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Staff Writers Liz Farmer, Alan Greenblatt, Chris Kardish,

Daniel C. Vock, J.B. Wogan

t’s not a surprise that most of the people cited in this issue’s
cover story by Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene on the
problems states have with missing or inaccurate data are government auditors. Their daily work brings them face to face with
bad data and its consequences, and what they see alarms them. As
Ohio Auditor David Yost is quoted as saying, “The poor quality of
government data is probably the most important emerging trend
for government executives, across the board, at all levels.”
Of course, government isn’t the only place where problems
with nonexistent or distorted data are found. In a recent New York
Times article on science fraud, Adam Marcus and Ivan Oransky
wrote that “every day, on average, a scientiﬁc paper is retracted
because of misconduct,” and that “not surprisingly, the problem
appears to get worse as the stakes get higher.”
Nor is the problem only a recent
one, born of our current emphasis
on “big data.” Back in 1996, in her
book Tainted Truth: The Manipulation of Fact in America, Cynthia
Crossen detailed numerous cases
of fabrication, distortion, and falsiﬁcation of facts and ﬁgures by both
governments and private researchers—bad information that too often
made its way into public policy.
Problems with data are to a
certain degree inevitable, because
Mark Funkhouser, Publisher data are inherently tied to positive
and negative consequences for the
people who create and report the information. We’ve largely come
to understand that fact in the case of ﬁnancial data. One of the
public officials cited in our cover story notes that most of the data
problems in government are in the management of programs, not
in ﬁnancial accounting.
Accounting data are better because, beginning after the Great
Depression, legislation was passed requiring ﬁnancial audits and
related systems of internal control. Nonﬁnancial data are in need
of the same level of rigor. When data matter a great deal, as in the
Atlanta schools’ test-cheating scandal and in many of the situations cited in Barrett and Greene’s article, then there ought to be
legal requirements in place.
In a recent conversation about using data to improve outcomes
from social services programs, Linda Triplett, a senior staffer with
the Mississippi Legislature’s Joint Committee on Performance
Evaluation and Expenditure Review, told me that her key concern was verifying the accuracy of data. What is needed, she said,
is accuracy, analysis and action. She’s right. Accuracy is critical,
because without it the analysis will be ﬂawed and the action ineffective. Good government requires good data.
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When managing security in an all-IP network,
it helps to see the big picture.
AT&T security experts analyze more than 310 billion ﬂow records
each day for anomalies that indicate malicious activity.
It’s what makes us uniquely qualiﬁed to help state and local
government agencies address the security challenges they face.
Our proactive network-based approach to managed security
delivers some of today’s most powerful weapons to combat cyber
security attacks – helping to safeguard all the elements of your IP
infrastructure. To learn more, download the CIO Security Guide at
att.com/govsecurity

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

unless it serves them. The culture needs
to change from presumption of denial to
instead presumption of release. The footage release must be made a priority in this
discussion, or it just ends up being more
money spent on technology that no one
knows how to use.
—Phillip G. on Governing.com

Second Chance City

Gun-mounted cameras should be considered as well. They would provide a narrow view of whatever the gun was pointed
at but would also complement the body
cam and dash cam.
This has to make the police better at
their job.
—Mike Daum on Governing.com

In Jersey City, N.J.,
ex-offenders are getting an
opportunity to start their
lives over again—and so is
the familiar public ﬁgure
trying to help them.
By J.B. Wogan
Photographs by David Kidd
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The Utilitarian Alley
The F Bomb

The point certainly could have been more
than adequately made by paraphrasing
Mr. McGreevey’s opinion of how criminals are treated after release from jail or
prison. It’s just another example of how
we in America have lost our ability to
communicate without using profanity.
Shame on Governing.
—Scott Barber, HR director,
Florence, Ariz.

Our proﬁle of former New Jersey Gov.
Jim McGreevey’s work running Jersey
City’s prisoner re-entry program (“Second Chance City,” May 2015) included
a four-letter word that readers aren’t
accustomed to seeing in Governing. A
few readers were critical of our choice
to include the profanity; one told us he
stopped reading the story after spying
the offending word. As a practice, we
typically don’t include profanity, and
we wrestled a lot with whether to do
so in this case. Ultimately we decided
that there was no way to accurately
capture the governor’s character without including his quote in full. The
fact is, McGreevey uses salty language
throughout his professional interactions: Spend three minutes with him and
you’ll hear him swear. Nonetheless, his
quote provoked a spirited response from
a couple of readers.

