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omparing two of the features from this month’s issue
of Governing brings to mind the sage advice of Mick
Jagger and Keith Richards: “You can’t always get what
you want, but if you try sometimes, well you just might
ﬁnd, you get what you need.”
First we have Alan Greenblatt’s cover story on the Republican
dominance of state governments. Having won their largest number
of legislative seats since 1920, the GOP now controls two-thirds of
the legislatures and has supermajorities in 20 of them. In addition,
the party brought its total number of governorships to 31, including new ones in the Democratic strongholds of Illinois, Maryland
and Massachusetts.
The Republicans who now command most of the legislatures
and governors’ mansions have been clear on what they want:
“action to lower taxes and provide
regulatory relief to businesses,”
Greenblatt writes. Many Republicans, especially the governors,
do see a tension between cutting
taxes and funding vital services.
But clearly there is no appetite
for a more expansive role for state
governments.
Then there is our annual list
of issues to watch, which identiﬁes 10 major policy areas that we
believe states will be dealing with
Mark Funkhouser, Publisher in 2015. Tax reform is one of those
issues, but only one. Unless we’re
mistaken, states also will be grappling with issues ranging from
the need to provide adequate, clean and safe drinking water to
the ramiﬁcations of revised accounting rules for public pensions.
Most of these issues have major ﬁnancial implications. The need
for additional transportation funding, for example, has become
urgently felt among Republican governors, and the funding
needed for water infrastructure could exceed $2 trillion over the
next 25 years.
The shape of public policy in 2015 will be, like it is every year,
the result of the collision between what legislators and governors
want to deal with and what they have to deal with. What will
make this a particularly interesting year is the starkness of the
contrast between the two. Voters have given the Republicans, and
therefore the agenda that they represent, historic majorities. At
the same time, some of the problems we present as issues to watch
have been festering for decades, and it now appears almost impossible not to confront them.
It seems clear that the Republicans who now dominate our
state governments are not going to get everything they want. I
just hope they can ﬁnd a way to give the country what it needs.
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each day for anomalies that indicate malicious activity.
It’s what makes us uniquely qualiﬁed to help state and local
government agencies address the security challenges they face.
Our proactive network-based approach to managed security
delivers some of today’s most powerful weapons to combat cyber
security attacks – helping to safeguard all the elements of your IP
infrastructure. To learn more, download the CIO Security Guide at
att.com/govsecurity
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LETTERS

The

Peduto’s Math

view, while Franklin and
the rest cover it from a
citizen-centric point of
view. The same facts are
reported, but in a way
that looks very different.
Example: “The license fee
increase would generate
an additional $20 million
for the department.” Or, “The license
fee increase would extract an additional
$20 million from providers.”
Which one of those you think is
“biased” shows which side of the ideological divide you are on.
—JackMcHugh on Governing.com

In the November cover story “The Progress and Promise of Pittsburgh,” Alan
Greenblatt looked back at Mayor Bill
Peduto’s ﬁrst year in office. Greenblatt
wrote, “Peduto … wants to raise property
taxes, and is negotiating voluntary contributions in lieu of a tax from the city’s
major charitable and nonproﬁt organizations.” One reader took issue with that.

Progress and
Promise of

Pittsburgh
The city is making gains,
and Mayor Bill Peduto
thinks Pittsburgh is
poised for growth
and ready for a new
brand of politics.
By Alan Greenblatt
Photographs by David Kidd

Peduto is one of a crop
of liberal big-city mayors
elected last year.

One of these things seems unlike
the others. The paragraph is about how
Peduto is trying to improve the city’s
ﬁnances. Cutting expenses (like city
employee salaries) is one way. Raising
revenues (like property taxes) is another.
But how does freeing organizations from
taxes and asking them merely for “voluntary contributions” instead ﬁt in there?
If those organizations wanted to pay
more than what they owe in taxes they
could give additional voluntary contributions already, right? Even if not, that
administrative opportunity could surely
be created without abolishing the tax
requirements that impose at least a minimum amount.
It sounds more like the city decided
to ask these organizations to pay less, in
total, rather than more—whether you call
that a corporate giveaway to powerful
interests or an investment incentive for
further high-caliber organizations.
—Almodozo on Governing.com

The traditional newspaper—including
the clearly marked opinion pages—offered
a smorgasbord of viewpoints from which
readers could sample, taste and examine the thoughts and ideas of those with
whom they both agreed and disagreed.
During the 30-plus years I had the honor
of being a newspaper journalist, the goal
was for ideas to champion over ideology.
Newspapers’ abdication of their role in
a representative democracy by virtually
abandoning state capitol coverage has
ceded to the Internet’s intellectual echo
chamber, where biases are not challenged
but conﬁrmed by organizations with narrow-vested interests.
—Shapz on Governing.com

Quality vs. Quantity
Bias in the Capitol

In their November Smart Management
column “Grading the Workforce,” Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene wrote
that evaluating public employees is
tricky, and that, while important, measuring quality can be extremely difficult
in the public sector.

The November feature “A Capitol Slant”
by Daniel C. Vock focused on the recent
proliferation of citizen journalists in
state capitols—a phenomenon that has
come about as more newspapers have
cut their coverage. Vock wrote, “They are
being paid to cover government from an
unabashedly ideological perspective.”
That sentence prompted these comments.

I agree measuring quality can be a challenge, but applying quantitative standards
can be equally challenging. For example, do
you measure a police officer’s performance
based on the number of traffic tickets
issued, or a percentage drop in the community’s crime rate? There are some measures over which the employee has direct
control and some measures impacted by

As opposed to the traditional media, which covers government from a
stealthily ideological perspective? If that
seems harsh, consider this formulation:
[Mainstream media] cover statehouses
from a government-centric point of

other people’s decisions. I worked as a land
use planner for a community, and was project manager for a major update to the city’s
comprehensive plan. The plan required
an additional six months to complete due
to the community’s desire for more public outreach and input. It was ultimately
adopted with extensive public support
and not a word of any opposition. I didn’t
complete the project on schedule (quantitative), but was able to secure full community
support and ownership (qualitative). How
would you rate my performance?
—Gary on Governing.com
Just measuring quantity can be as
problematic as just measuring quality or
just measuring outcomes. My favorite
example of wrong incentives driven by
a quantity-only (or in this case, quantitybased efficiency) system of evaluation
was in mid-1990s San Jose. Sewer cleaning crews were evaluated based on the
cost per mile of sewers cleaned. They
were proud of racking up high mileage
year after year, but seemed to make little
or no progress in reducing complaints of
sewer clogs and backups. That’s because
the crews were only cleaning clean sewers. Cleaning dirty sewers—the ones that
caused problems—took more time and
reduced their productivity. That changed
when a new department head saw the craziness of that system and made the number of sewer clogs a key measure as well
as cost per mile. It was OK if cost per mile
increased a bit if the overall sewer system
functioned better for the public.
It’s true that outcomes and quality
of many public services are difficult
to pin down to individual employees.
But that’s no reason to drop them from
evaluation systems.
—Paul Epstein on Governing.com
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3 cities are building
a culture and practice
of innovation in real
time through the City
Accelerator.

Learn from their experience
with a free roadmap for making
innovation work in your city.
Download the new City Accelerator Implementation Guide
for Urban Innovation at www.governing.com/cityaccelerator
A special initiative of:

Presented by:

Supported by:

The City Accelerator is an initiative to speed the adoption of local government
innovations to improve cities and the lives of their low-income residents.
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Disincentives
Should governments report tax incentives as lost revenue?

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

TESLA’S DEAL WITH NEVADA in Sep-

The problem, according to Vaudt, is that
when places don’t think of incentives as lost
revenue, it can be too easy for them to give
away more than they can really afford. Take
Michigan’s Ypsilanti Township. The town’s
entire general fund budget this year is just
under $8 million. Yet its attorney estimates
that Ypsilanti has lost $200 million in incentives for General Motors over the years as
the company repeatedly threatened to leave
for greener pastures. What Ypsilanti got for
its efforts was one GM plant closing in the
mid-1990s to open up a cheaper one in
Texas. GM then closed its remaining Ypsilanti
plant in 2010 as part of the company’s
bankruptcy.
It’s hard to overstate the impact this
rule change could have. For one thing,
states and localities as a whole could suddenly ﬁnd themselves $80 billion poorer.
Governments also would be required to
disclose the criteria that must be met by
businesses receiving a tax break and what
the government’s clawback provisions are
for recapturing taxes if the criteria aren’t
met. Stakeholders have until Jan. 30 to
comment on the proposal; the rules, if
approved, could take effect later this year.

tember was big. Really big. State lawmakers
approved $1.3 billion in tax incentives for
the electric vehicle manufacturer to build
a battery “gigafactory” outside Reno. The
$5 billion factory could bring thousands
of jobs and up to $100 billion in economic
impact over the next 20 years. But critics
say Nevada gave up too much: Tesla will
essentially operate completely tax-free for
10 years, and will pay no sales or use taxes
for 10 years beyond that. It’s by far the biggest tax incentive deal in Nevada history,
and one of the largest ever in the nation.
The Tesla package is certainly noteworthy,
but it’s only one of the latest examples of
state and local tax abatements intended to
attract new business. As The New York Times
reported in 2012, state, county and city tax
incentives total some $80.4 billion every year.
But that’s just an educated guess. The truth
is, no one really knows how much corporate
tax incentives actually cost governments.
All that uncertainty could change—in
a very big way—if proposed accounting changes are approved this year. Under
new rules proposed by the Governmental
Accounting Standards Board (GASB), state
and local governments would be required
to report tax incentives as lost income. The
goal, says GASB Chairman David Vaudt, is to
shine a clear light on an area that is poorly
tracked. “In some cases, depending on the
individual tax abatement agreement, it can
have a substantial long-term impact on a
government’s ﬁnancial health,” Vaudt says.

It would be an unprecedented level of
transparency. Too much, say some critics:
Requiring everyone to put their cards on
the table might hurt some jurisdictions’
competitive advantage. Perhaps the
biggest argument against the new rules
is the idea that reporting tax abatements
shouldn’t be considered an accounting
issue. Policymakers think of these decisions
as investments, not a drain on ﬁnances.
And that may be part of the underlying
problem with incentives in the ﬁrst place,
says George Washington University professor Nathan Jensen. His study on Kansas’
tax incentives program found no economic
growth difference between companies that
were given tax breaks to meet expansion
goals and similar companies that didn’t
receive tax breaks. “There’s a political incentive to this policy,” he says. “The simple
story here is that it’s a pretty effective way
for politicians to take credit for investments
that are coming and to diffuse blame for
investments they might have missed.”
—Liz Farmer
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TWO
CHICAGOS
CHICAGO MAYOR RAHM EMANUEL
is running for re-election, but he
may have a much tougher time than
he did four years ago. Back then,
Emanuel swept into his hometown on
a whirlwind three-month campaign
to succeed outgoing Mayor Richard
M. Daley. With a $13 million chest
and an endorsement from President
Obama, Emanuel won handily. He
beat a ﬁeld of six other challengers,
garnering 55 percent of the vote—more
than double his closest opponent—
and avoiding a runoff. He had broad
support from whites, blacks and

Hispanics, and from neighborhoods
all across the city. A political
strategist for one of his opponents
likened Emanuel to a “hurricane.”
Things might be very different
this time around. As the mayor seeks
re-election next month, he’s facing
two progressive challengers who say
Emanuel has neglected large swaths
of Chicago during his time in office.
Alderman Bob Fioretti and Cook
County Commissioner Jesus “Chuy”
Garcia accuse the mayor of catering
to wealthier residents while ignoring
the needs of other parts of the city.

Emanuel also faces a more skeptical
electorate from the one that put him in
office four years ago. His ﬁrst term has
seen a number of controversial, highproﬁle episodes that have soured many
residents on the mayor’s performance.
Chicago experienced a devastating spike
in violent crime. The city still faces a
persistent pension crisis. Emanuel’s
decision to close nearly 50 public schools
drew outrage across the city, particularly
among minority groups in neighborhoods
affected by the closures. And the 2012
Chicago teachers’ strike was another
black eye for the administration.
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DAVID KIDD

of “two Chicagos”—one city that has
prospered over the past four years while
another has been left behind. Emanuel’s
critics like to portray him as an elitist
who’s cozy with Wall Street ﬁnanciers,
a jet-setting “Mayor 1 Percent” out of
touch with everyday Chicagoans.
That theme helped fuel interest
last year in a possible election run by
Chicago Teachers Union President Karen
Lewis. Her group had organized the
2012 strike, and Lewis was considered a
frontrunner to challenge Emanuel before
she was diagnosed with brain cancer
and underwent surgery in October.
Another strong challenge to Emanuel
could have come from Cook County
Board President Toni Preckwinkle; one
preliminary poll last spring showed
her essentially tied with Emanuel in a
hypothetical matchup. But Preckwinkle
in June announced she would not run
for mayor, and she won re-election to her
county post unopposed in November.
Now the “two Chicagos” idea is being
pushed hard by both Fioretti and Garcia.
“The mayor’s policies have created two
Chicagos, and no amount of campaign
cash or TV ads can change that fact,”
Fioretti said in a statement last month.
“Chicagoans want a new direction and
are ready for a vision of safe streets and
strong neighborhoods. I am the candidate
with the backbone to make that happen.”
“Most of the prosperity that Chicago
has experienced has been limited to
those at the top,” says Garcia. “People
in the neighborhoods feel left out.”
Emanuel himself talks about two
Chicagos. But rather than a division of
haves and have-nots, the mayor draws
a distinction between the Chicago of
today and the way things worked in
the past. “In the old Chicago, you got
a job based on who you know. In the
new Chicago, you get a job based on
what you know,” Emanuel said at his
official campaign launch last month.
“In the old Chicago, a government
job meant a credit card, a car or free
parking. In the new Chicago, we’ve cut
those perks and put taxpayers ﬁrst.”
Rather than defending against the
charges from his critics, Emanuel is

Chicagoans weren’t happy, and the
mayor’s ratings tumbled; one Chicago
Tribune poll in August showed Emanuel’s
approval at an anemic 35 percent.
Other more recent polls have also
suggested that the mayor’s re-election
bid will be no cakewalk. When he
took office four years ago, Emanuel
had widespread support and a lot of
political goodwill, says former alderman
and University of Illinois at Chicago
political scientist Dick Simpson. “That’s
all changed pretty drastically now.”
Emanuel’s overarching struggle, say
Simpson and others, is the perception

touting his own achievements. He
has expanded full-day kindergarten
throughout the city and has lengthened
both the school day and the school year
for Chicago Public Schools. Graduation
rates have improved signiﬁcantly. The
mayor implemented a citywide recycling
program and has invested in rebuilding
elevated train lines. The city also has
beneﬁted from nationwide economic
trends: Retail sales are surging, and
unemployment has declined every
year since Emanuel took office.
But extremely tough challenges
remain. The city’s debt is high and
continues to rise, up nearly 12 percent
over the past four years. Public pensions,
a problem Emanuel pledged to ﬁx
when he took office, are still woefully
underfunded. The city’s four employee
pension funds have a combined
unfunded liability of more than $20
billion, up 38 percent from 2010.
Much of the election will focus on
crime. Overall violent crime is actually
down signiﬁcantly, dropping by onequarter from 2010 to 2013, according to
statistics from Crain’s Chicago Business.
And the city’s murder rate is at its lowest
level since the 1960s. But the city’s
nightmarish 2012 spike in homicides—
which that year topped 500 for only
the second time in the last decade—is
still fresh in many Chicagoans’ minds.
There’s little doubt Emanuel will be
the top vote-getter in the Feb. 24 election.
Polls show him with a decisive lead over
his challengers. One poll released last
month showed Emanuel leading with 44
percent of the vote, with Garcia trailing at
16 percent and Fioretti at 15 percent. The
real issue is whether Emanuel can get the
50 percent of the vote he needs to avoid
a runoff. “That’s the critical question,”
says Simpson. “If he goes into a runoff, he
could deﬁnitely be vulnerable to people
who want to vote against him in April,”
when a runoff vote would take place.
Emanuel’s re-election prospects
are strong, Simpson says, but far from
inevitable. “One shouldn’t count
Rahm Emanuel out, and one shouldn’t
pop the champagne corks either.”
—Zach Patton
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THE BREAKDOWN

BILLIONS OF DOLLARS are at stake,
and the ﬁght is just beginning. In November,
defying the wishes of Gov. Jerry Brown, the
University of California’s board of regents
voted to raise tuition by as much as 28
percent over the next ﬁve years. It’s a move
both Brown and legislative leaders are eager
to block and will form a centerpiece of the
state’s budget debate this year.
“What’s happening in California is not
unlike what’s happening in many states,”
says David Longanecker, president of the
Western Interstate Commission for Higher
Education. “The state will say don’t raise
tuition, we’ll give you funding instead, but
the funding isn’t a full replacement of
the costs.”

Students protest
tuition hikes last fall.

