segments of 
the workforce.
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Public vs. Private 
Sector Incidence Rates
In many types of jobs, governments 
report higher rates of nonfatal occu-
pational injuries and illnesses than the 
private sector does. The Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration 
requests that employers record cases 
involving “lost work time, medical treat-
ment other than fi rst aid, restriction of 
work or motion, loss of consciousness 
or transfer to another job.”
SOURCE: LABOR DEPARTMENT, 2012 NONFATAL 

OCCUPATIONAL INJURY AND ILLNESS DATA
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The main caveat here is that although 
employees may work in the same industry, 
the workplaces themselves can differ greatly. 
In the case of nursing and residential care, 
state governments operate psychiatric hos-
pitals, which helps explain higher incidence 
rates for those workers. Industry categories 
can encompass a broad range of fi elds, so 
only the most narrowly defi ned subsector 
industries with published data were exam-
ined to provide more relevant comparisons.

In all, states and localities reported an esti-
mated 793,000 recordable incidents in 2012, 
approximately 337,000 of which resulted in 
missed workdays, job restrictions or transfers.

Of all industries with published data, state-
operated nursing and residential care facilities 
registered the highest injury and illness rate 
in 2012. Some of the more common hazards 
for these workers include slips, splashes from 
blood or bodily fl uids and needle punctures.

Paul O’Neill, a member of the Lucian Leape 
Institute at the National Patient Safety Founda-

tion, says that in many cases, staff members 
put themselves at risk by not wearing avail-
able protective equipment. If medical facilities 
are to push down rates, O’Neill emphasized 
those at the top of organizations must make 
better efforts to address the issue. “It’s unbe-
lievable that we tolerate these rates,” says 
O’Neill, who previously served as U.S. Trea-
sury secretary and CEO of Alcoa Inc.

After state-run nursing and residential 
care facilities, police protection and mobile 
home manufacturing recorded the highest 
incidence rates in 2012, each with 11.8 
cases per 100 employees. 

The good news is that for nearly all occupa-
tions—public and private—injury rates are not 
climbing. Across the public sector, local govern-
ments’ overall injury and illness rates haven’t 
budged for three years, remaining at 6.1 cases 
per 100 workers. State government rates also 
haven’t fl uctuated much.

In fact, a few of the more risky occu-
pations reported statistically signifi cant 

declines. While the rate for local govern-
ment utilities employees remains high, for 
example, it has steadily dropped from 8.4 
cases per 100 employees in 2008 to 5.8 
cases in 2012.

Fire protection is another fi eld that’s 
becoming safer. Its incidence rate contin-
ues to drop, falling from 13.5 cases in 2011 
to 11.2 cases per 100 workers in 2012. A 
decline in the number of fi res nationally, 
aided by advances in fi re codes and sup-
pression systems, contributed to the reduc-
tion in fi refi ghter injuries, says Ken Willette, 
who manages the National Fire Protection 
Association’s Public Fire Protection division. 
To further reduce injuries, Willett sees two 
paths: a technological breakthrough in safety 
equipment or departments refi ning fi refi ght-
ing tactics. G
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By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene
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The Corporate Playbook

Y
ou’ve heard it a million times 
from elected offi  cials, from 
people who want to be elected 
offi  cials and from those who 

vote for elected offi  cials: Government 
should be run like a business.

This has become a mantra in some 
circles and a subject of raised eyebrows in 
others. We decided to dig a bit and con-
sider the statement’s validity. We kicked 
off  this process by chatting with the mayor 
of Albuquerque, Richard J. Berry. He has 
eliminated a $90 million shortfall without 
layoff s while housing many of the chroni-
cally homeless and addressing infrastruc-
ture problems. He talks about things like 
succession planning and a focus on return 
on investment as ways in which he runs 
his city like a business.

An example of his initiatives: “The fi re 
department buys a lot of stuff , from baby 
aspirin to bandages,” he told us. “Those 
things have a shelf life. We had a fi re-
fi ghter who realized that we were buying 
things that had only six or seven months’ 
shelf life on them. We saved $700,000 by 
insisting that our suppliers give us com-
modities that last at least a year.”