Beyond Hitting ‘Record’
In the May feature “Video Capture,”
Mike Maciag looked at issues police
departments and other government
agencies encounter after implementing
body cameras, such as the need for more
data storage capacity and preparing for
the additional work of processing video
footage. The article prompted several
readers to suggest other issues governments should consider before adopting
body cameras.

How disappointing it was to read the
profanity included in the quote from Jim
McGreevey. Although it was in a direct
quote, and although I’m sure that word
and worse are routinely used by all in the
environment in which Mr. McGreevey
conducts his good work, I fail to see the
necessity of using such profanity on the
pages of a publication like Governing.

In May’s “The Life of an Alley,” Elizabeth
Daigneau wrote about efforts in cities to
turn alleyways into social spaces that
residents could use for recreation and
other activities. It led many to wonder
what that meant for garbage pickup,
parking and other utilitarian uses.
Interesting story about the use of urban
alleys. [But] what happens to the utilities,
garbage cans and weekly waste collection,
commercial deliveries, access to parking
lots and garages, and other traditional
roles of alleys? Can streets in front of residential and commercial buildings serve
the same social and stormwater retention
purposes if improved in the same manner
as the alleys?
—CVO on Governing.com
@CVO Great comment and one that I’ve
meant to ask before. Alleys in our downtown are still very utilitarian.
—CSChutte on Governing.com

There is a wide gap between elected
officials, law enforcement and citizen
groups about footage release policies. I
would caution any localities from massadopting body/dash cams without ﬁrst
having a ﬁrm release policy in place. In
many respects, we all want the police
to effectively police themselves, but it
seems that they deny release of footage
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National Association of State Technology Directors www.nastd.org

Collaboration Through Partnerships~
Leveraging Core Competencies in State Government
Since 1978, the National Association of State Technology Directors (NASTD) has provided state government IT
professionals with timely information, educational programs and networking opportunities to support IT operational
excellence in state government.
The 2015 Annual Conference and Technology Showcase will address topics of interest across the wide spectrum
of IT strategy and operations, including: present and future challenges, management strategies, best practices and
state and federal initiatives.
&RQIHUHQFHSUHVHQWHUVZLOOLQFOXGHNH\RI¿FLDOVIURPIHGHUDOJRYHUQPHQWDJHQFLHVDQGLQLWLDWLYHVLQFOXGLQJ
the Federal Communications Commission and the FirstNet Authority. Private sector thought leaders, state IT
professionals and interested association stakeholders will also speak at the event.
Visit www.nastd.org or contact Pam Johnson at 859-244-8184 for more information.

38 Annual Conference & Technology Showcase
th

August 23 - 27, 2015
Cincinnati, Ohio
Hilton Cincinnati Netherland Plaza Hotel
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One for All

It’s time for more states to consider unicameral legislatures.

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

WHEN THE FOUNDING FATHERS were

trated by the 1787 Connecticut Compromise.
Originally, the number of representatives and
senators from each state were to be determined by population. But small states like
Delaware were concerned that they would
have little voice in federal affairs under such
a system. The compromise was that the
number of House members would be based
on population, but that every state, regardless of population, would have two senators.
That distinction doesn’t exist on the state
level, where both lower- and upper-house
districts are drawn based on population.
Every state except Nebraska has a
bicameral legislature, but with the passage
of time, it’s a setup that has come to make
less sense. Nebraska passed a ballot initiative
to create a unicameral legislature in 1934.
When it was implemented in 1937, the state’s
legislative costs were cut nearly by half.
But cost isn’t the only reason for states
to adopt unicameral legislatures. Under the
bicameral model, differences between bills
passed by the lower and upper houses are
hashed out in conference committees whose
meetings are not public. Conference