APIMAGES.COM

Following years of decreases in state
funding, the UC system has been getting
more money lately, thanks to voter passage
of the tax-increasing Proposition 30 in 2012.
The state gave UC a $140 million boost
this year and Brown is promising another 4
percent increase next year.
In exchange, however, the 10-campus UC
system wasn’t supposed to raise tuition until
the 2016-2017 budget year. But Janet Napolitano, the system’s president, insists it’s still
not enough. State funding for UC this year
is $2.64 billion—but that’s down nearly a
half-billion dollars from where it stood back

in 2008. A decade ago, the state picked up
60 percent of the tab, while students paid 40
percent. Today, those ﬁgures are reversed.
Brown and legislators such as state
Assembly Speaker Toni Atkins believe UC
could still stand to tighten its belt, cutting
back on administrative costs and getting
more with the times when it comes to the
use of technology.
If they do not come up with the kinds of
funding Napolitano is seeking, Brown and
legislators could head her off by threatening to withhold state funds by an amount
equivalent to any tuition hike.
But such budgetary brinkmanship won’t
answer the fundamental questions the state
faces, such as how many students it’s going
to educate. The less-prestigious California
State University system has already lowered
its enrollment targets for the fall. “The fact
is, what we have here is a state that has no
medium or long-range plan as to how much
higher education it’s going to provide and
how that responsibility is going to be split
up,” says Patrick Callan, president of the
Higher Education Policy Institute, which is
located in San Jose, Calif.
Unlike nearly every other state, California
lacks a central governing or coordinating
board that oversees higher education policy
as a whole. There’s no entity with the capacity to mediate between the individual university systems and the state’s political leaders,
or help guide funding as a whole.
Mark Baldassare, president of the
nonproﬁt Public Policy Institute of California,
predicts the state will ultimately fashion a
compromise, with UC getting more money in
exchange for ﬁnding ways to become more
efﬁcient and cut spending.
But Callan says the lack of vision and
the argument over a few percentage points’
s
worth of funding will not lead to the broader
ader
debate needed about the future directionn
for higher ed in the state. “To some extent,
nt,
it could turn into a monumental game off
chicken,” Callan says.

1,779
Approximate number of women who
will serve in the 50 state legislatures
in the 2015 session. Women will make
up 24.1 percent of all state legislators
nationwide, a slight decrease from the
2014 session’s ratio of 24.2 percent.

13

Number of school districts in
Kentucky where, instead of getting
snow days this winter, students will
work on assignments and attend
lessons online, under a new program
being piloted by the state.

$

5.27b

Amount of “lost pleasure” American
consumers will suffer over the next
20 years as calorie counts on menus
discourage diners from indulging in
high-calorie foods, according to
a new analysis from the Food and
Drug Administration.

24

Number of U.S. states with
commercial casinos, up from
two states in 1978.

— Alan Greenblatt
nblatt

SOURCES: WOMEN’S LEGISLAT
LEGISLATIVE NETWORK OF THE NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF STATE LEGISLATURES, TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE, REUTERS, THE NEW YORKER; IMAGE: SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

California’s ‘Game of
Chicken’ over Higher Ed

GOVERNING | Ja n u a r y 2 0 1 5

12

GOV01_09.indd 12

12/17/14 1:45 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

for giving
you more
perspective.
You’ve seen how far you can go with the right team.
So have we.
PNC understands that achieving clarity takes the right sets of eyes. It’s
why we bring together people with the combination of industry knowledge
and local experience that’s right for your business. Because when
different perspectives form a unified vision, you can capitalize on all your
opportunities. It’s one more way PNC creates a different kind of banking
experience with a singular focus — you.
For more information, contact your PNC Relationship Manager or visit
pnc.com/publicfinance.

PNC and “for the achiever in you” are registered marks of The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. (“P NC”). Banking and lending products and services, bank deposit
products, and treasury management products and services are provided by PNC Bank, National Associati on, a wholly-owned subsidiary of PNC and Member FDIC .
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Politics + Policy

| ASSESSMENTS
By Alan Ehrenhalt

Divided We Stand
Do voters consciously split their ticket?
ack in the 1980s and 1990s,
there was some lively debate
among journalists and political scientists about what voters were trying to say when they split
their tickets and gave themselves divided
state government.
It was an important issue back then
because most of the country was actually
doing this—electing a governor from one
party and a legislature from the opposing
side, or voting for a Democratic majority
in one legislative chamber and a Republican majority in the other. Both the 1988
and 1996 elections produced 31 states
with divided government of one sort or
the other.
Some states lived under this form of
divided power for long periods of time.
New York was the most conspicuous
example. Its governorship was up for
grabs every four years, but no matter who
won it, voters could be counted on to
bring in a Republican Senate and a Democratic Assembly, guaranteeing a split-thedifference government in which months
of awkward backroom compromise ultimately gave both sides a little bit of what
they wanted.
It was widely believed in those days
that a large portion of the electorate was
splitting tickets by design, giving each
party a slice of control to prevent the other
one from accumulating a monopoly on
political power. I never thought this made
much sense. I knew I didn’t vote this way,
and I had never met anybody who did. As
far as I could tell, most voters opted for
individual candidates based on the limited supply of information they possessed
about what the candidate would actually
do in office. They didn’t march into the
voting booth and deliberately select one
from column A and one from column B, as
if they were ordering food in an old-time
Chinese restaurant.

FLICKR/KEN ZIRKEL

B

The debate has largely subsided in
recent years as divided government has
gradually lost its prominence on the
political scene. States have been moving
into the all-red or all-blue category, voting for governments in which one party
controls the governorship and both chambers of the legislature at the same time.
During the past decade, divided government reached its modern low point. After
the 2012 election, only 12 states ﬁt in the
divided category.
This past November, however, divided
government made a comeback at the state
level (see “Red All Over,” page 24). Nineteen states are now in split-power situations, including several large ones: Illinois,
Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota,
New York and Pennsylvania, to name just
a few. So it makes sense to pose a question
that hasn’t been asked too much lately:
What consequences does divided government have for public policy and the politicians chosen to enact it?
If you ask John Hickenlooper, the justbarely-re-elected governor of Colorado,

he’ll probably tell you that dividing power
isn’t such a bad way to govern a state.
Hickenlooper, a Democrat, won his ﬁrst
term in 2010 by portraying himself as
a judicious centrist eager to work with
both parties. That was prudent because
Democrats were running the state Senate
and Republicans controlled the House. In
the resulting atmosphere of split power,
state politics passed a peaceful two years,
in which the two parties generally cooperated and Hickenlooper preserved his
reputation for remaining somewhere
above the battle.
In 2012, the situation abruptly
changed. Democrats took over both
chambers of the Colorado Legislature,
and the governor was forced into a posture of partisan leadership that didn’t
really suit him. The House and Senate
passed strict regulations on gun ownership and environmental protection, and
Hickenlooper stuck with his party and
signed them. The ensuing uproar unraveled the governor’s bipartisan image and
set up a bitterly divisive campaign in
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It may have occurred to you that judging these various political situations is
a highly subjective business. If so, you
are right. It depends to a great extent on
whether your party is winning or losing.
Minnesota’s last two “peaceful” years
weren’t very comfortable for the Republican legislative minority, which had to sit
and watch quietly as Democrats pushed
through a liberal agenda. Colorado’s
Democrats didn’t enjoy the partisan bitterness that marked the past two years in
that state, but many of them felt it was an
acceptable price to pay for the passage of
environmental bills they had been waiting
years to enact. What was good for Hickenlooper, in other words, wasn’t necessarily good for all the major players in
state politics.
I think it’s fair to say, in fact, that prolonged periods of divided government,
especially when they generate intense
partisan anger and personal hostility, tend
to be corrosive to the political process as a
whole. I would apply that standard to the
strife that has marked politics in Maine
since the beginning of 2011.
That year marked the accession to
power of Paul LePage, the bombastic and
quarrelsome Republican governor elected
with a minority of the vote in a three-way
contest the previous fall. LePage began
insulting Democrats almost from the day
he was sworn in. And Democrats were not
shy about insulting him back. The result
was an era of bad feelings that had not
been seen in Maine for generations. LePage actually managed to win passage of a
fair number of his priorities, most notably
tax cuts, because he came in with Republican majorities in both chambers of the
legislature. But it was not a pleasant time
to be a legislator in either party, or even
a politically active citizen watching the
show from the audience.
It was tempting to believe that Maine
politics couldn’t get any more acrimonious, but in 2012 it did. Democrats took
back the legislature. LePage refused even
to speak to them and for a time declined
to offer them a budget to vote on. The
Democratic majority sent the governor
a steady supply of legislation, waited for

which Hickenlooper won a second term
by just a couple of percentage points. He
had been a stronger leader, and the state’s
politics had been vastly more civil, when
power was divided. That might augur
well for the next couple of years, because
the 2014 election gave the state Senate to
Republicans, ushering in a new period of
divided party control.
But for every John Hickenlooper,
there’s at least one Mark Dayton. Elected
as a liberal Democrat in Minnesota the
same year Hickenlooper won his ﬁrst
term in Colorado, Dayton found himself
dealing with divided government of a
much different sort. He and the Republican legislature immediately launched
into a nasty game of brinksmanship over
the budget, one that was resolved only
after an embarrassing three-week shutdown of state government in the summer
of 2011. Dayton vetoed 57 bills in his ﬁrst
two years in office. He became an effective governor only after November 2012,
when his party swept to control in both
chambers of the legislature. Democrats
proceeded to enact a long list of liberal
initiatives that included bills instituting
gay marriage, raising the minimum wage
and substantially increasing state spending on education.
Republicans pushed back against all
these Democratic initiatives, but failed
to mount a competitive campaign against
Dayton’s re-election in 2014. They did,
however, win back the Minnesota House,
so Dayton this year will confront a divided
partisan alignment similar to the one
Hickenlooper presided over at the start
of his tenure. Whether the two parties
in Minnesota can forge an effective splitpower arrangement, or whether they
return to the scorched-earth politics of
four years ago, will be one of the intriguing questions of state politics in 2015.
This will be true in other places as well.
It’s hard to imagine incoming Democratic
Gov. Tom Wolf getting much of what he
wants from a staunchly Republican legislature in Pennsylvania or, conversely,
Republican Bruce Rauner having an easy
time dealing with the heavy Democratic
majorities in Illinois.

his veto and then debated whether or not
to override him. This year is almost certain to provide a fresh round of bickering,
since LePage won re-election (again with
a minority of the vote) and each party controls one of the two chambers.
You can say that Maine’s system of
government has so far survived the LePage years. But it has survived at the cost
of persuading a large core of voters that
the state’s politics is a circus of namecalling and petty rivalry that few sensible
citizens would want to participate in. And
while Maine may be an extreme case, I
fear that some of the states that voted for
divided government in 2014 are going to
see some of the same unpleasantness in
the next couple of years.
It wasn’t always this way. A generation
ago, when the ideological divide between
the two parties was less pronounced, and
politics in most legislatures proceeded
largely on the basis of personal relationships, divided government tended to work
rather well, or at least more smoothly.
When Nelson Rockefeller was governor of
New York, from 1958 to 1973, he cut deals
with legislative Democrats that produced
a ﬂood of innovative programs in education, housing, environmental protection
and a wide variety of other policy areas.
Not all the programs ended up succeeding
as planned, but both parties went home
each year with most members believing that something signiﬁcant had been
accomplished.
Similarly, in the 1990s, Republican
William Weld governed heavily Democratic Massachusetts with a style that featured occasional partisan bluster but also
personal comity with the majority party’s
leaders. Once, when asked how he managed to get along with Democratic Senate
President William Bulger, Weld replied,
“It’s simple. He makes funny jokes, and I
laugh at them.”
Perhaps something like that will happen somewhere this year, but I’m inclined
to doubt it. In many of the states living
under divided government, it is likely to
be a trying year. G
Email aehrenhalt@governing.com
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Politics + Policy

| POTOMAC CHRONICLE
By Peter A. Harkness

Washington’s Media Myopia
The Washington press, without much else to cover, turns to the rest of the U.S.
ore than two years ago, I
wrote what was admittedly a very grumpy column
bemoaning what had happened to the Washington press corps.
Speciﬁcally, I railed on about how the
White House Correspondents’ annual
dinner had changed, and what that said
about both the capital and the media that
supposedly covered it.

in fancy dress and men in tuxedos, is all
breathless and gushy.”
Well, we’re at it again, only this time
the precipitating event was the party following the funeral for The Washington
Post’s former editor, Ben Bradlee, who
died in October. Described in the Post
as the “last hurrah for the A-list gatherings” hosted by Bradlee and his wife, the
story read: “An invitation to the couple’s

“The dinner has evolved (or devolved)
into a self-important, narcissistic gathering of corporate chieftains, big-name
lobbyists, Hollywood celebrities, reality
TV stars and a different breed of journalists—more from TV, especially cable
TV, and glamour magazines like Vanity
Fair than The New York Times,” I wrote.
“A few old-time journalists grouse about
the change, but for the most part, the
coverage, replete with photos of women

historic Georgetown home was one of
the most coveted status symbols in the
nation’s capital, an entry to an elite salon
of the powerful, talented and witty.” This
time, the 800 or so “favored packed in
like sardines” to a large tent in the backyard. “The uninvited—who not only
wanted to pay their respects to the family
but wanted the world to see them paying those respects—sulked at home and
complained to friends.” That’s not all.

DAVID KIDD

M

“Cameras ﬂashed, hugs were exchanged,
and the tent quivered with the casual bonhomie of exclusivity ....”
Really? The “powerful, talented and
witty” made it in to “the elite salon” to
enjoy the “bonhomie of exclusivity” in
their quivering tent while the riff-raff
who wanted to see and be seen sulked and
complained outside?
I admired Ben Bradlee. Most journalists did. He was smart,
funny and fearless. But
my eyes roll when I hear
or read this kind of drivel.
Today’s truth is that not
much of real consequence
goes on in Washington. If
the city’s dismal football
team needs to adopt a
new name, one that truly
describes the town, it
would be the “D.C. Dysfunction.” If Miami can
have the Heat, D.C. can
have the Dysfunction.
The press corps that
thinks so highly of itself,
in fact, does not have a
lot to do. News about
legislation working its
way through Congress or
regulations spilling out
of the various agencies
used to keep a sprawling
media infrastructure fully
occupied. Today, a lot of that coverage is
puff. There has been almost no legislation
of any import moving through Congress.
The White House effort to circumvent the
legislative branch will bump up regulatory activity in some areas, especially on
environmental—and perhaps immigration—issues. But that goes only so far.
So what is new, and maybe even heartening, is that the Washington establishment—historically impervious to any
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| POLITICS WATCH
By Alan Greenblatt
thought, trend or movement beyond the
Capital Beltway—is slowly beginning to
realize that there is a country out there.
States and metro areas are doing stuff that
matters, and it often affects national policy.
To be sure, Washington’s newfound
interest in the states is ﬂedgling. Many
of the national media’s spinoffs of state
and local coverage are just that—spinoffs.
Others are being operated by foundations, nonproﬁts or think tanks. The Pew
Center on the States for a number of years
has published the online daily newslet-

Locked Out
Democrats have a long climb back to prominence.

ter Stateline. More recently, the Rockefeller Foundation-funded CitiScope
launched with a mission to cover urban
policy across the globe. Meanwhile, The
Washington Post, at the epicenter of the
D.C. Dysfunction coverage, has stepped
up its reporting of states and cities. So
too has Atlantic Media, the D.C.-based
owner of The Atlantic magazine and
National Journal.
Most of these new endeavors are
blogs or online publications; it’s too
soon to know which will have the most
impact. And it’s always impossible to predict which foundation-backed efforts or
which media offshoots will survive. But
I’m happy to see this new media interest
in statehouses and city halls. I just hope
it’s a long-term commitment rather than
a passing fancy, something to be sidelined
whenever—if ever—the wheels of Washington do start turning again.
At a time when D.C. Dysfunction has
reached critical mass, states and localities deserve as much attention as they
can get. G