Scott Pattison, executive director of 
the National Association of State Bud-

GOVERNING |  January 201462

 “ Government, 

like a business, should 

aim to be effective 

and effi cient in what-

ever it does. But the 

values and interests 

of constituents must 

be kept in mind.

get Offi  cers, agrees that government can 
learn from business. He suggests govern-
ment can learn to better cost out various 
transactions, which is standard operating 
procedure for successful corporations. 

OK. So far, so good. But over the years 
we’ve encountered many public-sector 
managers who recoil when they’re told 
that they’re not doing a good job because 
they haven’t emulated the folks who run the 
Fortune 500. Pattison and Berry agree that 
there are limitations to the degree to which 
the two groups can and should act alike.

Note, for example, that two paragraphs 
back, we purposefully described a busi-
ness practice as one used by successful 
companies. There’s simply no magic to 
the for-profi t world, and it can be run 
just as badly as the worst-run township. 
Would you really want your government 
to operate as well as, say, Lehman Broth-
ers was? Or General Motors before it went 
into bankruptcy? 

Webster J. Guillory is the assessor 
for Orange County, Calif. He worked for 
corporate America before he entered the 
public sector. He makes the point that gov-
ernment must deal with tasks very rarely 
found in companies. “Government has to 
deal with almost every kind of emergency 

service: fi res, health, natural disasters,” he 
says. Moreover, government has to be pre-
pared 24/7 to deal with those problems—
even ones that occur very infrequently.

Beyond that, of course, there’s a fun-
damental diff erence between government 
and business that makes easy translation 
of management styles a diffi  cult eff ort: 
Government doesn’t need to make a profi t. 
Private-sector fi rms do. If they don’t, well, 
we’re back to rescuing General Motors 
again. Pattison agrees that while there’s a lot 
that government can learn from the private 
sector, “It’s in a very diff erent situation.” 

Government, like a business, should 
aim to be eff ective and effi  cient in what-

Should governments emulate the business practices of the Fortune 500? 
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ever it does. But as Paul Epstein, a con-
sultant with Epstein and Fass, points out, 
“it should not restrict itself only to policy 
options that are least cost, will generate 
the greatest revenue or even off er the least 
unit cost. Instead, the values and interests 
of constituents must be kept in mind, and 
strategic priorities and other policies for-
mulated and executed to match.” 

The existence of a genuine fi nancial 
bottom line in companies also makes it 
signifi cantly easier to gain acceptance for 
specifi c kinds of policies and practices. If 
there’s a good profi t at the end of the year, 
that’s proof enough that they work. But 
until performance measurement becomes 
universally utilized and perfected—which 
may never happen—a whole diff erent 
ethos exists for governments.

The diff erences between government 
and private-sector management were 
articulately spelled out in a chapter on 
“public bureaucracies” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Political Science. The chap-
ter was written by Donald F. Kettl, dean 
of the school of public policy at the 
University of Maryland (and a Governing 
columnist). Here are a few points he makes, 
slightly paraphrased from the original:
• Unlike private bureaucracies in which 

top offi  cials can defi ne their own mis-
sions (which cars to build, for example), 
top offi  cials in public bureaucracies 
have their missions defi ned by elected 
policymakers.

• Public administrators not only have to 
do what the law says, like everyone else, 
they can only do what the law says. 

• Many public administrators are required 
to utilize civil service rules, the likes of 
which don’t exist in corporations.
Finally, getting policies approved, 

regardless of evidence that they may 
work, is often a largely political process 
in government. Corporate CEOs keep 
their jobs as long as they make the stock-
holders happy. But mayors and governors 
have to make sure that at least 51 percent 
of voters perceive them as good for the 
job, without a profi t and loss statement 
to consider.  G
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By Mark Funkhouser

Keeping Government from Falling Apart
All organizations need constant renewal and rebuilding.

During a recent visit to Beijing, I took a side trip to see the Great Wall of China. It is 
indeed an amazing public works construction. It was begun in the 7th century B.C. 
and, as it exists today, is about 4,000 miles long. Our tour guide told us that since about 
1950, the wall has been undergoing constant renovation and that some people didn’t 
like that because they wanted it to be as it originally was.

But then she laughed and said this was a silly objection because things fall apart, and 
if the wall weren’t maintained, eventually it would crumble away and disappear. She 
understood the law of entropy: All things deteriorate over time. That’s true not only 
of physical structures like the Great Wall, but also of organizations and institutions.