considering how American democracy
should be structured, they decided on a
bicameral national legislature, based in some
ways on the one they were familiar with in
Great Britain. And while our current state of
partisan congressional dysfunction might
suggest otherwise, it’s a system that generally works on the federal level. But for state
governments, bicameralism creates unnecessary and costly duplication.
Like the British system, the founders
envisioned an arrangement under which
one chamber of Congress (the House of
Representatives) would be popularly elected.
The other chamber (the Senate—the rough
equivalent of members of the British House
of Lords) would be chosen by state legislatures. Instead, U.S. senators have been popularly elected since ratiﬁcation of the 17th
Amendment in 1913.
One reason a bicameral legislature
makes sense at the federal level is illus-

committees include only a few legislators,
and their deliberations can easily be inﬂuenced by lobbyists. A unicameral legislature
promotes greater transparency.
Then there is the efﬁciency of the process,
with legislation not having to make its way
through two bodies and a conference committee before arriving on the governor’s desk.
For those who fear that unicameral
legislatures would lead to rash decisions,
Nebraska has safeguards in place. In addition
to judicial review and the gubernatorial veto,
the state requires that each bill have a public
hearing, that there be a period of at least ﬁve
days after introduction before a bill is passed
and that each piece of legislation deal with
only a single subject.
Unicameral legislatures are hardly radical; virtually every American municipality has
one. The legislatures of Canada’s provinces
also are unicameral.
It’s certainly unlikely that we’re about
to see a serious movement to do away with
bicameral state legislatures. The impediments,
from entrenched ofﬁceholders to the opportunity for lobbyists to have greater sway over legislation, are formidable. But there’s little doubt
that unicameral legislatures would save money
and improve efﬁciency and transparency.
Perhaps George Norris, the crusader behind
Nebraska’s adoption of its unicameral system,
said it best: “The constitutions of our various
states are built upon the idea that there is but
one class. If this be true, there is no sense or
reason in having the same thing done twice.”
—Charles Chieppo is a research fellow at the
Ash Center of the Harvard Kennedy School,
and a frequent contributor to Governing.com

Nebraska adopted a
unicameral legislature
in 1934.
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Body Cams:
Not Just
for Cops

Parking enforcement
ofﬁcers and ﬁre inspection employees are also
getting body cameras.

APIMAGES.COM

BODY CAMERAS ARE RAPIDLY becoming
a familiar sight in police departments
nationwide. Continued controversy
over police actions in Baltimore;
Ferguson, Mo.; North Charleston, S.C.;
and elsewhere has led to pledges from
local law enforcement agencies across
the country to outﬁt officers with the
devices. Most of the nation’s largest
police departments have either already
adopted the cameras or are considering
plans to implement them.
Now some communities have begun
expanding the use of cameras beyond
police, equipping other public employees
with video devices.
Body cams can be found on parking
enforcement officials in Newark, Del.
They’re on ﬁre marshals in Fredericksburg, Va.; Amarillo, Texas; and other
jurisdictions. In Pullman, Wash., code
enforcement officers—who handle things
like animal control and abandoned
vehicles—are now using body-worn
cameras.
Miami Beach, Fla., is equipping
a large swath of public employees
with the video devices, the ﬁrst larger
jurisdiction to do so. City commissioners
last year passed a $2.7 million plan
funding cameras for police, parking,
code enforcement, and building and ﬁre
inspection employees. Police started
rolling out body cameras in May, and the
other departments will soon follow suit.
Miami Beach City Manager Jimmy
Morales says the cameras are a valuable
tool in improving customer service and
resolving disputes. Motorists can be
aggressive with parking enforcement
officers when they ﬁnd their cars have
been towed, and property owners aren’t
too happy when inspectors issue code
violations. “We thought this would be a

good way to promote integrity on both
ends of the transaction,” Morales says.
Morales adds that body cameras
could help address scandals that plagued
the city in years past. In 2012, the FBI
charged several city code enforcement
officers and ﬁre inspectors in connection
with an extortion investigation that
found they had taken kickbacks from a
South Beach nightclub.
Additional logical applications
could include probation officers and
other corrections workers, says Steve
Tuttle, spokesman for body camera
manufacturer Taser International.
“They’re just starting to scratch the
surface in their interest,” Tuttle says.
“Any public safety employee who sees
verbal [or] physical assaults could beneﬁt
from cameras because of the better
behavior on both sides.”
As with police cameras, recording
all that footage results in substantial
data-storage costs. Additionally,
viewing, processing and logging all
those hours of video is labor-intensive,
and the extra video footage, some
recorded in private residences, will
spur new privacy concerns.
Robert Worden, a University at
Albany professor who has studied body