You can’t beat something with nothing. That’s the problem Democrats face in
several states. In more than 20 states, there’s not a single Democrat in a top state
position—and not just in traditionally red states such as Arizona, North Dakota
and Texas, but in more competitive states like Florida, Michigan and Ohio as well.
“This election wiped out some of the really promising, up-and-coming Democratic
officials,” says Jon Ralston, a prominent commentator on politics in Nevada, where the GOP swept the board in November
(see “Red All Over,” page 24). “They have a serious rebuilding
process to undergo right now.”
That process could take years. Many of today’s dominant
Republican governors will face term limits in 2018. Still, even
that far out, it’s hard to see which Democrats will be in a strong
enough position to replace them. “In Michigan, I can think of
eight or 10 potential governors in the Republican ranks,” says
Barry Rabe, a public policy professor at the University of Michigan. “I’m hard-pressed to name one on the Democratic side.”
The remaining Democratic governors themselves are getting
old. All but a couple are past the age of 55. By contrast, many Gov. Brian Sandoval
Republican statewide officials are barely into their 40s. These and other Nevada
Gen Xers reached adulthood during the Reagan presidency, Republicans swept
and that whole age group is considered by demographers to their state’s top
be more conservative than the baby boomers before them and ofﬁces in November.
millennials after them.
Those in politics have been helped to power by a concerted GOP effort to
build up its farm team. Groups like the Republican State Leadership Committee
and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce have been actively recruiting and funding
candidates for downballot offices. There’s been no comparable effort among
Democrats. For years, none was needed. Democrats simply had more foot soldiers in the states and were likelier to run for and capture posts such as attorney
general or secretary of state.
But today it’s Republicans who dominate. They’ve benefited, in part, from
elections held in presidential off-years when voters tend to be more white, rural
and conservative.
Although Democrats still dominate the ranks of big-city mayors and hold
many congressional seats, it’s sometimes difficult for them to run successfully
for statewide office as urban districts are generally more liberal than their states
as a whole and are often resented by out-state voters.
In nearly a dozen legislative chambers, the number of Democratic members is
down to single digits. “There’s really an amazingly depleted bench at the state level
for the Democrats,” says Paul Nolette, a political scientist at Marquette University.
But no advantage in politics, no matter how broad or deep, lasts forever. There
are states where Republicans have momentum now, but can remember being
virtually shut out just a few years ago. “It’s a pretty remarkable turnaround from
10 or 12 years ago,” says Frank McNulty, a former Republican speaker of the
Colorado House. “The Democrats wiped out our bench and we were left wondering who was going to be primed to run for that higher statewide office.” G
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“
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News outlets have
begun to realize states
and localities are doing
stuff that matters, and it
affects national policy.”
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Politics + Policy

| HEALTH
By Chris Kardish

Making Checkups Routine
Some states aren’t doing enough to ensure kids go to the doctor.
ids in several states are missing their free Medicaid
checkups, a trend that could impact the health and
development of millions of low-income children. That’s
the conclusion of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services’ Office of Inspector General, which urged the
federal government to “collaborate” with states to get more kids
to the doctor’s office.
The ﬁnding is largely unchanged from a 2010 report that found
76 percent of kids in nine states didn’t receive a single screening. Every Medicaid program offers a set of services—medical,

where it was 33 percent—a ﬁgure state officials say reﬂects data
and reporting issues.
While missing a medical screening may sound fairly minor,
there’s a well established link between poverty and chronic health
issues, such as obesity and hypertension. There is a better chance
of addressing those problems early in life, research shows, than
later on in adulthood.
It’s hard to point to any single policy that states like California
and Iowa have implemented to increase participation rates, in part
because they use so many different tactics. But in Iowa’s case, the
state Medicaid agency has a formal agreement with
the public health department to use its locally based
Trips to the Doctor
coordinators not only to conduct outreach but also to
Despite a slight increase between 2006 and 2013, millions of low-income
help connect patients to follow-up appointments. Calchildren are still failing to get the free medical screenings guaranteed by
ifornia has overcome the reporting issues many states
Medicaid. States overall have not met the 80 percent goal set by DHS.
face by creating a separate billing category for the
National Participation Ratio
Goal
Medicaid wellness screenings and pushing for compliance through state agencies and medical groups.
90%
The latest report from the Office of Inspector Gen80%
eral praised a guide from the Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services that shares states’ best ideas
70%
for increasing screening rates. Some states, for exam60%
ple, used websites to educate providers and parents.
50%
And Rhode Island offered gift certiﬁcates for pizza
and movie tickets to get more kids to the doctor.
40%
Following in the footsteps of more successful
30%
states, Ohio is trying to increase the percentage of
kids receiving screenings by writing reporting, moni20%
toring and incentivizing requirements into contracts
10%
with managed care providers.
Perhaps the biggest barriers to increasing par0%
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
ticipation, though, are issues that disproportionately
affect low-income people: transportation to screenNote: Data from 2012 is missing from Connecticut. Data from 2013 is missing from Arizona,
Connecticut, Florida, Maine, Maryland, Missouri, New Hampshire and North Carolina
ings and inﬂexible work schedules, among others. One way of addressing both those problems is
through medical homes, says Neva Kaye, the managing director
vision and dental checkups—for kids under its Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnostic and Treatment program. In 2013, some
of Health System Performance at the National Academy for State
32 million children were eligible and about 63 percent of those
Health Policy. Medical homes are essentially teams of doctors and
children received at least one screening. That number is above the
other medical professionals charged with coordinating the care
56 percent in 2006, but it is well below the 80 percent goal set by
for a certain population. Medical homes allow for more hours,
open scheduling and weekend times in states willing to make the
the Department of Health and Human Services.
Two states, California and Iowa, actually surpassed the departinvestment. “Increasing screenings would be at the core of a medment’s goal. In Iowa, about 81 percent of kids got a screening in
ical home,” Kaye says. “I do think giving the providers resources
2013; in California, the number was reportedly more than 90
to do that will ultimately help improve the screening rate.” G
percent. The two states with the worst participation rates were
Alaska, where 36 percent received a screening in 2013, and Ohio,
Email ckardish@governing.com

SOURCE: OFFICE OF INSPECTOR GENERAL
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Implementing
a complex
MMIS system

Complex, lengthy
procurements
Your
worst
nightmare

Regulatory and
program changes

With Optum
um™ Medicaid Management Services
um
Services, we supply customized te
technology
and take the risk. You simply purchase the services. Optum Medicaid Management
Services leaves you free to concentrate on the work at hand — implementing
Medicaid changes in a timely and effective manner. Download our white paper at
optum.com/simplify or call 1-800-765-6092 today.

© 2014 Optum, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Politics + Policy

| GREEN GOVERNMENT
By Elizabeth Daigneau

Third Time’s the Charm?
The Kansas Legislature may try to repeal its renewable energy standard—again.
epublicans in the Kansas Legislature are talking again
about ending the state’s renewable energy standard.
Two years ago, a bill to repeal the standard made it
through the Kansas Senate, but was defeated in the
House. A vote just two months later was much closer, but also
failed. Now, however, Kansas Republicans have added ﬁve seats
to their majority in the House and think they may have enough
votes to kill the standard once and for all.
Kansas’ renewable portfolio standard (RPS) requires utility companies to get 20 percent of their power from renewable
sources by 2020. Twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia
have adopted RPS, while eight other states have set renewable
energy goals. Renewable portfolio standards came under attack
about three years ago, when the American Legislative Exchange
Council (ALEC) developed model legislation to repeal or roll back
such standards. In 2013 alone, 20 states tried to end RPS. All those
bills came up short.

RPS supporters counter that ending standards could have a
negative impact on the development of clean energy industries.
Kansas, for example, is home to the second largest wind industry
in the nation. Repealing standards there, advocates argue, could
kill jobs and hurt the ﬁght against climate change.
Advocates of renewable energy standards also point to the
popularity of clean power. A poll commissioned last year by the
pro-renewable Climate + Energy Project in Kansas found that
among Kansas voters, 73 percent of Republicans, 75 percent of
independents and 82 percent of Democrats support the 2009
RPS law. “They keep trying to rally people around technologies
that people don’t really care that much about,” says Nathanael
Greene, director of renewable energy policy at the nonproﬁt
Natural Resources Defense Council, of the efforts to repeal RPS.
“I mean, who likes coal plants? Who likes natural gas wells?
People get it—that there’s some money there, jobs. It is not that
people are inherently against those technologies, but people
love solar. People want clean
power; they want clean air for
their kids.”
Noticeably absent from the
debate in Kansas two years
ago were utilities. Most utilities have already exceeded the
15 percent RPS goal, as well as
a subsequent 20 percent goal.
Their apparent neutrality on
the renewable energy standard
might have something to do
with the fact that utilities tend
to plan 20 to 40 years out and
therefore crave policy stability,
Glen Anderson of the National
Conference of State Legislatures
told Governing last April.
It is still too early to know
whether this new round of bills
will be successful or not. Either
way, they likely won’t be the
only legislation taking on energy policy in the states this year.
ALEC has introduced new model legislation that would essentially shred Environmental Protection Agency regulations—a
position that could be popular in red states such as Arizona
and Texas. G

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

R

But in the wake of a Republican wave in several states in
November, attacks on renewable energy standards may resurface
in Michigan, Missouri, North Carolina and Ohio, to name a few.
At issue for opponents is the cost—fears that RPS will lead to rate
increases for electric customers—and whether renewable energy
should compete with fossil fuels in the free market rather than
being mandated by the state.

Email edaigneau@governing.com
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Did you know that 33% of employees are spending time at work dealing with their personal ﬁnances?
While this may seem like a difﬁcult challenge to tackle, you can help them address those concerns with
the right beneﬁts. In fact, 75% of public sector employees are interested in a wider array of voluntary
beneﬁts to meet their individual needs. Our no-cost, no-liability program does just that for other state
and local governments across the country.

Offer a Benefit with
Proven Results
Sources: 2014 Harris Interactive Poll, MetLife 12th
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Politics + Policy

| ECONOMIC ENGINES
By Aaron M. Renn

Ferguson and Splintered Governance
Consolidations are often touted as a solution, but they come with downsides.

GOOGLE MAPS

Would the consolidation
of St. Louis and St. Louis
County solve bad and
abusive governance?

n the wake of the events in Ferguson,
Mo., much of the media coverage
focused on the geopolitical fragmentation of the St. Louis area, and the abuses
it has engendered. In some circles, it led to
talk of government consolidation, or “big
box” government, as a possible solution.
St. Louis County has 90 municipalities.
(This doesn’t include the city of St. Louis,
which is technically an “independent
city.”) Believe it or not, with 22,000 residents, Ferguson is one of the biggest. A
number of the municipalities have fewer
than 1,000 people. This proliferation of
small cities has created perverse incentives to bad and abusive governance. But
while there may be clear beneﬁts to consolidation, is it really the answer here?
Consolidation and absorption of territory by expansive central cities have been
in vogue for some time. Former Albuquerque, N.M., Mayor David Rusk’s inﬂuential
1993 book Cities without Suburbs noted
that regions whose central cities had elastic boundaries that could expand to take
in new territory outperformed those that
did not.
It’s said that consolidation brings more
clarity to regional leadership and creates

tax equity, since the tax burden is distributed over a larger entity. Cost savings
from economies of scale are often touted
as well. But as my colleagues Alan Ehrenhalt and Justin Marlowe have written
in these pages, a look at consolidation as
currently practiced reveals holes in all of
these theories.
First, in many consolidations, there is
really little consolidation at all. In the case
of the “Unigov” system in Indianapolis, virtually none of the existing municipalities in
the county were legally eliminated during
consolidation. Police and ﬁre departments
were left unconsolidated, as were 11 school
districts. Similarly in Louisville, Ky., where
the city and county merged, neither existing municipalities nor ﬁre departments
were abolished. This hardly clariﬁes leadership and lines of authority. There’s also
limited tax sharing, thanks to the political
deals needed to get mergers approved. In
Nashville/Davidson County, there are not
only six “satellite” cities, but there is also
a separate “urban services district” with
a higher tax rate. Louisville has a similar
designation for its former city territory.
As for cost savings, evidence suggests
that these are vastly exaggerated and

I

that the cost of government can actually
go up. This was the case in Indianapolis,
where in 2007 the city ﬁnally consolidated police departments. The move was
projected to save $8.8 million per year.
A post-merger audit by the ﬁrm KSM
Consulting found that actual savings
were “negligible.”
Corporations frequently manage to
save money when merging. That’s because
they can pare costs by eliminating redundancy and harmonizing salaries. But in
the public sector, nobody is likely to lose
his job, and salaries tend to be harmonized
to the high water mark.
Even the “cities without suburbs”
paradigm may actually be backwards. In
a paper criticizing the Louisville merger,
University of Louisville professors Hank
Savitch and Ronald Vogel argued that a
better description is “suburbs without a
city.” That is, by allowing formerly suburban and unincorporated areas to vote
for the government of the city, the locus
of control shifts from urban to suburban
residents. This disempowers the city by
merging its interests with a far larger
group of suburbanites who may have different interests and values. This can also
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| URBAN NOTEBOOK
By Scott Beyer
have a racial dimension, as it dilutes concentrated minority voting power in the
central city. The mere act of putting different groups of people inside the same
box doesn’t ensure that they will agree, as
Congress so starkly illustrates.
Expansive or consolidated governments are often less responsive to citizen
and neighborhood needs. A large city
still only has one mayor who only has 24
hours in a day. His or her attention span is
limited. And in a large city, the most inﬂuential interests tend to be its wealthy citizens along with corporate players. It can
be hard for neighborhood-level concerns
to get addressed.
Given these factors, it’s hard to see
how consolidation would help the St.
Louis area. This is particularly true when,
as Cincinnati Mayor John Cranley has
noted of his city, the urban core is starting
to see uplift while surrounding inner-ring
suburbs face challenges from their own
economic and ﬁscal declines.
Yet there’s an argument to be made
for consolidation of especially small cities. Unlike big-city governments, these
often ﬂy under the media and state radar
unless a major problem erupts. This renders them vulnerable to abuses. It’s no
surprise that it was Bell—not small on an
absolute basis, but only the 215th largest municipality in California—where
the city manager was making nearly
$800,000 per year. Combine small size
with poverty, as in Bell, and these places
are often doubly overlooked.
In these cases of documented abuse,
state legislatures should not hesitate to
simply abolish the small municipalities
in question. This would result in de facto
consolidation to the county level. No one
should suggest that this in and of itself
would solve the racial and other challenges facing the St. Louis region. In fact,
it would likely produce many of the downsides described above, such as the dilution
of minority voting power. But it would at
least end the outright abuse of citizens,
especially poor and minority citizens, by
these tiny ﬁefdoms. G

Safer, Better Streets

Email arenn@urbanophile.com

Email BigCitySparkplug@gmail.com

The heart of downtown San Francisco gets a makeover.

FLICKR/SERGIO RUIZ

In a world-class city, one might expect that the prime commercial corridor would
also be a model public space. But this hasn’t been the case for the downtown stretch
of Market Street at the heart of San Francisco. For decades it has doubled both as a
traditional main street and an automobile thruway. This combination has harmed
aesthetics and produced a dangerous clash of transportation modes. Now, the city’s
transportation agency is addressing the problem.
San Francisco, after years of planning, launched this fall the Safer Market Street
plan, which designates transit-only lanes, prohibits turns at certain intersections and
posts better signage, among other things. The
idea is to reduce automobile traffic on a street
where 84 percent of the people arrive by foot,
bicycle or transit.
Market Street is San Francisco’s public
transportation spine, featuring Bay Area Rapid
Transit subway lines below ground, and numerous buses, trolleys, cabs and paratransit at surface level. It is also the most intensive bike
thoroughfare, providing a relatively ﬂat surface
across the hilly city. Add in private automobiles,
and you get a recipe for conﬂict. The two-mile
portion of Market Street within downtown had
162 reported collisions in 2012, making it one
of the city’s most dangerous streets. More than
three-quarters of the injuries involved pedesMarket Street in San Francisco
trians or cyclists.
The Safer Market Street plan, in many ways, is similar to New York’s efforts to
make Broadway more pedestrian- and bike-friendly. In 2009, the city closed parts of
Times Square to automobiles and added protected bike lanes along certain stretches
of Broadway. Under Mayor Bill de Blasio, the city is extending the traffic calming concept citywide with the Vision Zero plan to reduce automobile-related fatalities. San
Francisco, too, has a stated goal of eliminating such fatalities by 2024. While other cities have not been as ambitious, they have discovered the value of improving safety on
prime downtown corridors, such as Los Angeles’ “road diet” for its own Broadway.
To reach zero fatalities, the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency
(SFMTA) has delineated its transit-only lanes with red paint. That, barring turns
and better signage are part of a larger effort to eliminate cars from most of Market
Street. City planners want to get people used to not driving on the road in preparation
for bigger projects set to begin in 2017 under the Better Market Street initiative. Many
drivers, after all, navigate Market Street not to conduct on-street errands, but to
reach peripheral destinations. They instinctively head down Market Street because
it is wide and centralized. New signage, though, will direct them onto streets better
designed for through traffic. The plan, says SFMTA spokesman Ben Jose, “minimizes
conﬂicts between transit vehicles and private automobiles.”
The Better Market Street initiative, which is still in the planning stages, could also
add enhanced bike lanes, sidewalks and public art. Together, this mix of safety and
placemaking improvements will hopefully help San Francisco’s main street mirror
the city’s collective charm. G
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Republicans haven’t had
this much power at the
state level in decades.
But the appetite for bold
initiatives may be tempered
by an increasing concern
for ﬁscal prudence.
By Alan Greenblatt
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RED ALL OVER

t the tender age of 18, Saira Blair has a chance to
Some Republicans and those who observe them are talking
put her principles into practice. She spent the
about 2015 as a moment when the GOP will feel pressure to push
fall dividing her time between freshman studies
bold new initiatives while its heavy majorities remain intact. “The
at West Virginia University and what turned out
last few cycles have created a psychology that ‘we need to get it
to be a successful campaign for the state House
done now,’” says Paul Nolette, a political scientist at Marquette
of Representatives. “I like to multitask and keep myself busy,” she
University. These Republicans, Nolette suggests, are saying, “We
says. With the session starting, she’s going to take a break from
have uniﬁed control of government, but this might not last. It will
school, joining her dad, state Sen. Craig Blair, as part of the ﬁrst
last in Idaho, but maybe not Nevada, so we have to make what
Republican majority in the West Virginia Legislature in more than
we can of it now. This is the best state-level election for the party
80 years.
since 1920, so take advantage at all levels and in all states.”
Both Blairs believe in conservative principles that West VirMany of the most experienced GOP legislators, however, argue
that 2015 is unlikely to go down as a year of bold experiment
ginia Republicans complain have been frustrated for decades
by a Democratic Party dominated by unions and trial lawyers. A
in state government. And the early evidence suggests that they
change is coming to Charleston now, though. In the weeks folare right.
lowing the election, Republican legislators talked about thinning
Republican legislators are talking a lot less than in the last
the state’s education bureaucracy, imposing tighter ceilings on
couple of cycles about the social issues that have been so controawards in tort cases and making the tax code friendlier to busiversial in recent years. They will be offering new bills restricting
nesses. West Virginia has a short session this year, but incoming
abortion and protecting the rights of gun owners, but nothing
Senate President Bill Cole says priority bills will move fast to
like the ﬂurry that followed the elections of 2010 and 2012. Most
allow time to override any vetoes from Democratic Gov. Earl Ray
of the states that would be interested in imposing voter identiﬁTomblin, which legislators there can do with a simple majority.
cation restrictions have done so already. “There’s been a pretty
“Our state government needs to act more like
a partner to business than an impediment, and
I can promise you right now it’s been more of
an impediment,” Cole says.
Incoming legislative leaders in much of the
country are sounding quite a bit like Bill Cole
right now. Having won their largest number of
seats since 1920, Republicans now control 68
of the nation’s 99 legislative chambers, with
supermajorities in more than 20. They also
have effective control of nominally nonpartisan Nebraska, as well as states such as Missouri
and West Virginia, where GOP majorities are
big enough to turn back gubernatorial vetoes.
That means that fully half the states—and half
the nation’s population—will be under total
Republican control.
By contrast, Democrats hold both the governorship and legislature in just seven states,
which is their lowest point since before the
Civil War (when there were far fewer states).
In several states that Democrats have controlled in recent years, such as Colorado, Minnesota and New York, Republicans were able
to grab a majority in one of the two chambers,
Texas Rep. Phil King: “Making sure that government tightens its belt will
which means they will be able to checkmate
be a—if not the—priority of the session.”
most of the more liberal legislation Democrats
in those places come up with. “Business interests now have a backstop in several states which had formerly
aggressive agenda in the last two sessions,” says Steve Kestell, the
been under Democratic control,” says Joe Crosby, a lobbyist with
outgoing chair of the Wisconsin House Education Committee.
MultiState Associates. “New Republican governors in Illinois,
“The low-hanging fruit has been picked. Now the policy initiaMaryland and Massachusetts, and Republican-controlled legislatives will become a little more complex and a little more difficult
tive chambers in states like Minnesota and Washington, will modto achieve, I think.”
erate the impact of the populist assertion that businesses—and the
A widespread desire to cut taxes, particularly on businesses
wealthy—are not paying their ‘fair share’ of taxes.”
and on personal income, still exists in nearly all the RepublicanOFFICE OF REP. PHIL KING