Back in 1976, I got a master’s in social work from West Virginia University. One of 
the enduring lessons of my social work training was the importance of balancing both 
task functions and maintenance functions in all human groups, whether they are as 
small as a married couple or as large as a big-city government.

The task functions are the work that the group has to get done. Two people sharing 
a household must get the rent paid, the meals prepared and the bathroom cleaned. A 
city government has to carry out a huge variety of tasks—there are more than 400 of 
them in Kansas City, where I was once mayor—from plowing snow to regulating land 
use to protecting public safety.

The maintenance functions are the work that must be done to hold the group 
together. For example, the married couple must work out diff erences and confl icts 
in ways that strengthen their bond. A city government has to attend to activities that 
build organizational capacity, such as adding training and technology, strengthening 
lines of communication, and working out internal strains and confl icts.

Organizational and institutional decay is an inevitable and ongoing process, so if the 
organization is to continue to function, organizational renewal—those maintenance 
functions—must be ongoing as well. Otherwise, things start to fall apart and organiza-
tions either fail to eff ectively carry out their purposes or cease to exist entirely. You 
don’t have to look hard to see evidence of these sorts of failures in government.

People run for elected offi  ce or take leadership appointments in government 
because they want to make a diff erence. Maintaining and strengthening the organi-
zation often seems the farthest thing from their minds, but balancing getting things 
done with building the organization’s capacity to do those things is critical.

The further up the organizational food chain you are, the more time and eff ort 
you must spend rebuilding and renewing the organization. The Great Wall remains a 
marvel that brings more than 25 million visitors a year because the Chinese recognize 
that it must be continually rebuilt. Government offi  cials need to take a lesson from that 
and focus on rebuilding the organizations they lead. G
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By Steve Towns

The Tech Year Ahead
A look at the top three technology policy trends sure to shape 2014. 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

initiatives have powered a groundswell 
of civic innovation. Now, it’s time to make 
these activities sustainable. 

The earliest government app con-
tests invited local tech geeks to create 
interesting software applications based 
on newly opened stockpiles of govern-
ment information. Those events forged 
connections between governments and 
innovative software developers, but the 

results—an iPhone app that maps the saf-
est walking path from one bar to another, 
for instance—weren’t necessarily aligned 
with core government needs.

Since then, groups like the nonprofi t 
Code for America have worked to refi ne 
the process through their four-year-old 
fellowship program—which dispatches 
teams of software developers to help 
cities implement technology projects. 
The group also has launched an accel-
erator program that gives business 
training to civic technology startups 
and introduces them to investors and 
government offi  cials.

Record attendance at Code for Amer-
ica’s 2013 summit in San Francisco may 
indicate these eff orts are reaching critical 
mass. If governments can eff ectively tap 
into civic development interest, they can 
cut the cost of software development, nur-
ture local tech companies and probably 
get software that better fi ts their needs. 

Procurement Reform. One of the 
biggest barriers to harnessing the grow-
ing momentum around civic technology 
is government procurement. The buying 

N
obel Prize-winning physicist 
Niels Bohr famously said, “Pre-
diction is very diffi  cult, espe-
cially if it’s about the future.” I 

tend to agree with him, but as we enter 
the New Year there are three interrelated 
technology issues that we can’t ignore. 
They’ll demand more attention from state 
and local leaders in 2014.

Data Analytics. Governments are great 
at collecting information, but they often do 
a lousy job of using it eff ectively. Dropping 
prices for storage and high-speed com-
puting have put sophisticated analytics 
capabilities within reach of more public 
agencies, potentially giving policymak-
ers new tools for spotting trends, allocat-
ing resources and modeling the impact 
of decisions. But there’s a fair amount of 
work to be done before agencies can really 
benefi t from these advancements. 

Policymakers will need to weigh 
security and privacy issues as technol-
ogy makes it possible to collect and mash 
together diff erent types of data. They’ll 
also need to force reluctant agencies to 
share information and comply with stan-
dards that allow the data to be used more 
broadly within a jurisdiction.