cameras, says there are fairly compelling
reasons for police to consider adopting
cameras. But for those not working in law
enforcement, the beneﬁts fail to outweigh
the problems. “It’s not immediately
obvious,” he says, “how governments are
going to reap beneﬁts.”
Efforts to expand implementation of
body cameras will likely encounter more
opposition than police departments
have faced. The American Civil Liberties
Union, which has generally supported
implementation of police body camera
programs, came out against Miami
Beach’s initiative, arguing that unarmed
civilian employees don’t require the
same check on their authority as police.
It’s easy to imagine arguments for
strapping cameras on a whole host of
public employees. School security officers,
say, or perhaps even teachers. What about
emergency medical technicians and
other ﬁrst responders? How about transit
operators or airport personnel?
Of course, it’s too early to know how
far governments may want to go. But
if public calls for the cameras persist
and greater demand drives down costs,
more and more agencies might be
tempted to experiment.
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ADVERTISEMENT

Issue Brief

Creating Fuels from Post-Use Plastics
Transforming non-recycled used plastics into valuable fuels, petroleum products
and chemical feedstocks

Producing Sustainable, Alternative Energy
with Plastics-to-Fuel Technology

understanding of the plastics-to-fuel process, plus updated
regulations for these facilities, can enable the energy from nonrecycled plastics to be safely and eﬃciently recovered.

A rapidly expanding set of technologies is enabling
communities to divert non-recycled plastics from the landﬁll
by converting them into useful fuels and chemical feedstocks.
And there’s plenty of potential for these technologies to be
adopted in communities across the country. Consider this: If all
of the non-recycled used plastics headed to U.S. landﬁlls each
year were instead converted into fuel, it is estimated that these
technologies could produce enough fuel to power more than
nine million cars each year.1
At present, however, many state governments lack a clear
regulatory framework for permitting these new technologies, so
adoption is somewhat limited. Recognizing that used plastics
actually are a valuable feedstock for manufacturing — rather
than a waste — will likely require a paradigm shift. A better

Economic and Environmental Value of
Creating Fuels from Non-Recycled Plastics
Plastics recycling continues to increase in the U.S. While
reuse and recycling are the preferred methods of plastics
recovery, it is not always possible for all plastics to be recycled.
So there is a real need and opportunity to identify viable means
of recovering those plastics that are not recycled.
For the material that currently ends up in landﬁlls, one option
is to convert plastics into usable sources of energy. Many of the
plastics that cannot be recycled are viable sources, or feedstocks,
for plastics-to-fuel conversion.
Plastics-to-fuel technologies use a chemical process
(pyrolysis) to change the materials’ properties, thereby salvaging
and repurposing the energy for use in other products. The
standard plastics-to-fuel process goes something like this:
1. Collect plastics that cannot be recycled.
2. Remove contaminants — such as metal and glass —
from the plastics stream.
3. Heat plastics without the presence of oxygen to
create gases.
4. Cool and condense the gases into oil, fuels and
petroleum products.

If all of the non-recycled used plastics
headed to U.S. landﬁlls each year were
converted to fuel, it is estimated the nation
could produce enough fuel to power more
than 9 million cars each year.

Processes may vary slightly, but they can be designed
to create fuels and/or new feedstocks for transportation,
manufacturing and other industrial uses. For example, some
plastics-to-fuel technologies can produce low-sulfur crude oil
that can be reﬁned into synthetic diesel fuels, lubricants, waxes
or even feedstocks for new chemicals and plastics. Fuels can
be used for transportation (e.g., cars, ships, planes) or industrial
boilers. A carbon-based by-product of the process, sometimes

= 1 million cars
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The Plastics-to-Fuel Process
STEP 2:
Contaminants like metal and glass are
removed from the plastics stream.

STEP 1:
Plastics
that can’t be
recycled are
delivered for
processing.

STEP 3:
Plastics are heated
without oxygen
(pyrolysis).

STEP 4:

Fuels can power
cars, buses, ships
and planes.