A
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majority states. But given that a sizable number of states have yet to see their revenues pick
back up to pre-recession levels—and the fact
that Congress, under GOP control, is likely
to be stingy about turning money over to the
states—hopes of shrinking government further will be tempered in many places by recognition of the need to build roads and pay for
schools. “Making sure that government tightens its belt will be a—if not the—priority of the
session,” says Phil King, national chair of the
conservative American Legislative Exchange
Council. “We are already looking at ways to
do that, but we have to do so in a way that preserves vital services.”
King is a Republican in the Texas House,
The North Carolina Legislature, having focused on social issues in the
last few sessions, will likely pivot to economic issues for 2015.
which is now well into its second decade of
unbroken GOP control. The state has $8 billion piling up in its rainy day fund and, thanks
to economic growth and oil revenues, legislators will be playing
the week after the election, the state Senate approved a billion
with a surplus. Not surprisingly, with a new batch of conservadollar a year increase in the gas tax—one of Gov. Rick Snyder’s pritive Republicans elected to the state Senate last fall, there’s much
orities—but the House has balked. “We’re receptive to spending
interest in cutting taxes. Greg Abbott, the incoming governor,
more on roads,” says Dan Lauwers, who heads the agenda-setting
has expressed support for modifying or eliminating the business
Policy Development Workgroup in the Michigan House. “Where
franchise tax, which accounts for 10 percent of the state’s revwe differ is the House passed a package without a substantial tax
enues. “The question is, can we afford to get rid of it?” says state
increase. We really believe we can grow our way [economically] to
Sen. Craig Estes. “We’re crunching the numbers and I think the
the $1.2 billion the governor is asking for. I think that’s a healthier
answer is yes.”
way to do it.”
Maybe so, but there’s competition for those dollars, even
That same sort of tension—the desire to avoid tax increases
among tax-cut true believers. Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick, who presides
versus pressure to spend more on priority programs—will be playover the state Senate, is more interested in reducing the burden
ing out in a number of states, with GOP House members seeking
on property taxpayers than on businesses. Some mix of tax cuts is
to press their partisan advantage at least a little harder than their
all but certain, but leading business groups in Austin, such as the
Senate counterparts. In Kansas, which has arguably had the most
Texas Association of Manufacturers and the Texas Future Busiambitious tax-cutting agenda in the country in recent years, the
ness Alliance, have put out warnings against cutting taxes precipishortfall in the budget has steadily grown. That has prompted
tately, given the state’s need for roads and water infrastructure in
talk among top Senate leaders to think about adding back some
revenues, perhaps delaying or tweaking further tax cuts that are
light of its astonishing recent growth.
already baked into state law. “Everything has to be on the table,”
In November, Texas voters approved a measure that will redisays state Sen. Jeff King. “When you make the kind of historic
rect a share of the state’s energy revenues from its rainy day fund,
tax reforms that we’ve made, we know there will have to be some
devoting them to roads instead. That is expected to increase the
state’s infrastructure budget by $1.7 billion in 2015 alone. But
changes made along the way.” House leaders, however, from
given increasing demands, “that gets us only halfway, at best, to
Speaker Ray Merrick on down, have said there’s no way they’ll
where we need to be,” says King. “We’re probably still at least a
consider any such idea.
couple billion a year short on transportation funding, and that’s a
overnors have historically served as a moderating
conservative estimate.”
Similar arguments are already taking place in other states.
force in state politics, attempting to keep legislative majorities from pulling too far to the left or
Shortly after the election, Wisconsin Transportation Secretary
Mark Gottlieb unveiled a proposal to raise taxes and fees by $751
to the right. That’s been less true in recent years.
million over the next two years to pay for roadwork. It was not
Even governors who have sought to tamp down a
bit on conservative legislatures, such as Republicans Bill Haslam
immediately clear how that would go over with the expanded
of Tennessee and Pat McCrory of North Carolina, have done so
GOP majorities in the legislature—or even Gottlieb’s boss, Gov.
with limited effect.
Scott Walker, who is positioning himself for a presidential run
Some of the new GOP governors, including Bruce Rauner of
and needs to pay attention to the militantly antitax Republican
conservative base.
Illinois and Larry Hogan of Maryland, have spent their transiPressures to spend more on infrastructure have also shown up
tion periods signaling that they are interested in governing from
next door, in GOP-controlled Michigan. In a lame-duck session
the center or center-right—or, at least, to work closely with
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RED ALL OVER

policy that is very familiar to his Republican counterparts.”
One such policy—tax cuts—may not be so big for Republicans
this year, though. “You’ll see after this election a changed mindset
about cutting taxes and what they are accomplishing,” says Matt
Walter, president of the Republican State Leadership Committee,
which helped fund many state-level campaigns. “Cutting taxes
just to cut taxes does not have as much utility as
tax cuts designed to stimulate growth.”
Even in the two states where Republicans
produced a dramatic change in November by
seizing legislative control for the ﬁrst time in
decades, talk of tax cuts is already being tempered by budgetary reality. “We’re not just
going to be chopping taxes out of a budget the
governor’s going to send us that starts out $260
million in the hole,” says Cole, the West Virginia
Senate president. And in Nevada, which faces
a budget shortfall, the state’s so-called sunset
taxes—a package of sales taxes, licensing fees
and a payroll excise tax that make up 9 percent of the state’s budget—appear likely to be
renewed this session. “The company that I own,
we do pay that tax,” says Paul Anderson, the new
majority leader in the Nevada Assembly. “It’s not
a substantial burden by any means.”
Anderson predicts that his state will act on
some ideas that have already passed into law in
other places, such as imposing voter ID restricKansas Senate Vice President Jeff King: “When you make the kind of
tions and protecting gun owners’ rights. Nevada
Republicans want to curb “prevailing wage”
historic tax reforms that we’ve made, we know there will have to be
requirements for workers on state projects and
some changes made along the way.”
to direct state funding for education more carefully. But Anderson does not anticipate trying to
Medicaid dollars to subsidize health coverage through private
overturn every law that was passed by Democratic majorities of
old. Asked about his top priorities, the ﬁrst thing he mentions is
insurers. Many of the newly elected Republican legislators in
Arkansas ran on the idea of ending that program, but Hutchinson
the state’s construction defect law, a building statute that he says
picked Michael Lamoureux—a top sponsor of the private option
promotes lawsuits and impedes growth of multifamily housing.
“Rather than being an opposition party, now we have to learn how
in the state Senate—as his chief of staff.
Democratic governors will also likely be seeking the center.
to govern very quickly,” he says. “That is going to be a challenge.”
In Democratic-dominated California, Gov. Jerry Brown has been
In states where Republicans have already been enjoying
seeking to dampen his party’s hopes of spending more on governmajority status, they are likely to continue governing much in
ment programs. He suffered a setback in this regard just after the
the way they have done in recent years. Lots of legislators will
election, however. The University of California Board of Regents,
be expressing outrage about the Common Core educational
over his strong objection, approved potential tuition increases
standards and many will want to rethink renewable energy mandates that are on the books. Right to work laws will pop up in
of up to 28 percent over ﬁve years (see “California’s ‘Game of
a few states. But most changes at this point are more likely to
Chicken,’” page 12). Legislative leaders have been talking about
be incremental than radical. In many places, Republicans have
a range of liberal policy goals as well, including an attempt to
overturn the state’s ban on affirmative action in higher education.
already accomplished much of what they’ve set out to do. “States
Democrats in Oregon, having gained legislative seats in the
like Arkansas and North Carolina, a lot of what they did when
election, are looking to address a host of environmental and
they came to power for the ﬁrst time since Reconstruction was
income inequality issues, including the possibility of carbon taxes
focusing on social issues,” says John Nothdurft, director of govand a statewide sick leave policy. “Gov. John Kitzhaber has disernment relations at the Heartland Institute, a conservative think
cussed implanting a sales tax—an idea that has been considered
tank based in Chicago. “Those are now kind of done. I think now
and rejected on more than one occasion,” says Crosby, the lobwe’re going to switch to the more economic issues.” G
byist. “Interestingly, in looking to reduce the state’s reliance on
income taxes in favor of consumption taxes, he is pursuing a tax
Email agreenblatt@governing.com
AP PHOTO/JOHN MILBURN

Democrats (who, after all, still retain large legislative majorities in those states). Asa Hutchinson’s victory in Arkansas gave
Republicans total political control of that state for the ﬁrst
time since 1874. Still, Hutchinson may choose to take a go-slow
approach on the most contentious issue there—rolling back the
so-called private option, under which the state is using federal
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STATE LEGISLATURES

2015

ISSUES TO

WATCH
10 of the biggest policies and
problems legislatures will
confront in 2015
STATES AND LOCALITIES will spend much of their time
this year grappling with troublesome new realities and trying
to work out their relationship with Washington.
New realities are a given in any governmental year, but
the 2015 crop includes some unusually potent ones. Legislators will be dealing with widespread water shortages, dwindling transportation funds, the emergence of new drugs that
threaten to blow up Medicaid budgets, and revised pension
accounting rules, among other challenges. There will be passionate debates about how to regulate the hospitality and taxi
industries, and about how to safely transport the oil and gas
pouring out of North Dakota and Canada.
Meanwhile, expect to see ongoing tensions with the federal government. On education, for instance, many states

are frustrated by what they see as top-down remedies that
emphasize accountability through standardized testing. The
Common Core backlash will continue this year, as a critical
period begins for these new curriculum standards. States will
be dealing with a mandate from the Environmental Protection Agency to cut 30 percent in carbon dioxide emissions nationwide. And the year is likely to see a down-to-the-wire debate over federal funding for the Children’s Health Insurance
Program. A decision in Congress not to continue funding the
program would leave last-minute holes in state budgets while
stripping millions of children of health coverage.
On the following pages, Governing offers a concise look at 10
of the most important issues states will take on in 2015, along
with ﬁve others that also bear watching.
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FOR THE NATION’S ENDLESSLY controversial health-care
law, 2015 initially looks a little bit like 2012, with lots of uncertainty hinging on a decision by the U.S. Supreme Court. States
that want to get a head start against the possibility of disruption
will have to act quickly.
The high court has agreed to consider a challenge to the law
focusing on four words in the statute—“established by the State”—
that could ultimately undo the law’s mandate that everyone has to
have insurance. Plantiffs say that phrase means that subsidies to
offset the cost of health care—received by about 85 percent of the
more than 8 million enrollees in the ﬁrst year—are available only
in states that established their own online marketplaces, not in the
32 states where marketplaces were created by the feds.
Opponents of the suit call it an absurd ﬁxation on a drafting error that makes no sense within the full context of the
law. Regardless of the merits, if the Supreme Court upholds the
challenge, subsidies will stop ﬂowing in states using the federal
exchange, leading to premium spikes that will render coverage
unaffordable for many. As more people drop out, the exchanges
could be left with a coverage base made up primarily of sicker
people, driving up premiums further.
The states most ardently opposed to the law will likely do
nothing to head off this potential problem. But others will
consider changing to a state-based exchange system to avoid

losing the subsidies if the Supreme Court upholds the challenge.
Among states thought to be in this category are Delaware, Illinois
and Iowa.
That path has been made easier by the precedent set in Idaho,
New Mexico, Nevada and Oregon, all of which use or have used
the federal technology platform while retaining state-based
exchange status under the Department of Health and Human Services. But states opting for this choice will need to move promptly
to establish full-ﬂedged state systems with independent governing boards, and they may have to appropriate substantial sums
from their budgets. “An exchange is not just a website,” says Tim
Jost, a health law expert at Washington and Lee University.
The Republican Congress will likely mount piecemeal attacks
on other portions of the health-care law after staging symbolic
efforts to repeal the entire act. Republicans will try to abolish various taxes on the health-care industry that help pay for the Affordable Care Act and also seek to end the mandate that requires
employers above a certain size to offer coverage to their workers.
Finally, there is the law’s tax on high-cost health plans, known
as the Cadillac tax, which disproportionately hurts state and local
governments that offer top-quality beneﬁts to make up for low
salaries. Given that the strongest opponents of the Cadillac tax
are public employee unions, this effort may stand less chance of
enactment than other attempts to alter the law. —Chris Kardish
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SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

FUNDING CHIP
AN ESTIMATED 2 MILLION children could lose health-care coverage if Congress does not extend funding for a major public health
insurance program by September. Since 1997, the state Children’s
Health Insurance Program (CHIP) has provided beneﬁts to children
in families with incomes too high to qualify for Medicaid but too low
to afford private insurance. States administer CHIP, but the federal
government covers about 70 percent of states’ cost, on average, so the
program would undergo a radical downsizing if federal funding went
away. Roughly half of the 8 million children on CHIP would have
to leave the program. Some would ﬁnd other types of health insurance, but roughly a quarter of the children on CHIP would likely
be uninsured.
Historically, CHIP has received bipartisan support, and polling
shows that most voters want funding for the program to continue.
Nonetheless, lawmakers may get bogged down in debates over how
CHIP ought to change in light of the Affordable Care Act. That law was
supposed to offer a partial alternative to CHIP by allowing families to
take advantage of subsidized insurance plans on state exchanges, but
an oversight in the law commonly called the “family glitch” has meant
that the tax credits aren’t available to many CHIP families.
“I don’t think either party wants it on their hands that 2 million
children become uninsured,” says Joan Alker, a professor at Georgetown University. But the uncertainty surrounding CHIP is already
causing headaches for states, which have to draft budgets early in the
year and may need to prepare for signiﬁcant cuts in insurance coverage if federal funding disappears. The ﬁnancial impact would vary by
state, but in the aggregate, states stand to lose more than $5 billion.
—J.B. Wogan

THE BOOMING STOCK MARKET of the past few years has
helped stabilize many public pension plans around the country. But 2015 will be a difficult year for states that haven’t been
stocking their pension funds the way they are supposed to. New
accounting rules will cause these plans to appear signiﬁcantly
worse off than they were a year ago. The changes will likely spur
more governments into making changes aimed at paying down
their plan liabilities, particularly in states, such as Illinois and
Pennsylvania, that have been slow to address the problem.
In simple terms, the new rules created by the Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) will force two major
changes. First, they will require pension plans to apply a more
conservative formula in calculating the actuarial value of plan
assets. The new formula applies to governments that have not
been making their full actuarial payments. These plans, which
typically have a high unfunded liability, will now look even more
unhealthy in their ﬁscal 2014 annual reports, which some states

started releasing late last year.
The second big change will come up later this year as governments begin ﬁling their comprehensive annual ﬁnancial reports
for ﬁscal year 2015. GASB will require governments to report
unfunded pension liabilities on their balance sheets, instead of
relegating them to the notes section of the report. This will have a
profound impact on a number of governments’ perceived ﬁnancial
positions, as some plans have billions of dollars in unfunded liabilities. “The impact could have serious political consequences,” says
Paul Angelo, an actuary with the ﬁrm Segal Consulting. “Although
it doesn’t change the actual cost of government, someone who
doesn’t like pensions is going to look at that and say, ‘See, you’re
insolvent because of this giant pension liability.’”
The new accounting rules are unlikely to affect credit ratings,
because the formal status of pension plans isn’t changing—what’s
changing is the way in which the health of these plans is reported.
—Liz Farmer

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

PUBLIC PENSIONS

GOVERNING | Ja n u a r y 2 0 1 5

32

GOV01_30.indd 32

12/16/14 10:44 AM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

WHEN GOVERNORS AND STATE SCHOOL officials released
the Common Core curriculum standards four and a half years
ago, the new program was touted as a fair and accurate way to
measure student achievement across state lines and cultivate the
analytical skills that many argue American children will need in
order to compete on a global scale.
But the past year has seen a growing pushback against the
standards, and as students begin taking tests based on the core
curriculum this spring, lawmakers at the state and federal level
will likely be talking about chipping away at them.
Although the standards were created almost entirely by the
states, critics see them as reﬂecting priorities set out by the
Obama administration. Incoming Senate Republican leaders aim
to limit the federal government’s role in promoting test-based
accountability and also challenge the frequency of the tests, an
issue that concerns even prominent Democrats.
The Common Core is a list of things students at each grade
level should know or be able to do in English and math. The
standards attracted little controversy at ﬁrst, as 45 states quickly
adopted them. But the federal government has played a role in
the program’s implementation. It has offered grant money and
reprieves from earlier education mandates to those states that
install Common Core or other “college-and-career-ready” standards. The Department of Education has given hundreds of millions of dollars to state associations designing standardized tests
that the students in participating states will take starting this year.