For CIOs, the need to use data more 
predictively could rebalance the informa-
tion technology equation. In other words, 
CIOs may spend less time on technology 
and more time functioning as stewards of 
a jurisdiction’s information assets. That’ll 
also drive the need for more data scien-
tists and fewer computer technicians in 
state and local IT departments.

How eff ectively states and localities 
confront these issues will determine if 
they truly understand and realize the 
promise of “big data” in 2014.

Civic Innovation. While governments 
are struggling to get a handle on analyt-
ics, many have done a good job of opening 
data for public consumption. Open data 

process tends to scare off  potential new 
players and rewards long-time contrac-
tors who know how to work the system. 
As a result, public agencies struggle to 
attract new ideas, or even keep up with 
private-sector trends. 

One glaring example of this is the 
launch of HealthCare.gov. As the feds 
struggled for weeks to fi x problems with 
the site—the heart of which was built by 

big-time contractor CGI Federal—a cho-
rus of Silicon Valley tech entrepreneurs 
criticized its design as outdated and just 
plain bad. The feeling was that a supe-
rior website could have been built for less 
money if the nation’s best IT talent hadn’t 
been locked out of the bidding by overly 
complex contracting regulations.

Eff orts like Philadelphia’s FAST FWD 
program address the issue by lowering 
procurement barriers for new companies 
and reducing the risk of failure by creat-
ing deeper relationships between govern-
ments and their vendors. The fi rst round 
of the program, which launched late last 
year, focused on public safety. Ten tech 
entrepreneurs were slated to work with 
the city over a 12-week period to identify 
a set of problems and propose solutions. 
The best solutions would receive con-
tracts from the city.

With the HealthCare.gov debacle 
focusing attention on the issue, look for IT 
purchasing reform initiatives to take hold 
at all levels of government this year.   G
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On data analytics: Governments are great 

at collecting information, but they often do a 

lousy job of using it effectively.
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Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY

By Frank Shafroth

The Old College Try
There’s an economic payoff to putting money back into higher ed.  

the cost effi  ciency of the state’s public col-
leges and universities, and identify oppor-
tunities to reduce the cost of higher ed. A 
state’s disinvestment in higher education 
has both short-term and long-term taxing 
consequences. In Virginia, public higher 
ed institutions are not only critical to the 
state’s economy, but also to state revenues.  

The state revenue benefi ts are derived 
in part from the total economic footprint 
attributable to one year of higher educa-
tion operations, which is $28 billion in Vir-
ginia gross domestic product. In addition, 
each year of state public higher education 
operations generates $2 billion in long-
term state revenue. Every dollar spent 
on public higher education by the state is 
associated with an additional $1.29 in state 
revenue and an increment of $17.40 to Vir-
ginia gross domestic product.

In its report, JLARC reported that its 
review of major trends in public higher edu-
cation nationally and in Virginia found that:
•  Most spending at public four-year 

higher education institutions is on 
activities other than direct instruction. 
Spending on student housing, dining 
and intercollegiate athletics—through 
auxiliary enterprises—has been the 

S
tates are fi nally starting to see 
increasing revenues. Whether 
this windfall is temporary or 
represents a sustained recovery, 

it is a welcome change and allows gover-
nors and state legislators to make diff er-
ent governing choices than they have been 
able to for nearly half a decade. 

One area that will surely garner pub-
lic leaders’ attention will be higher edu-
cation. The options range from whether 
to privatize state universities and get out 
of the business altogether, to whether to 
make it free, as Oregon is doing. 

Nationally, from 2001 to 2012, state 
funding per student in higher education 
dropped by 33 percent while tuitions at 
state public institutions climbed by 46 
percent over roughly the same period. 
The unprecedented increases in state 
tuitions have been a key element in record 
levels of defaults on student loans, not to 
mention those who drop out. The conse-
quences of either one can have state and 
local ramifi cations, with defaults wreak-
ing more serious economic havoc. Drop-
ping out can mean the student forgoes as 
much as 71 percent in higher earnings, 
which, for the state, means signifi cantly 
lower taxable earnings. 

Last year, the Volcker State Budget Cri-
sis Task Force for Virginia identifi ed the 
state’s reduction in K-12 and sharp curtail-
ment of support for higher education as a 
threat to Virginia’s ability to continue to 
be a “world class business destination.” It 
noted that Virginia, once the nation’s cra-
dle of higher education, now ranked 40th 
in state support per full-time equivalent 
student, and wondered “whether Virginia 
will sustain the excellent reputation its 
higher education institutions currently 
enjoy with increasing state resources.” 