Those tests have to hew closely to the standards to be useful,
and the standards have to be relatively uniform to help policymakers get a sense of how their students stack up with those in
other states. But over the past year or so, 11 states have decided
to use tests of their own, while another 13 are considering that
option, according to Education Week. That’s not counting the
handful of states that went further last year and repealed the
standards altogether.
There’s a strong possibility more states will strike out on
their own in 2015, either before the tests can be given, or later, in
response to lower test scores that will likely accompany the more
challenging standards in their ﬁrst year. As support for Common
Core continues to splinter and states assert their independence,
the coming year will be an important test of the new system’s
political viability.
And while officials are keeping one eye on the ﬁrst year of
Common Core test scores, they’ll be training the other eye on
Capitol Hill. Sen. Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, a leader among
Republicans on education issues, has already said he wants to
amend the 2001 No Child Left Behind law to leave states free
to decide how they evaluate teachers. Alexander also wants to
consider eliminating some annual testing. That’s an idea that’s
caught on in states as varied as Texas, a stronghold of test-based
accountability, and Connecticut, where Gov. Dannel Malloy wants
to start by relieving high school juniors of the burden of taking
both state exams and college entrance tests. —Chris Kardish
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TRANSPORTATION
FUNDING
NEARLY EVERY SPRING, in states all over the country,
transportation advocates proclaim that “this will be the
year” elected leaders ﬁnally face up to long-neglected infrastructure needs. More often than not, those claims do not
pan out.
There are signs, though, that this year may be different,
even in some of the states with acute infrastructure problems. Those include Iowa, Georgia, Michigan, Texas and Wisconsin. All of those states have governors who, fresh off their
November elections, said transportation funding increases
would be among their top priorities for the coming year.
Incoming Texas Gov. Greg Abbott aired a TV commercial
during his campaign that showed him in a traffic jam complaining that he could move faster on the road in his wheelchair
than cars and trucks could travel. Abbott called for dedicating
revenues from vehicle sales taxes toward transportation. He
also said he wanted to spend a bigger share of the state’s fuel
taxes on transportation.
Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker has long expressed a desire
to overhaul the state’s road funding system. After his 2014 reelection, Walker’s transportation department ﬂoated a proposal to raise fees on electric vehicles, hike diesel fuel taxes
and add a wholesale fuel tax.

Transportation advocates are increasingly turning to state
efforts to boost funding, because Congress has been unable to
agree to any major new revenues since the last long-term surface transportation law expired in 2009. Instead, federal lawmakers have kept money ﬂowing to the states through a series
of short-term patches. The latest temporary ﬁx expires in May,
just as the construction season begins. Even a last-minute deal
to keep funds ﬂowing would be problematic because it would
not give state agencies enough planning time to start any new
projects beyond basic upkeep.
The role of transit will come up in funding debates at both
the state and federal levels. A vocal contingent of Republicans
in the U.S. House recently tried to exclude transit from receiving federal highway money, although that effort was eventually defeated. In Georgia, lawmakers are considering new
money for roads but not for MARTA, Atlanta’s transit system,
which, unlike most such systems, receives no dedicated funds
from the state. Incoming Maryland Gov. Larry Hogan voiced
opposition during his campaign to building two light-rail lines,
one in Baltimore and the other in the suburbs of Washington,
D.C., but has since backed away from those comments. Large
Democratic majorities in the state’s legislature could oppose
any efforts to pull the plug on those projects. —Daniel C. Vock
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DAVID KIDD

THE COST
OF WATER

DAVID KIDD

“THE ERA OF CHEAP WATER is really coming to an end,”
says Tom Curtis, the head of government affairs for the American
Water Works Association (AWWA). Rising water prices will affect
decisions by states and localities across a whole range of issues.
There are many reasons for the surge in water costs. In older
cities, pipes installed as long as a century ago need to be replaced.
It could cost more than $2 trillion over the next 25 years to replace
and expand drinking water and wastewater systems nationally,
according to a rough estimate by the AWWA.
Booming Sun Belt regions, facing the prospect of future shortages, are spending large sums looking for new sources of water in
distant areas. They are not only tapping new aquifers and building reservoirs, but are also exploring the idea of recycling water,
essentially putting cleaned and treated wastewater back into
drinking water systems. Meanwhile, San Diego County is building a desalinization plant on the Paciﬁc Ocean.
At the same time, many systems must make major upgrades as
a result of federal enforcement actions. The Environmental Protection Agency has focused on reducing the amount of raw sewage and untreated stormwater that enters the nation’s lakes, rivers and waterways. That can be hugely expensive to ﬁx in places
where wastewater and stormwater share the same pipes, as is the
case in much of the Northeast and Great Lakes regions. Many
local governments are considering upgrades to their stormwater
systems, treatment plants and other facilities to improve their
resilience in the event of natural disasters and climate change.
In the short run, utilities are passing higher costs on to consumers. That poses huge problems for low-income customers. As
water bills soak up a bigger percentage of customers’ incomes,
more people fall behind on their payments. That leaves utilities in
a tight spot, as officials in Detroit discovered last year. There, the
utility cut off water to thousands of residents behind on their bills,
prompting major protests, a reorganization of the water authority
and a rebuke from the United Nations. —Daniel C. Vock
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SOVALDI, THE HEPATITIS C DRUG that costs $1,000 a pill,
has presented state governments with ethical and ﬁnancial
quandaries since its approval by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration in December 2013. Clinical trials show the pill can
have a cure rate greater than 90 percent. Yet if state Medicaid
agencies covered everyone eligible for the treatment, the cost
would exceed $50 billion. That is why states such as Colorado
and Pennsylvania are enacting strict criteria to determine
when patients on Medicaid can obtain the drug, essentially
waiting until they are seriously ill before prescribing the highcost treatment. By doing so, states may be missing an opportunity to prevent liver cancer and other diseases that develop
in the later stages of hepatitis C. The manufacturer of Sovaldi,
Gilead Sciences Inc., argues that public officials aren’t taking
into account the full economic beneﬁts of prescribing the drug;
they say its high price tag reﬂects its capacity to cure the disease rather than manage symptoms over many years, meaning
it should lead to large savings in the long run.
States that try to ration use of Sovaldi are sure to invite

litigation, but lawsuits won’t resolve the larger issue: Sovaldi
is just the ﬁrst of a wave of highly effective but expensive
specialty drugs and therapies expected to hit the market in
the near future to address multiple sclerosis, Alzheimer’s,
cancers and other difficult-to-treat diseases. There is precedent for Medicaid covering the cost of expensive specialty
drugs for certain diseases, including HIV and cystic ﬁbrosis,
but Sovaldi is different because of the much larger population with the disease (3.2 million people) and the prevalence
of hepatitis C among Medicaid recipients.
The National Association of Medicaid Directors has proposed a series of federal solutions, among them price controls, a waiver tying Medicaid payments to successful outcomes, or the creation of a supply chain through which the
federal government would buy large quantities of the drug
at a discount and sell it to states at a more affordable price.
Until Congress takes up the issue, however, states will be left
to experiment with policies that limit the use of specialty
drugs for those in the highest need. —J.B. Wogan

FLICKR/AIDS HEALTHCARE FOUNDATION

SPECIALTY DRUGS
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OVERCROWDED PRISONS ARE A PROBLEM in a large number of
states. Alabama, which has struggled with the issue for years, houses nearly
twice as many prisoners as its facilities were originally designed to hold.
California remains under a federal court order to reduce its prison population. And county sheriffs in Arkansas report backlogs of inmates waiting
to be transferred to state facilities. In all, about half of the states reported
that their prisons were at 99 percent or more of operational capacity at the
end of 2013.
Lawmakers in at least a handful of these states are likely to tackle the
issue later this year. In many cases, inmates are admitted to prisons not
for new criminal charges, but for parole violations. In the interest of keeping inmate populations at a manageable level, policymakers may seek to
relax rules requiring parole revocation for relatively minor infractions
such as failing to take drug tests or missing meetings. Alabama is among
the states weighing new rules that will make it easier for prisoners to
qualify for parole. Lawmakers in some states could be receptive to establishing or expanding early release programs, especially given the aging
prison population.
Part of the discussion also will involve the possibility of revised sentencing laws. This will mean ﬁnding alternatives for lower-level drug offenders,
such as drug treatment courts. Similar changes in the juvenile justice system may receive consideration in South Dakota and West Virginia. Utah’s
Criminal and Juvenile Justice Commission issued 18 recommendations in
November to curb the state’s prison population, including a proposal to
reclassify ﬁrst-time drug possession as a misdemeanor. —Mike Maciag

APIMAGES.COM

CORRECTIONS

TAX POLICY
But some states may ﬁnd their tax-cutting efforts curtailed
by the results they have seen from earlier reductions elsewhere.
In Kansas, Gov. Sam Brownback succeeded in pushing through
substantial cuts to personal income taxes in 2012 and 2013.
Recent revenue projections for the state paint a grim picture
of the state’s ﬁnances, however, with total revenues dropping
11 percent in ﬁscal 2014.
In some other states, there will be efforts to change tax law
to provide more revenue for broadly popular programs. Democratic Pennsylvania Gov.-elect Tom Wolf, for example, has indicated he’ll prioritize K-12 education.
Severance taxes could be on the table in states where fracking has accelerated. A bill to raise oil and gas taxes stalled last
year in the Ohio Legislature, but the issue is likely to return in
2015. Similar discussions over severance tax rates could play
out in North Carolina and Pennsylvania. The question of how to
tax Internet transactions is also likely to come up in a number
of places. —Mike Maciag

FLICKR/AIDS HEALTHCARE FOUNDATION

MANY STATES ARE PRIMED for changes in their tax laws
this year, and with an especially large crop of Republican governors coming into office, most of the changes will be in the
direction of lower income tax rates. Quite a few of the recently
elected GOP governors made campaign pledges to cut both personal and corporate taxes.
Arkansas Gov.-elect Asa Hutchinson is calling for immediate reductions for middle-income earners to be eventually
expanded across all wage brackets. A campaign proposal from
Arizona’s incoming governor, Doug Ducey, would cut both
personal and corporate rates over time, with a goal of eventually eliminating these taxes altogether. The most common
approach to make up for the revenue lost in tax reduction will
be to pair income tax cuts with broader or higher sales taxes.
Republican-controlled states that already trimmed taxes in
recent years still may want to chip away further in this legislative session. North Carolina passed comprehensive tax cuts
in 2013, but legislators may explore the possibility of further
reductions in capital gains taxes.
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STATES HAVE LONG PURSUED DIVERGENT courses
when it comes to addressing climate change through carbon
reduction. Proposed federal rules have done little to get them
moving in the same direction.
Last June, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) unveiled a proposal that called on states to reduce carbon emissions, on average, 30 percent below 2005 levels by 2030. The
individual reduction targets range widely—from 11 percent
in North Dakota to 72 percent in Washington state—depending on what regulators thought each state could realistically
achieve. Reduction targets in coal-producing states are on the
lower side.
By and large, states are not pleased with the project. Many
state officials complain that the EPA is overstepping its authority, calling for expensive changes that will raise energy prices
and cost jobs. In September, 15 Republican governors sent a
letter to President Obama asserting that the proposed rules
failed to strike the right balance between state and federal
authority, and insisting on the need to generate reliable and
affordable energy while protecting the environment.
A number of states have joined together in a lawsuit seeking
to block the EPA’s rules, which aren’t scheduled to be ﬁnalized
until June. Others will simply take a just-say-no approach to
the rules, refusing to comply in the belief they can wait out
Obama until he leaves office. That would throw the issue into

the courts, but in the meantime it’s likely that the GOP-controlled Congress will place the whole idea of federal carbon
regulation under increased scrutiny.
In October, Pennsylvania enacted a law requiring that its
legislature sign off on any state plan to comply with the EPA
mandates. That may be a model for other states this year. In
addition, at least nine states have passed laws directing their
regulators to take economic impact carefully into account
when developing carbon reduction plans.
Not all states are reacting negatively. California’s cap and
trade system gives it a big edge in complying with federal goals.
That system will expand this year to cover a broader range of
industries. A group of 13 Western states sent a letter to the
administration seeking to ensure that their plans, including
regional efforts that cross state lines, will receive due credit.
Until the EPA ﬁnishes crafting its rules, states will continue
to ask for maximum ﬂexibility in meeting the targets. That is
typical in the federal rulemaking process, and the administration has already extended its period for receiving comments
in response to pushback from states. Once the EPA publishes
its ﬁnal version of the rules, however, states will have a year
to come up with actual plans for meeting the agency’s targets.
Some states will be ready to start down that path, while others
will be busy gearing up for further political and legal battles.
—Alan Greenblatt

DAVID KIDD

CARBON EMISSIONS
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TRENDING

5 MORE ISSUES TO KEEP AN EYE ON IN 2015
OIL AND RAILROADS

response to a full-scale public health attack. At a minimum,
states and localities will be reconsidering their health budgets
with an eye toward preparedness, and looking for increased
federal aid.
In the meantime, hospitals and health centers all over the
country will continue to address their disease response and
containment protocols. Two states, New Jersey and New York,
have already established controversial quarantine policies
for people returning to the United States after treating Ebola
patients in West Africa. The legality and actual effectiveness of
quarantines will continue to be debated as part of the assessment of response readiness and disease containment.

The oil boom on the High Plains—far from most reﬁneries
or pipelines—has put a huge strain on the nation’s railroads.
While the federal government regulates most aspects of railroads, state and city officials are being thrust into debates over
the oil freight surge too. Environmentalists in New York and
Washington states, for example, want their governors to block
reﬁneries from accepting oil transported by train. North Dakota
officials decided to require oil producers to strip out the most
ﬂammable components of crude oil before shipping it. And a
number of states and cities are revising their emergency preparedness protocols to account for possible derailments and
subsequent spills.
The heavy traffic on the rails is affecting other rail-dependent industries, particularly agriculture. Farmers hundreds of
miles from oil ﬁelds cannot get their grain to market, in large
part because locomotives are moving oil instead.

E-CIGARETTES
So far, states have shown a reluctance to tax and regulate the
now-booming e-cigarette industry, and perhaps with good reason. The Food and Drug Administration is just beginning to
put in place a federal regulatory regime, and there’s still much
that policymakers don’t know about the effects of the product.
Still, three states—North Dakota, New Jersey and Utah—
have added e-cigarettes to their list of products banned in
legally smoke-free workplaces, and two states, Minnesota and
North Carolina, have begun taxing them.
Lawmakers in Alabama, Arizona and Washington state
are now talking about taxing e-cigarettes to ﬁll budget holes,
and New Mexico and Ohio seem likely to broach the subject. This fuels anger among libertarians that so-called sin
taxes have always been more about raising money than about
public health.

NET METERING
The increasing number of homes and businesses with rooftop solar panels are bad news for utilities who must buy
excess power from these installations under “net-metering”
requirements. Forty-four states and the District of Columbia
have them.
Electric utilities say the arrangements hurt them in two
ways: First, they are losing customers to the solar industry. Second, they have to provide an electric grid to their small-scale
competitors, who don’t pay for the grid’s upkeep.
So utilities are stepping up the pressure on states and cities
to address their concerns. Many utilities want to raise the ﬁxed
fees for residential and small commercial customers. Some
are also pushing for reductions in how much utilities pay for
excess power generated by solar producers, giving small customers less incentive to install solar panels. Arizona is pushing
to lease customers’ rooftops so it could install its own solar
panels there. The customers would get credit on their electric
bills. In San Antonio, CPS Energy wants to aggregate all the
solar power sold in its area, acquiring it through a third party
in a bidding process.

RIDESHARING
In the past few years, cities have seen a surge of app-based driving services, including Uber, Lyft and Sidecar. Under pressure
from taxi unions, many mayors have issued cease-and-desist
orders to the new companies, but a handful of tech-friendly
localities have revised local regulations to welcome them.
So far, states have let cities decide how to deal with this
issue, but that could be changing. Last year, Colorado became
the second state—after California—to establish statewide rules
for ridesharing companies, and the ﬁrst to do so legislatively.
Early legislative activity suggests state approaches are likely
to vary in the coming years. One model, considered by Illinois
and Michigan lawmakers last year, would make ridesharing a
state-regulated enterprise and preempt local oversight of the
business. Some states might follow the example of the District of Columbia, where a new law permits ridesharing but
also deregulates taxi meter fares when passengers order rides
online—a concession meant to make the taxi industry more
competitive. G

PANDEMIC PREPAREDNESS

DAVID KIDD

Ebola cases in Texas and New York this fall caused a national
panic over whether the U.S. was truly equipped to combat a
deadly virus outbreak—of any kind. The brunt of that responsibility falls on state and local governments, and the coming
year will see discussions about how jurisdictions should best
deal with public health preparedness. The approach on the
local level could include something as dramatic as restructuring health departments to better coordinate a multipronged
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STATE LEGISLATURES

2015

The Kids
in the
House
Virginia’s long-running
page program perseveres.
Story and Photographs by David Kidd

GOVERNING | Ja n u a r y 2 0 1 5

40

GOV01_40.indd 40

12/16/14 10:51 AM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

Virginia House of
Delegates pages Chloe
Smith, Nathaniel Tuck
and David Deaderick
wait outside the House
chamber.
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O

ne day last year, during the Virginia House
of Delegates’ annual session, Meredith
Diloia found herself hurrying around the
chamber conferring with legislators, relaying messages and otherwise doing her part
to keep the proceedings moving. After
members adjourned for the day, she stopped by the Majority
Whip’s office before spending the rest of the afternoon shuttling between delegates’ offices and attending committee meetings. When her work was ﬁnally done, it was time to get started
on her algebra homework.
That’s because Meredith Diloia isn’t an elected representative, or a legislative aide. She’s a middle school student, as
well as a member of a small and dwindling group in American
legislatures: a page. Last year Meredith and 39 other Virginia
middleschoolers were selected to assist lawmakers in Richmond. These 13- and 14-year-olds commit to work every day
of the legislative session—45 days in odd years and 60 days in
even ones—for $145 a week and another $125 weekly for meals
and incidentals. The pages stay with chaperones at a nearby
hotel and spend weekends at home with their families.
This month, as legislators in Virginia and other states convene for the 2015 session, pages across the country will again
be returning to state capitols to help out and to learn about the
lawmaking process. Several states have legislative page programs, but few are as extensive as Virginia’s. Among the states
that have a program, they typically run from a single day up to
two weeks. But tighter budgets—along with the rise of electronic communication, which has made it easier for lawmakers
to communicate without passing paper back and forth—have
led many to question the value of state page programs. Even the
U.S. House of Representatives shut down its program in 2011,
citing costs and a dwindling need for pages. (The U.S. House
program also had been a source of scandal, attracting questions
about lax oversight.)
Virginia, where the page program dates back at least to 1848,
spends about $500,000 a year to run the Senate and House
programs. But House Speaker William Howell told a local TV
station that it’s money well spent. “Pages are irreplaceable.
Receiving a rare glimpse at a young age into Virginia politics,
they learn how government works. Many of them have come
back either as people working in the legislature or as elected
officials. It’s a great program.”
In a recent note to Paul Nardo, clerk of the Virginia House
and overseer of the page program, a former page wrote, “Thank
you for all the doughnuts, tutorials on how to tie a bow tie, and
serving as a great clerk for the House of Delegates. … One of the
phrases that you said a couple of times that really stuck with
me was, ‘As pages I look at you as a colleague not kids.’ I really
appreciated you saying that because as thirteen and fourteen
year olds there aren’t a lot of other places that you receive that
type of treatment.” G
Email dkidd@governing.com

The House pages gather each morning and afternoon to get
assignments, socialize and study.

O
a

Aaron Hodges was one of two pages chosen the previous year
to return and serve as a “head page.”

C
a

Blake Peay makes the rounds in the General Assembly building
where delegates have their ofﬁces.
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One of the pages’ duties is to monitor the House Gallery doors
and assist anyone wishing to observe a session.

Trip Hurley, Kali Lockhart, Alexa Williams and Mizzy Mumford
wait to be called by a delegate.

Christina Skaggs, Meredith Diloia and Head Page Emily Humes
are stationed outside the House chamber.

Kate Vittone confers with a delegate at the start of the
day’s session.

The young pages charge up and down the stairs several times a
day in the General Assembly building.

Pages also ﬁll food and drink orders for delegates while they
are in session.
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Trevor Saunders assists the Sergeant-at-Arms and legislators
from an ofﬁce in the House chamber.

Meredith DiIoia answers questions from a local school group
about her job at the state Capitol.

S
w

Haley Nicholson, Sydney Williams, Eileen O’Brien and Christina
Skaggs head to the Capitol.

Nicky Alouf shows off his collection of pins, which pages
collect from staff, delegates and visiting groups.

P
t

Nathaniel Tuck and Ryan McCracken are kept busy in
the mailroom.

Arabella Jin and Erik Conyers break down boxes for recycling.

S
u
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Stufﬁng hundreds of envelopes for a delegate is all in a day’s
work for Alexa Williams.

Celia Howell makes her way across the chamber, responding
to a request from one of the delegates.

Pages get to see the legislative process up close. Duncan Owen
takes in the scene on the House chamber ﬂoor.

Raegan Dodson makes a delivery, one of the many she’ll do
on a given day.

Sydney Williams takes advantage of some free time to catch
up on her homework.

At the end of the day the pages head back to their hotel
a block away.
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A Year at Frayser High
Part 2 of an ongoing series

CULTURE

SHOCK
Fixing a failing school
requires a complete
change in culture.
That’s not an easy
thing to achieve.
By John Buntin

PHOTOGRAPHS

Students in
the Memphis
neighborhood of
Frayser walk to class.

BY

BRANDON

DILL
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A Y E A R A T F R A Y S E R H I G H : C U LT U R E S H O C K

Throughout this school year, Governing is tracking efforts to turn
around one Memphis, Tenn., high school. Other parts in this series
can be found at governing.com/frayser.

realized that the real work of culture change wouldn’t happen in
the halls. It would happen in the classroom. “The school is running effectively,” said White, as he walked the upper academy
halls. “When you come in the morning at 7 o’clock, you know
what to expect. Now, we can get into our classrooms more consistently with our professional development” plans for teachers.
“We know the challenges that some teachers have.”
Most of the teachers at MLK College Prep are new. When
Tennessee’s Achievement School District (ASD) takes over a
school, as it has in this case, existing teachers must reapply to
keep their jobs. Doing so means giving up seniority and working
longer hours for comparable pay. As a result, few teachers stay.
That was certainly true when Frayser High became MLK College Prep. Only 10 teachers reapplied for jobs; ﬁve of them were
hired. Many of the new teachers who were brought on board were
relatively new educators.
White and Hopkins-Clark did their best to assemble the most
effective team of teachers they could ﬁnd. Research suggests
that teacher quality is the single most important determinant of
student achievement. Having effective teachers was particularly
important for MLK College Prep. Most of its students had at least
one subject where they were a grade level behind; many had several. White and Hopkins-Clark also took care to build a cadre of
teachers that looked like the students they were serving. Other
charter schools in Memphis had gotten into trouble with their
communities by replacing older African-American teachers with
younger white teachers. In contrast, the teaching core at MLK
College Prep, which is located in an almost entirely black neighborhood, is 60 percent African-American.
Still, there’s no denying that MLK College Prep is ﬁelding a
rookie team—of the 27 teachers who do have experience, only a
handful have been teaching for more than seven years. In order
to meet the goal of moving into the top 25 percent of schools
statewide, MLK College Prep needs to attain double-digit gains
in math and English every year. Achieving that goal will require
excellent instructors. But White is optimistic. As a former football
player and coach, he likes to say, “I would rather have someone
who was coachable than someone who was great.”
In September, a team of six reviewers from the state ASD visited MLK College Prep to assess how the school was performing. Over the course of the day, the team interviewed faculty,
staff, students and parents. It also observed classes and reviewed
documentation. At the end of the process, it shared its ﬁndings
with White and Hopkins-Clark. According to White, the report
found that parents were pleased with the new management of
the school. But the assessment team did not see a consistent level
of rigor and engagement in every classroom. Translation: Some
teachers needed additional support.
White and Hopkins-Clark weren’t surprised. They’d already
been thinking about how to provide greater support to the teachers who needed it. As principal, Hopkins-Clark has taken the lead
effort in shaping the school’s response, devoting most of her Mondays and Wednesdays to observing teaching in the classroom.
Tuesdays and Thursdays are used for individual coaching; Friday afternoon, for group strategizing and problem solving. The
next growth assessment, for the ninth grade, is scheduled for later

t was late August—the 11th day of school—and Bobby White
was walking the hallways of the high school he oversees in
the north Memphis neighborhood of Frayser, one of the
poorest communities in the state of Tennessee. As White
made his way through the halls, he pointed out something
that was missing: noise. Nearly 600 students were enrolled in
the school. In years past, ﬁghts had been near-daily occurrences.
But today, just two weeks into the new year, the school was completely quiet. White, the founder and executive director of Frayser Community Schools, the charter school operator entrusted by
the state to run this facility, saw this as a sign that his school was
ﬁnally settling into a good rhythm. The vast majority of students
were arriving on time, properly attired. Kids were moving well
between classes.
The orderly atmosphere was a triumph. It had been just eight
weeks since White, Principal Kimberly Hopkins-Clark and their
team had ﬁrst entered Frayser High School as its new operators.
Weeks of cleaning and coats of fresh paint had brightened its
appearance. A name change to MLK College Preparatory School
seemed to be winning student and neighborhood acceptance.
The decision to divide the high school into an upper and lower
academy was working well too, with the lower academy—ninth
and 10th graders—starting their day with morning meetings in
the auditorium and the upper academy convening in the basement cafeteria.
White was pleased. Things were going well. But he knew these
achievements were only a small ﬁrst step in changing the school’s
culture.
Culture change is hard—so hard that most charter school
operators don’t even attempt it. Instead, they start afresh, setting
up an entirely new school, typically beginning with a single grade,
and then adding grade levels as their students grow older. Bobby
White wasn’t interested in running that kind of charter school. At
the new MLK College Prep, any child zoned from the neighbohood could attend.
Breaking old habits was a top priority for creating change.
White and his team had been attempting to do this in numerous
ways. Morning meetings weren’t just for announcements anymore; they were occasions for uplift and inspiration. Behavior
was governed by clear rules of conduct: Even the proper way to
walk in the hallways was speciﬁed—on the right, like cars drive.
The lower and upper academies competed to see who could go
the longest without an altercation; the winning students could
receive an award, such as a relaxed dress code for a day.
At ﬁrst, students—and even some parents—complained that
the new approach was too structured, that the rules were too
stiff. But most bought in quickly. White, Hopkins-Clark, and the
other teachers and staff built relationships fast. “They saw that
we would not waver in our beliefs or expectations,” says White.
“They also saw that we cared.”
As the third week of school got under way, White felt good
about what was (and was not) happening in the halls. But he also

I
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A Y E A R A T F R A Y S E R H I G H : C U LT U R E S H O C K

this month. Not until the end of the school year will formal state
assessments tied to accountability take place. “We are looking for
double-digit growth,” as measured by state end-of-course testing,
says Hopkins-Clark. “For us, that would be a home run.”
What is unfolding in Frayser isn’t an isolated turnaround effort.
It is part of Tennessee’s statewide education reform program,
which is one of the most ambitious education overhaul efforts
in the country. In its ﬁrst three years of operations, the Achievement School District has taken over 22 schools in Memphis and
one in Nashville. Now it’s poised to take over even more. In early
August, the Tennessee Department of Education crunched test
score results from the state’s 1,700 public schools to identify the
lowest 5 percent of performers. It identiﬁed 79 schools as candidates for takeover. (Eight of the schools on the list are already run
by the ASD.) State officials now faced a tough choice: Which of
these schools did they want to take on?

Takeovers can happen in one of two ways. The ASD can
come in and run a school directly, or it can bring in a charter
operator. (The state can also opt to do nothing and let the local
school district continue to operate the school.) Of the 23 schools
taken over so far, ﬁve are being run directly by the ASD. The rest,
including MLK Prep, are charters. And any new ones added to
the ASD roster will likely also be charters, according to Chris
Barbic, the ASD superintendent and point person of Tennessee’s
turnaround effort. Barbic says he’s conﬁdent in the performance
of the direct-run schools, but he believes the best way to make a
school autonomous and accountable is by authorizing it to run
as a charter.
For charter operators, taking over an ASD priority school
offers a compelling deal. Instead of having to ﬁnd a building and
raise money for their program, charter operators who take over
can in effect get an entire school for free.

Principal Kimberly
Hopkins-Clark is devoting
much of her time to
helping the teaching
staff, many of whom are
new to the profession.
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There’s a hitch, though, and it’s what makes Tennessee’s turnaround effort so important for other troubled school systems
around the country to watch. In exchange for the free school
and support from the state, ASD charters must agree to operate as neighborhood schools open to all, just as Frayser’s MLK
Prep does. That universal access is what sets Tennessee’s experiment apart. For years, critics of charters have claimed that the
strong results at certain schools reﬂect selection bias. That is,
the students they attract are more motivated and/or less needy
than students in otherwise comparable schools. Barbic doesn’t
believe that. He thinks charters will be able to outperform traditional district schools because they won’t have to operate within
large bureaucracies. “That’s the bet at least,” Barbic says. “That’s
the hypothesis.”

assistant principal position. Today she is the regional superintendent for innovation zone schools. Her boss, Chief Innovation
Officer Brad Leon, describes her as someone “extraordinarily
committed to constant improvement.”
Once Shelby County received authorization from the state
to create iZone schools, Griffin and her team of content advisers set out to identify which schools would make the best
candidates. They focused on the neediest priority elementary
and middle schools, especially those that fed into middle or
high schools that could best support those students’ continued growth. The county converted seven schools in year one;
another six schools were added in year two. Another four
schools were added at the beginning of the 2014-2015 school
year, bringing Shelby’s total number of iZone schools to 17.
As with the ASD schools, iZone principals are entrusted
with the authority to hire their teaching staff. But there are also
differences. The ASD tends to push autonomy and responsibility down to the operator level. The iZone schools are much
more focused on providing ongoing teacher support. “The way
I think about it is that empowerment means empowering people to also do their job more effectively,” says Leon. “It’s not just
the hiring decisions, it’s not just strategic decisions. It’s also,

lsewhere in Memphis, though, there’s another big
experiment in school reform taking place. The schools
involved in it aren’t charters, and they aren’t being run
by the state. Rather, they are operated by Shelby County
Schools. They’re called innovation zones, or simply
iZone schools. And so far, they collectively represent the most
successful turnaround schools in Memphis.
When the Tennessee Department of Education was setting
up the ASD, it knew that the new
state school district wouldn’t
have the capacity to serve every
priority school. So it created a
process by which any school
district with priority schools
could set up so-called innovation zones. Schools in these innovation zones would be able to
extend the school day or provide
additional resources by applying
to the state for access to federal
school improvement grants.
Shelby County, which runs
the public schools in Memphis,
decided to create a system of
iZone schools that would incorporate many of the best features
of education reform: longer
schools days, autonomy for school
leaders and the ability for principals to hire their own teaching
staff. Exactly how Shelby County
Schools would develop and run
those schools fell largely to one
person, Sharon Griffin.
Griffin is an unmissable presence—tall, stylish and determined. She began her career as a
science teacher in the early 1990s
at, of all places, Frayser High
School before moving on to an

E

Once a science
teacher at Frayser
High School,
Sharon Grifﬁn is
now the regional
superintendent for
innovation zone
schools.
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‘Here’s what we think excellence looks like,
let us get there.’”
In practice, that’s meant hands-on coaching, and lots of it. Under Griffin’s watch, the
iZone has sought to provide its teachers with
content coaches and other opportunities to
learn and improve. Teachers, says Griffin,
have responded. Many of the iZone teachers
were hired away from ASD schools and charters. “They have a comparison,” Griffin says,
“and they say, ‘I didn’t have the support in
those other schools. That support has made
all the difference.’”
Shelby County Schools did something
else remarkable. It moved some of the district’s best teachers into the iZone schools.
That’s extremely rare. Indeed, U.S. Secretary
of Education Arne Duncan traveled to Memphis in September to highlight the effort and
urge school districts nationwide to do the
Shelby County
same thing.
Schools’ Chief InnovaThe ﬁnal ingredient in the iZone recipe is
tion Ofﬁcer Brad Leon:
that teachers are also expected to work harder.
“Here’s what we think
Innovation schools meet for an additional hour
excellence looks like,
every day, a cost the district has covered with
let us get there.”
federal funds. That alone has been equivalent
to adding 23 days to the school year.
Effective leadership, autonomy, good teachers and longer school days: The iZone schools
have made all of the moves that education
reformers like to see schools make. They
administrators and teachers into the system from outside. Until it
also added a new component to the mix: content-coaching and
constant support. And they’ve done all that within the context of
did, expansion of the iZone program was on hold.
traditional public schools.
There were other problems, too. One was cost: iZone schools
Since the ﬁrst group of iZone schools opened, the results
are more expensive to run than traditional public schools, because
teachers are compensated for the longer hours they’re required
have been strikingly successful. Every one of the iZone schools
has made signiﬁcant gains. Four of the seven elementary schools
to work. That additional cost had been covered by federal school
and ﬁve of the seven middle schools are on track to move into the
improvement grants, but those dollars will run out at the end of
top quarter of schools statewide within ﬁve years. As a whole,
this school year. Shelby County wants to expand the iZone prothe iZone has seen test-score gains of 10 points a year. Test gains
gram, but it’s ﬁrst going to have to ﬁgure out how.
Meanwhile the state was eager to move ahead this past fall.
among ASD schools have, on average, been much smaller.
But Barbic and the ASD don’t see iZones as competitors. Far
Barbic was ready to announce the next group of schools the state
from being upset by the progress those schools have made, Barbic
would be taking over. Since he had ruled out having any more
was excited to incorporate their strategies into the state’s turnschools run directly by the ASD, and since Shelby wasn’t ready
around efforts. In fact, he reached out to Shelby County Schools
to move forward on expanding its iZone schools, that meant one
and worked with them to help identify the next set of schools the
thing: charters.
state would take over. Barbic was even open to the idea of converting those schools to iZones.
arbic set up meetings for mid-October, to begin
matching priority schools in need with the charters
That’s when things hit a snag. As talks between the state and
county continued, it became clear that Shelby County Schools
that would run them. The meetings would include
faced serious constraints. The iZone schools’ success had come at
the state, the charter operators and the communities
a price. While iZone students showed big gains in test scores, the
they would operate in—and Barbic knew it was going
schools that iZone principals and teachers had left behind showed
to be tough. Despite years of abysmal test scores, neighborhood
declines. The beneﬁts of good leadership and good teaching had
residents were always shocked to ﬁnd out their schools were
seemingly just been redistributed from one group of schools to
seen as failing. (“Failing schools” is a phrase never used by the
another. Shelby County Schools had to ﬁnd a way to bring skillful
ASD but widely used by everyone else.) In previous years, Bar-