Thus the General Assembly directed 
the Virginia Joint Legislative Audit and 
Review Commission (JLARC) to study 

largest driver of spending increases 
(on average) at Virginia institutions.

• Nationally, state funding as a percent-
age of total revenue at institutions has 
declined. In Virginia, state general 
funding per student declined 22 per-
cent between 1991-1992 and 2011-2012.

• Average annual income increased far 
less than the price of higher educa-
tion nationally, necessitating a large 
increase in the percentage of students 
who borrow and the amount they 
borrow. The average annual student 
loan amount in Virginia almost tripled 
between 1992-1993 and 2011-2012 to 
nearly $10,000.
In Virginia as elsewhere, the disin-

vestment and reliance on higher student 
fees and tuition unrelated to educational 
output creates signifi cant risks. It could 
diminish opportunities for many students 
to go to the state’s institutions of higher 
learning—and weaken state individual 
and corporate tax revenues.

State leaders appear to have an impor-
tant assignment to study their public edu-
cation fi nance responsibilities.  G

Email fshafrot@gmu.edu 

Virginia’s failure to fund higher education is threatening its economy. 
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I am the agent of change.
I am responsible.

I am accountable.

I am liable.

I am the bottom line.

I am the champion of progress.

I am the CFO.

It’s time to manage payments with greater transparency, insight, 

and effi ciency. It’s time to deploy Visa Commercial solutions. 

Visit visa.com/GovNews to learn more. 
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Last Look
Billed as the “world’s shortest, steepest 
scenic railway,” the Fenelon Place 
Elevator has been a fi xture in Dubuque, 
Iowa, since 1882. It was originally built 
by banker and former Mayor J.K. Graves, 
who lived on a bluff  high over the city. 
At that time, businessmen customarily 
returned home for a midday meal and 
a nap before going back to work for 
the rest of the day. But for Graves, even 
though his home and offi  ce were just a 
few blocks apart, the round-trip carriage 
ride took nearly an hour. Having seen 
incline railways on trips to Europe, he 
successfully petitioned the city for the 
right to build one of his own.

At fi rst Graves rode up and down 
alone, but he soon opened the funicular 
to the public for 5 cents a ride. When 
fi re damaged the elevator in 1893, he 
could not aff ord to rebuild; he turned 
the railway over to a group of neighbors 
who formed the Fenelon Place Elevator 
Co. The original steam power was long 
ago replaced by an electric motor and 
the hemp rope upgraded to steel cable. 
The 5-cent fare has given way to $3 for a 
round trip.

Used daily by commuters and 
sightseers, the elevator runs from 8 a.m. 
until 10 p.m., from April 1 to Nov. 30. 
Operator Tee Stejskal says she still meets 
a few locals who have never taken a ride. 
“But I can understand if they have a 
genuine fear of heights.” —David Kidd 
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The asphalt industry calls it Perpetual Pavement, but Perpetual Payment might be closer to the truth.
That’s because traditional life-cycle cost analysis (LCAA) doesn’t consider the real costs of paving 
materials. Using FHWA methodology, researchers at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
found that typical LCAAs can underestimate asphalt costs by an average of 95%. Fed up with  
Perpetual Payment? Visit the Portland Cement Association at www.think-harder.org/perpetual.
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© 2014 Citigroup Inc. Citi and Citi with Arc Design are registered service marks of Citigroup Inc.

WHY SHAPING THE
NEXT GENERATION OF LEADERS 
IS A BANK’S BUSINESS

Tomorrow’s infl uencers need to be nurtured today. That’s
why Citi Community Development teamed up with the City
and County of San Francisco to develop Kindergarten to 
College, the nation’s fi rst universal college savings account 
program. Every child entering kindergarten in the city’s 
public schools will automatically start his or her academic 
career with savings for college. Citi is proud to work with 
outstanding offi cials like José Cisneros, Treasurer of the City 
and County of San Francisco, to develop future leaders.

Congratulations Treasurer Cisneros and the Governing 2013 
Public Offi cials of the Year.
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