B
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things these neighborhoods had left,
their neighborhood schools.
Barbic, of course, was well
aware of these beliefs. He spent vast
amounts of time attempting to allay
these concerns. Every week, he made
the three-hour drive to Memphis,
leaving his wife and kids behind in
Nashville. Days were spent working
out of a modest, donated office downtown or in a small cluster of doublewide trailers in Frayser. Evenings
were spent speaking and listening
to concerns at community meetings
or breaking bread with community
leaders. His workday often began
at 5 in the morning and lasted until
10 p.m., when Barbic and other ASD
staff retired to a modest guest house
rented by the state to save on hotel
ASD Superintendent
costs. By statute, Barbic had the powers of an autocrat. But the way he
Chris Barbic wants to
bring together charter
conducted himself in Memphis was
anything but high-handed.
operators and neighIn September, Barbic was busy
borhood groups.
preparing for the mid-October takeover meetings. Fate intervened. On
Thursday, Sept. 18, Barbic woke up at
his home in Nashville feeling ill. He
bic and his staff had been greeted with a mixture of surprise,
shrugged it off and drove to Memphis, returning home that night.
anger, confusion and dismay. Barbic understood why. The idea
The next morning, he felt even worse, but he went to work anyof a charter school as the neighborhood school was novel, and
way at the Department of Education in downtown Nashville. By
somewhat confusing. Enrolling children in a charter school is
mid-afternoon, experiencing worsening chest pains, he checked
himself into a hospital. Chris Barbic was having a heart attack.
typically something parents choose whether to do. Under the
ASD, though, charter school operators were taking over existing
The cardiac team at St. Thomas Hospital rushed him into the
neighborhood schools—schools where parents often had deep
operating room for immediate surgery.
connections—and replacing the teachers with whom parents had
Barbic is 44. He exercises regularly; he has no family history of
developed relationships.
heart disease. In the eyes of many in the education reform moveTo make matters worse, it’s not always clear how much comment, this was a heart attack caused by the stress of the job.
The operation was successful, and by the end of the followmunities are actually able to participate in the takeover process.
They don’t always have a say. Whenever possible, the ASD tries to
ing week, Barbic was back on his feet. Three weeks later, he was
convene a group of charter operators and neighborhood schools
back on the job. But his recovery meant he couldn’t go to Memphis to participate in the mid-October round of school takeover
and then conduct a two-month matching period so they can get
to know each other—a bit like speed-dating. Then a neighborhood
announcements.
advisory council can recommend what it thinks the match should
Here’s what the state planned to do. First, ASD staff would
be, the charter operator agrees, and everybody’s happy.
convene with teachers in the schools that were being taken
But it doesn’t always work like that. If there’s only one charover. Because those teachers’ jobs were potentially at risk, the
ter that’s willing to take over a particular school, then the ASD
state wanted them to hear the news ﬁrst. The following week,
will simply announce it, without input from the community. “It
the ASD and charter operators would meet with the parents and
does give the appearance of jamming a decision down people’s
community members in the areas where charters had either been
throats,” Barbic acknowledges, but “we look at it as being honest.”
selected or might be selected to run the neighborhood school.
To at least some of the residents in affected neighborhoods,
But this time would prove to be different. This time, the
the state’s promises of public input and the encouragement to
opponents of the state takeover were organized and waiting. G
get involved were nothing more than window dressing. In those
critics’ eyes, this was just another way for white people to earn
Email jbuntin@governing.com
six-ﬁgure salaries by privatizing and dismantling one of the few
More at governing.com/frayser
GOVERNING | Ja n u a r y 2 0 1 5

52

GOV01_46.indd 52

12/17/14 1:25 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

DO CREDIT RATI
MATTER ANYMO

GOVERNING | Ja n u a r y 2 0 1 5

54

GOV01_54.indd 54

12/15/14 4:58 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

TINGS
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PHOTO ILLUSTRATION: HEATHER WHISENHUNT; IMAGE: SHUTTERSTOCK

Thanks to changes in the
market, bond ratings don’t
mean what they used to.
By Liz Farmer
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D O C R E D I T R AT I N G S M AT T E R A N Y M O R E ?

hicago’s ﬁnances aren’t in great shape. And they’ve been
getting worse in recent years. The city’s pension debt has
ballooned to eight times its operating revenue. Between
2002 and 2012, Chicago tripled its debt load. During
that time, the city’s population—its tax base—fell. As a result of
all those factors, the credit market has reacted harshly. Fitch Ratings has downgraded the city’s debt rating two notches, to A-, just
since 2010. Meanwhile, Moody’s Investors Service downgraded
Chicago three notches over that time, to Baa1. That’s just three
steps away from junk bond status.
But then there’s Standard & Poor’s. Over the same period of
time in which the other two ratings agencies have been gutting
Chicago’s score, S&P has kept its rating for Chicago locked at A+.
These aren’t minor differences. In fact, Chicago’s three credit ratings are now spread across four of the 10 possible rating levels for
investment grade bonds.

companies became more aggressive with their own investments,
they too became victims of the ﬁnancial market collapse in 2008.
Those companies were downgraded, and a business that had once
insured nearly half of all municipal bonds dropped practically out
of existence. It changed everything.
Without the cloak of bond insurance, governments had to rely
on their credit quality alone for the ﬁrst time in decades. It was
an unfamiliar practice, and not just for those issuing the bonds.
Municipal market investors were, for the ﬁrst time, required
to look under the hood. What they found was often confusing.
For one thing, the muni bond market is vastly different from the
corporate market. And governments vary signiﬁcantly from one
another in terms of their level of disclosures and ﬁnancial savviness. Complicating things further was the fact that credit ratings
themselves increasingly began to vary. More and more, two different agencies would issue two different ratings for the same bond.
As a result, credit ratings—
which were once essentially
the only thing that mattered to
Downgraded
investors—are today just one
All three major credit rating agencies have lost market share since 2010.
of the myriad things investors
look at. A rating is an important
100%
starting point, but it doesn’t
have to dictate the kind of
reception a government will
80%
actually get in the municipal
market. Investors want to look
at a whole host of factors to
60%
assess a city’s ﬁscal health, and
government ﬁnance officials
40%
are today much more likely to
work directly with investors.
Standard & Poor’s
Against that backdrop, the ratMoody’s Investors Service
20%
ings agencies’ wildly divergent
Fitch Ratings
Total % of bonds that have a credit rating
opinions on the overall health
of the municipal market has
0
led to increased skepticism
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
about their own credibility.
In other words, if invesSOURCE: MUNICIPAL MARKET ADVISORS
tors don’t care about ratings as
So what gives? How could three agencies look at the same set
much as they used to, and if ratings agencies can’t even agree on
of numbers and come up with such disparate results? And how
which way the muni market is trending, then what purpose do
could two groups see a ﬁnancial decline when a third sees ecothey serve?
nomic stability? “We’re talking about very dramatic differences,”
ince the market crash, credit rating agencies’ image as a
says Matt Fabian, managing director of Municipal Market Advisors (MMA). “When the rating agencies are so divergent, what
whole has suffered greatly. They were blamed for helpguidance are investors left with?”
ing to precipitate the crisis in the ﬁrst place, by giving
It wasn’t very long ago that most governments could just buy a
overly generous ratings to mortgage-backed securities
top-grade AAA rating no matter what their actual ﬁnancial health
that later turned sour. In February 2013, the Department of Juswas. Thanks to the bond insurance business, a government issutice even sued Standard & Poor’s for $5 billion, claiming that it
ing bonds could just pay for an insurer to wrap the bonds with a
knowingly issued unduly high ratings. (S&P says the lawsuit is
AAA rating. Lower-rated bonds mean governments have to pay
simply a retaliation for the agency’s high-proﬁle downgrade of
higher interest rates to investors. So in most cases it was still a betthe nation’s credit rating in 2011.)
ter deal to pay a little extra for bond insurance upfront rather than
When it comes to the municipal market, some observers see
higher interest rates down the road. The system worked—as long
credit rating agencies in the middle of an alarming shift. Increasas the insurance companies could offer a AAA rating. But as those
ingly, two agencies will issue a different rating for the same
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municipal credit. In fact, today about 40 percent of municipalities
that have ratings from different agencies have what’s called a split
rating, according to data from MMA. From the agencies’ perspective, the variance is simply a result of their different approaches.
And those differences help inform the market, says Bob Kurtter,
Moody’s managing director of U.S. public ﬁnance. “For the most
part we see things similarly, and in some cases we don’t,” he says.
“Investors are looking for a range in opinions and, for the most
part, I think that’s a good thing.”

done all three agencies,” says county Chief Financial Officer Ivan
Samstein. “But we thought that we could go with just one rating,
and we chose to use S&P.”
So who’s getting it right? S&P’s sunnier outlook or the more
negative viewpoint of Moody’s and Fitch? Unsurprisingly, that
depends on whom you ask. Samstein says the mere fact that he
was able to sell $90 billion in bonds with just one rating, from S&P,
means the muni market as a whole is more in line with S&P’s more
optimistic assumptions. And CFOs also have a duty to get the best
price for taxpayers—after all, he says, a lower rating would have
increased the county’s borrowing costs. Still, adds Samstein, who
previously worked as a public ﬁnance credit analyst at Moody’s:
“Most of the market knows, if you’re a sophisticated institutional
investor, you shouldn’t really trust the ratings by themselves.”

Increasingly, two
agencies will issue a
different rating for the
same municipal credit.

overnments these days are selling their product to a
much more knowledgeable investor. After the collapse
of the bond insurance industry, ﬁnancial ﬁrms had to get
smart—quickly—about municipal bonds. Analyst desks
began opening up or expanding at major ﬁnancial ﬁrms across the
country. The Securities and Exchange Commission even established a new Office of Municipal Securities to keep watch over the
market. It’s no longer a cut-and-dried picture, says Washington,
D.C., CFO Jeff DeWitt. The difference now, he says, is that cities
and states must market themselves to investors. “The bonds aren’t
going to get sold as well if you don’t get involved.”
In fact the District of Columbia is looking to join the growing
number of major municipalities that hold investor conferences,
a convenient way for issuers in a particular region to connect
directly with potential buyers. States like California and Massachusetts have well-established investor relations programs dating back several years. Last March, Massachusetts began selling
bonds directly to investors, opening up a two-week period each
month in which people can buy general obligation bonds directly
from the state. The goal with MassDirect and all these types of
programs is to create more competition for bonds, thus lowering
the overall borrowing cost for governments.
The blossoming relationship between governments and investors means, among other things, that bond ratings don’t carry the
same weight as they used to. Of course, no CFO can schmooze his
way out of an unfavorable ﬁnancial status. A bad credit is a bad
credit. But in the growing number of cases where municipalities
receive two different ratings, ﬁnance officers can explain to investors why they believe the higher rating is more accurate and what
the lower rating might not be taking into account.
A government’s credit rating will always matter. An upgrade
or a downgrade on a credit, especially a general obligation bond,
still makes headlines. And ratings give everyone a rough idea of
what kind of borrowing costs to expect.
But government ﬁnance officers are increasingly ﬁnding that
a credit rating doesn’t have to keep them from getting the deal
they want—if they’re willing to work for it. “Before 2007, I rarely
talked to an investor,” says DeWitt. “They’d call occasionally to
ask a few questions. But after 2007, I talk to them all the time.” G

G

But to those on the outside looking in, the divergence is sending a different message to investors, says MMA’s Fabian. “It does
undermine the agencies’ credibility,” he says. “In theory, independent views should generally align with one another. So when they
don’t, it underscores a degree of subjectivity.”
Exactly which agency’s creditability has suffered more is, well,
subjective. Last summer, municipal credit analyst Tom Kozlik
released a scathing report that called into question the revamped
ratings methodology that S&P had been applying over the prior
year to reassess its local government ratings. The new criteria
score municipalities in seven categories: management, economy,
budgetary ﬂexibility, institutional framework (governance), budgetary performance, liquidity and debt/liabilities. As a result of
the new criteria, S&P has issued about 10 times as many upgrades
as it has downgrades over the past year (although most of its ratings did stay the same). S&P acknowledges that the number of
upgrades was higher than its analysts initially expected. But the
agency attributes that to the unexpectedly positive results from
the qualitative portion of its analyses of governments. In other
words, the more subjective measures—particularly government
management—were looking pretty good.
Meanwhile, Moody’s—which has done a smaller revamp of
its criteria, applying stricter standards to governments’ pension
liabilities—has been issuing about twice as many downgrades
as upgrades.
All of this has led governments to pick and choose the agency
they think will give them the best rating, according to Kozlik’s
report. More governments today are issuing just one rating when
they go to market, he says—and their rating of choice is S&P. All
three agencies have lost market share since their business boomed
following the collapse of bond insurers, but S&P has held on to a
greater share than either Moody’s or Fitch. Even larger issuers,
which traditionally have always needed to obtain more than one
rating on new bond issues, are ﬁnding that they can get by with
just one. Last year, Cook County, Ill., issued $90 million in sales
tax bonds and only used an S&P rating. “Years ago we would have
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Problem Solver
The Suicide Crisis
Despite a growing number of deaths, the issue rarely garners
much attention from policymakers.
uicide has emerged as a leading cause of death in Utah,
claiming more lives year after
year. More than twice as many
Utahns now die by suicide than in traffic
accidents, even exceeding deaths from
diabetes. The state lies in the middle of
what has become known as the Suicide
Belt, a region stretching from Idaho down
to Arizona and New Mexico where selfinﬂicted deaths are more prevalent.
In some communities in Utah and elsewhere that suffer a series of suicides, local
officials have sought answers. But despite
a growing number of deaths nationally, it’s
an issue that’s still largely off the radar in
policy debates.
One primary reason why suicide is
more of a problem out West, experts say,
is a lack of access to mental health care in
more rural areas. In parts of central Utah,
providers can be 100 miles away or more.
Access to ﬁrearms and gun ownership
rates are also greater in the region. One
University of Utah neuroscientist even
published research theorizing high altitudes cause changes in brain chemistry,
resulting in more mood disorders.
Nationally, suicide rates have been
slowly climbing since 2005 to over 40,000
deaths annually—more than all traffic
fatalities. A review of the latest Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
data ﬁnds that annual age-adjusted suicide rates increased in all but two states
between 2007 and 2012. In 20 states, total
suicides increased by at least 20 percent
over the ﬁve-year period.

Faced with a rising number of deaths
and one of the nation’s highest suicide
rates, Utah is working to bolster its prevention efforts. In 2013, lawmakers established two new suicide prevention coordinator positions. In the ﬁrst two weeks
of this past November, a single school
district in Utah experienced two suicides
and three attempted suicides. Officials
with the Alpine School District responded
by convening a series of public meetings.
Mental health experts were brought in to
train parents, teachers, scout leaders and
anyone else interested in learning about
suicide prevention. “We believe it takes an
entire community to save a child,” says Dr.
Greg Hudnall, who heads a suicide prevention group.
Research hasn’t linked a single prevailing factor to the increase in suicides. But
some of the more commonly cited culprits are the downturn in the economy,
prescription drug abuse and returning
veterans suffering from post-traumatic
stress disorder.
About half of suicides nationally are
committed with ﬁrearms, according to the
CDC. A bill passed last year by Utah lawmakers tries to curb gun-related suicides
by allocating funding toward brochures
outlining suicide prevention and ﬁrearm
safety tips. It also uses funds from concealed-carry permit fees to provide rebate
vouchers for purchases of gun safes. And
Kim Myers, Utah’s ﬁrst statewide suicide
prevention coordinator, plans to help ﬁrearm safety instructors integrate suicideprevention training into their courses.
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While suicides are particularly numerous in rural and Western states, rates
aren’t nearly as high in densely populated
areas of the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic.
Wyoming, for example, recorded about 30
suicides per 100,000 residents in 2012, the
highest rate nationally, more than triple
that of New Jersey and New York.
Regional differences in suicide rates
also depend, to a degree, on an area’s
demographics. From the 2012 CDC data,
men were about four times more likely
than women to take their own lives.
Women, meanwhile, are about three times
more likely than men to attempt suicide.
Non-Hispanic whites recorded suicide
rates more than double that of blacks and
Asians, while Native Americans also die at
noticeably higher rates.
If there’s one group that is especially
at risk, it’s middle-aged and older white
men. Suicide prevention efforts, however,
typically aren’t tailored to this cohort. The
Suicide Prevention Resource Center’s
Julie Goldstein Grumet notes that youth
suicide prevention programs have been
in place for years, and the suicide rate for
those under age 25 hasn’t accelerated as
it has for other age groups. “We need to
be more creative in how we get to them,”
Goldstein Grumet says.
One novel public awareness campaign
geared toward this group, created in part
by the Colorado Department of Public Health, utilizes a laid-back, ﬁctional
therapist to engage men and help them
overcome the stigma of seeking help. Visitors to its website, ManTherapy.org, can
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| BEHIND THE NUMBERS
By Mike Maciag

Traffic Accident Victims
Suicides
Homicides

complete an “18-point head inspection”
and learn about available resources.
How states manage efforts to reduce
suicides varies greatly. Only ﬁve fully fund
dedicated offices for suicide prevention,
according to the American Foundation for
Suicide Prevention (AFSP). About a third
rely on public-private coalition models, as
is the case in Utah. State-level leadership
helps avoid duplicating resources, says
Nicole Gibson of AFSP, but there’s no onesize-ﬁts-all model. “Having a lot of groups
working alongside decision-makers is a
recipe for success,” she says.
Recent suicide-related legislation in
states has focused largely on schools,
where suicides are one of the leading
causes of death among young people.
Seventeen percent of high school students in the CDC’s 2013 National Youth
Risk Behavior Survey reported they “seriously considered” committing suicide in
the preceding 12 months, while nearly 3
percent made an attempt that required
medical treatment. About 22 states mandate suicide prevention training for educators, according to AFSP.
One of the emerging challenges advocates see is expanding the issue beyond
the behavioral health system. First
responders and clergy members, for
example, might take what are known as
mental health ﬁrst aid courses. “It’s going
to take,” Goldstein Grumet says, “much
more of a public health perspective where
more people take ownership.” G
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Email mmaciag@governing.com
See data for your state at governing.com/suiciderates
SOURCES: CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND PREVENTION, NATIONAL CENTER FOR HEALTH STATISTICS, AND NATIONAL HIGHWAY TRAFFIC SAFETY ADMINISTRATION
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Problem Solver

| SMART MANAGEMENT
By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

What Keeps You Up at Night?
Municipal and county government ofﬁcials weigh in.
his past fall, we stood up in front
of about 200 people at the International City/County Management Association conference to
talk about management issues. The speech
was tricky: Much of the audience was
made up of managers who hold responsible positions with municipal and county
government, and they can get testy when a
couple of journalists stand on a stage to tell
them about their own business.
So we had an idea. In the minutes
before the session began, we asked all the
men and women in the room to answer
two questions in writing. Question one
asked, “When you think of the future
ﬁnancial stability of your government,
what worries you the most?” And question two asked, “What routes to the future
ﬁnancial stability of your government are
you most optimistic about?”

We got 127 responses. While we aren’t
pretending that this was any kind of scientiﬁc survey, the results seemed more
than sensible and worth sharing. To begin,
the biggest worry in the crowd pertained
to revenues. Even though about half the
states have seen their revenues return to
pre-recessionary levels, the number is far
smaller among municipalities. In fact, 1 in
4 who sent us their responses indicated
that oncoming revenue problems and
shortfalls are signiﬁcant sources of concern to them.
As you would expect, a fair number
of attendees are placing their faith in a
steady return of the economy to set things
right again and put revenues neatly in line
with expenditures. But the theory of rising tides lifting all boats wasn’t enough to
keep the audience from coming up with a
schooner full of concerns.
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Jim McKnight, city manager of
Rockledge, Fla., bemoaned the fact that
“revenue sources are controlled by the
state legislature.” Of course, he’s talking
about decisions by folks in state capitols
that determine whether cities can collect sales taxes, raise property taxes, use
an income tax or make other revenueraising decisions.
Even if the state does not stand in the
way, it is hugely difficult persuading people that tax increases—even small ones—
are acceptable. Ryan Harvey, a policy
analyst in Provo, Utah, told us this story
when we called him after the conference:
His city was going to do a small property
tax increase last year, just to cover inﬂation. But the citizenry wasn’t willing to
go along. “One of the major objections
we heard is that we were going to hurt
the poor. That we were going to cripple
them. But for the poor people who pay
property taxes, we were talking about
increasing them by a dollar a month or
so.” Interestingly, an outpouring of concern for the poor came from the very
same rich folks who were going to wind
up paying a perceptible amount of additional taxes. We do not want to be skeptical here, but we can’t help but wonder
who the wealthier residents were ultimately concerned about.
Other major elements mentioned
by our respondents regarding revenue
instability included decreasing state and
federal funding, overreliance on property
taxes given the potential of the housing
market to crash again, and increasing
demands for new programs.
But that’s just the beginning of the
story. Many attendees were concerned
about escalating employee costs, largely
from pensions and other post-employment beneﬁts. A good number of respondents told us that they were worried
about pressing infrastructure needs and
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| BETTER GOVERNMENT
By Mark Funkhouser
costs—more pointed us in that direction
than those who brought up health costs,
the next most commonly mentioned
item. Finally, though they described the
phenomenon in a variety of ways, many
respondents were concerned about rising citizen expectations in their cities for
additional services now that the recession
is allegedly over.
Inasmuch as we’ve spent the majority
of our adult lives researching and reporting about state and local management, we
found it particularly intriguing to note
that the causes for optimism cited by the
group largely fell into the area of managerial changes. More than 1 in 5 suggested
that they were hanging their hopes on a
variety of ways to prioritize services, control spending and inaugurate efficiency
improvements. Tom McCarty, county
administrator of Eau Claire County, Wis.,
was one of a number of people who recommended a focus on results-based performance measures to decide priorities.
Others suggested that shared services
and local government consortiums “will,”
in the words of Caitlin Humrickhouse,
a consultant at Baker Tilly Virchow
Krause LLP, “provide a new operating
environment that can help relieve some
ﬁscal pressures.”
Particularly interesting was a postconference chat we had with Greg Burris,
city manager of Springﬁeld, Mo. His city is
studying storytelling—using anecdotes to
let constituents know how programs are
affecting lives. “I’ve got my entire leadership team talking about storytelling,”
he says. Burris’ rationale is that public
employees are doing wonderful things
every day, but the public doesn’t know
about them. When that’s the case, it can be
hugely difficult making any kind of meaningful change, even if there’s a lot of good
data available. “Performance measures
impact the brain,” he says. “You can feel
good about them. But what you remember are the stories. The people who hear
[a good story about an accomplishment]
will remember it a lot longer than a computer dashboard with statistics.” G

The Flavors of Corruption

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com

Email mfunkhouser@governing.com

It’s getting harder for public ofﬁcials to stay out of ethics hell.
While serving as mayor of Kansas City, I was investigated by several entities, including the Missouri Ethics Commission, for allegedly using city staff and property to
campaign for a light rail initiative that was on the ballot. I was eventually exonerated,
but only after a great deal of bad press and time spent by my staff and me supplying
documents, answering interrogatories and being interviewed by various investigators.
In my previous work as a government auditor, I had frequently dealt with scandal
and impropriety, but I had never envisioned myself as the star of the show. This was a
new and sobering experience, and I came away from it shocked at my former naïveté.
Now, when I see media reports of apparent ethical lapses involving public officials,
I tend to group them into three broad categories.
First, real corruption occurs when a public official acts in such a way as to signiﬁcantly thwart the public purpose for which he or she was elected. No one would dispute that taking a bribe is real corruption.
Or paying one, as a Kentucky state House
member has been accused of doing in an
alleged effort to get a state inspector to
ignore environmental violations at the
legislator’s coal mines.
The second category involves violations of propriety and decency. These
are less serious ethical breaches than
true corruption, but ones that, when
they come to light, can be counted on
to produce public outrage. The chicanery involving patient waiting lists at the
Department of Veterans Affairs falls into
this category.
Finally, there are political differences
being treated as crimes, in which political
actors use investigations and occasionally indictments to harass their opponents. An
example of this is the Massachusetts Democratic Party’s recent request that the state
ethics commission investigate a Republican state Senate candidate because a legal
document she ﬁled inadvertently omitted her ties to the state chamber of commerce.
I see a trend, accelerating over the last couple of decades, in which the “unethical” label is being applied to the two latter, lesser categories. This has two pernicious
effects. It dilutes our focus on real corruption, which continues unabated, and it tends
to corrode public perception of all public officials.
Fortunately, there is help for officials who want to improve their chances of
staying out of serious ethical trouble. One excellent source of such help is the State
Legislative Leaders Foundation, a nonpartisan, independent national organization.
Elected officials need concrete, practical advice from experts on ethical leadership,
and that’s what participants in the foundation’s ethics training programs say they get.
My own experiences have made me far more sympathetic to the ethical situations in which today’s public officials ﬁnd themselves. Programs like these, which
go beyond simple exhortations to go forth and sin no more, not only beneﬁt the
participants but the broader public as well. Certainly we could all use a little less
bad news. G

“

Increasingly,
political differences
are being treated
as crimes, as a way
for political actors
to harass their
opponents.”
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Problem Solver

| TECH TALK
By Tod Newcombe

Rich in Data, But Not for the Poor
Not everyone is beneﬁting from the explosion in data collection.
elping prisoners who have a
substance abuse problem get
back to a productive life isn’t
easy. It’s even harder when
these individuals have mental health
issues too. The recidivism rate for offenders with drug addictions is extremely
high—nearly 73 percent, according to
Ted Smith, chief of civic innovation for
the city of Louisville, Ky. Smith is working
on a project to help dual-diagnosed prisoners receive health care and substance
abuse treatment. But one of the challenges
he’s facing is pulling together all the data
needed to help this vulnerable group.
“The world of data is not perfect,” Smith
says. “And when it comes to case management, certain data sets can be scarce.”
These gaps Smith’s program has
encountered are a microcosm of a larger
problem nationwide: a growing data disparity between the rich and poor. The
importance of data-driven services and
programs has grown signiﬁcantly in
recent years, especially in health care,
education and ﬁnancial services. But
not all segments of society are beneﬁting from the explosion in data collection,
leading to what some experts are calling
a data divide. “We’ve already recognized
there are gaps in technology that can signiﬁcantly impact an individual’s ability to
thrive,” says Daniel Castro, director of the
Center for Data Innovation and author
of the report The Rise of Data Poverty in
America. “If there’s also a lack of data, we
will see a similar failure.”
The report highlights a number of
potential data gaps that could affect
certain individuals and communities.
Infants born at state-of-the-art hospitals,

FLICKR/SHANNON TOMPKINS
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“

Communities that are poor in data, as well
as the individuals living in those communities,
may fail to thrive. Rather than being the new oil,
data may be the new oxygen.”
for example, are monitored around the
clock. By the time they leave the hospital,
these little humans have already generated about 200 million data points. Babies
born at less technologically advanced hospitals, however, often leave with no digital
footprint whatsoever. The lack of data can
impact how health dollars are spent down
the road.
The effect of this divide can be seen in
education too. Students in poorer neighborhoods can be cut off from access to
the kinds of beneﬁts that are common
in data-rich school districts, where data
analytics are used to make schools run
more efficiently, to create more personalized learning systems and to provide better guidance in making decisions about
post-secondary education. “Communities
that are poor in data, as well as the individuals living in those communities, may
fail to thrive,” Castro wrote in the report.
“Rather than being the new oil, data may
be the new oxygen.”
To close the data gap, Castro says, governments need to make policies that focus
data collection programs on hard-toreach and underrepresented communities; ensure that funding programs aimed
at closing the digital divide also consider
data poverty problems; make certain that

digital literacy programs help individuals
to understand data-producing technologies, such as social media; and encourage
civic leaders in low-income neighborhoods to understand the beneﬁts of data.
There’s also a more hands-on approach
that CIOs can take in addressing the issue.
They control the tools that can help governments make sure that the data they
are collecting is the data they want. For
instance, CIOs can visualize data on maps
so policymakers can see where the gaps
are. “They can also ask questions,” Castro says, “that can help create a continual
feedback loop between the users of the
data and the producers of the data.”
While it is important to close the data
divide, it is also important to understand
how data represents people. “We have
a good handle on data collected by the
city and the programs that use the data,”
says Louisville’s Smith. But when he
tries to use that data to connect people, it
becomes clear there is a disconnect. It’s an
issue that’s common throughout state and
local government and can amplify the data
divide. But, says Castro, there’s a solution.
“It’s about putting social policy into the
IT shop.” G
Email tnewcombe@governing.com

Louisville, Ky.
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| PUBLIC MONEY

Problem Solver

By Frank Shafroth

The Costs of a Pandemic
The U.S. Ebola scare highlights the ﬁscal fallouts of a health crisis.
ith the arrival of Ebola in
the U.S. came public fear,
widespread misinformation, and the ever-present
danger of contamination and contagion.
While the cases have been isolated, the
threat of the virus required state and local
leaders to assume unprecedented leadership and extreme diplomacy in dealing
with the public, the medical community,
and even medical suppliers and contractors, who balked at handling blood samples, soiled linens and hospital waste out
of fear of the virus.
But when a virus like Ebola hits a
jurisdiction, there is a hefty ﬁscal price
as well. In Texas, Dallas County was the
ﬁrst U.S. locality to deal with the sudden
challenge of an outbreak. The impact
on the budget was not inconsequential.
It cost the county a quarter of a million
dollars to gut and decontaminate the one
small apartment of the nation’s ﬁrst Ebola
victim, Thomas Eric Duncan—part of
the approximately $1 million the county
expended in the ﬁrst weeks of the crisis.
Unlike with some contagions, the unknowns with Ebola could constitute the
gravest challenge. There are surprising
gaps in scientists’ knowledge about the
virus, including the time it can survive in
different environments outside the body.
That is information vital to EMTs, solid
waste departments, hospitals and clinics,
and public and private water and wastewater systems—as well as public transportation agencies.
Given the breadth of the challenge, it
should come as no surprise that two of the
nation’s credit rating agencies have begun
to look at the near-term ﬁscal impact of
Ebola on various aspects of health infrastructure. Standard & Poor’s notes that
“preparedness will be an added ﬁnancial expense for many providers and it
is already affecting senior management

time and energy.” Moody’s reduced Texas
Health Resources to its “developing”
watch list from its previous “positive”
outlook. (Texas Health Resources operates Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital
in Dallas, where Duncan was treated and
died, and where two nurses who treated
him contracted the disease.) Presbyterian

W

disposal problems emerge, who pays for
dealing with that?
While the apparent success of state
and local efforts to eradicate Ebola in the
U.S. provides hope for limiting or even
preventing future outbreaks, the task of
paying for those millions of dollars of
unbudgeted costs looms. So does the core

saw its revenue decline by more than 25
percent in the ﬁrst 20 days of October,
according to ﬁnancial disclosure statements. Emergency room visits fell by 53
percent, and operating surgeries declined
by about 25 percent.
The rating agencies have, to date,
struggled to assess the potential credit
rating impacts on state and local governments and agencies if the virus does
reappear in this country, raising issues
with regard to who will pay for what. For
instance, will Ebola-related costs be borne
by each individual hospital—public or private—by the local government, volunteer
ﬁre and rescue departments and water
and sewer agencies, or will federal dollars
be available? Similarly, if hazardous waste

APIMAGES.COM

Cleaning up after Ebola
outbreaks could cost
governments millions.

responsibility of ﬁnancing and managing
the quarantines of people who may have
been exposed to the virus. Those expenses
range from additional police protection
to transporting individuals to food delivery. Each traveler to the U.S. from a West
African country where Ebola is rampant—
about 150 such people still arrive daily—
will have to be monitored in some fashion
for 21 days. For the localities where those
travelers arrive or settle, that is, in effect,
an unfunded mandate.
Nothing about dealing with the Ebola
scare in U.S. jurisdictions is cheap or easy.
Everything about it is fraught with danger—and potential expenses. G
Email fshafrot@gmu.edu
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Last Look

DAVID KIDD

Settled by the Irish in the 1800s, the Tipperary Hill neighborhood
of Syracuse, N.Y., is home to the world-renowned upside-down
traffic light. How the green light came to be on top and the red
light on the bottom, though, is the stuff of urban legend. When
the traffic light was ﬁrst installed at the intersection of Milton
Avenue and Tompkins Street in 1925, it was a normal light. But
when the locals saw it, it is said, they became incensed and threw
stones at the traffic light, breaking it. The neighborhood Irish
wouldn’t allow the British red to sit atop the Irish green. The city
promptly replaced the signal, and again the locals broke it. This
cycle of destruction and replacement went on for a while until
the city council ﬁnally relented. Ever since then, the green light
has remained on top. In 1997, the city demolished an old building
adjacent to the intersection and built Stone Throwers’ Park, where
a statue of an Irish family memorializes the story. The boy has a
slingshot in his back pocket, just in case.—David Kidd
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Follow
FutureStructure
on Twitter
@futurestruck

DISCOVER
FUTURESTRUCTURE
The go-to source for creating smarter,
more sustainable and resilient places for
AD
people to live. From driverless cars to
self-healing concrete to zero-net energy
neighborhoods, FutureStructure explains
why cities are the 21st century intersection
of ideas, infrastructure and technology.
Latest issue available to download now!

futurestructure.com/download

PREVIOUS
ISSUES:
A NEW FRAMEWORK

HOW IDEAS DRIVE
WHAT WE BUILD

Looking at a city as a system
— or a system of systems
— can help community
leaders reap large, previously
unrealized rewards. Water,
waste and energy systems
— and how they can work
together — is the focus
of this issue.

THE UNSEEN CITY

The same old problems need
to be handled with fresh
solutions. This issue uses the
FutureStructure framework
to highlight solutions to some
of the challenges around
transportation systems and
the built environment.

Too often the most crucial
components of urban life
are overlooked because they
happen underground or out
of view. In this edition of
FutureStructure, we examine
three of these critical
systems — water, waste
and energy.
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Built-for-government
ERP and collections
CGI delivers economies of scale and ﬂexibility to help government
reduce cost, increase agility and drive innovation in their ERP
and collections programs. Our unique strategy supports
government’s current and future needs for deployment
options and provider accountability—giving states the
power to implement the solutions they truly desire.
• Managed services reduce risk and costs while
improving cost predictability
• Integrated debt collections allow government to
increase revenue while minimizing or even eliminating
upfront investment

6
of the last 7 states
to move forward
with ERP
modernization
chose CGI

$3B
in additional
state revenues
certiﬁed from using
CGI solutions

Experience the commitment®

cgi.com/stateandlocal
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