Petroleum products can then
be used by manufacturers
and industrial users.

called “char,” may (under certain conditions) be used as a
carbon black or even as a coal replacement in cement kilns and
boilers. And non-condensable gases (including propane) can be
captured for use as process energy.
This conversion process can be used to eﬃciently recover the
energy embodied in plastics, can displace some of the need for
virgin crude oil extraction and can help preserve the open space
that otherwise would have been used for a landﬁll.

processes as solid waste disposal or waste-to-energy
(where mixed, unprocessed waste is combusted to produce
energy). Such inaccurate and outdated classiﬁcations place
unnecessary restrictions on these facilities.
Compare, for example, a plastics-to-fuel facility to a typical
solid waste disposal endpoint, such as a landﬁll. A landﬁll
stores mixed solid waste and after it no longer receives waste it
often must be managed over its life for methane recovery and

Misconceptions About
Plastics-to-Fuel Facilities

Four Things to Know About the
Plastics-to-Fuel Conversion Process

The potential beneﬁts of plastics-to-fuel conversion are many,
but the technology is not yet widely used. It’s important to
understand some of the barriers to innovation.
One common misconception is that plastics-to-fuel
conversion will counter recycling eﬀorts. However, high-value,
widely recycled plastics are not converted into fuels because
it often doesn’t make economic sense. On the other hand,
many non-recycled plastics are ideal for conversion. Examples
include food-contaminated plastics, agricultural plastics,
multi-layered ﬂexible packaging, some plastic toys and some
engineered resins.
A challenge to more rapid commercialization of this
technology involves the regulatory classiﬁcation of plasticsto-fuel technologies. These innovative manufacturing
technologies don’t ﬁt neatly into most current regulatory
schemes that, by default, may classify these manufacturing

1

It helps keep non-recycled plastics out of landﬁlls.

2

The resulting petroleum products can displace
some virgin energy sources.

3

Plastics are heated in an oxygen-deﬁcient environment
until they melt and then become gases. The gases are then
condensed into petroleum products.

4

It is very eﬃcient — it uses a small amount of
energy to harness a large amount of energy.
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leachate. By comparison, decommissioning a plastics-to-fuel
facility typically requires removal of any remaining plastics and
disassembly and removal of the machinery.

other manufacturing processes. And they might recognize
that manufacturing fuels and petroleum products from nonrecycled plastic feedstocks can strengthen community-based,
integrated resource management strategies.
Following are some guidelines for modernizing and
streamlining state and local regulations to help standardize
the approval process for plastics-to-fuel facilities and to
capitalize on non-recycled plastics as a local resource.
1. Zone plastics-to-fuel facilities as light industrial
manufacturing facilities. Manufacturing is generally
deﬁned as the process of converting raw materials,
components and parts into ﬁnished goods that meet a
customer’s expectation. Plastics-to-fuel conversion is a

The Ins and Outs of Properly Regulating
Plastics-to-Fuel Technology
Regulatory best practices that resolve discrepancies
between dated waste policies and current opportunities
might begin by broadening the deﬁnitions of “clean energy”
and “renewable energy” to include energy recovery — the
recovery of non-recycled waste that is transformed into usable
energy and fuels. Such best practices might also take into
account the beneﬁts of regulating plastics-to-fuel facilities like

Non-Recycled Plastics as a Valuable Energy Resource
Many states, such as North and South Carolina, have a robust plastic recycling industry. In this Q&A, Scott Mouw,
the state recycling director for North Carolina’s Division of Environmental Assistance & Customer Service, shared
some thoughts on how the Carolinas are building upon this foundation and remain open to the development of
plastics-to-fuel facilities to reduce landﬁll waste and create economic growth throughout the region.

Q: What do recycling eﬀorts currently look like in
the Carolinas?
SCOTT MOUW: We take recycling very seriously. For example,
we helped form the Carolina Plastics Recycling Council, a
partnership of recycling companies and other stakeholders,
to increase plastics recovery in North and South Carolina. Our
state recycling program has worked hard to expand drop-oﬀ and
curbside services, as well as develop other programs to recover
industrial and agricultural plastics. In the interest of landﬁll
diversion, we are striving to capture all of the value of plastics we
can, and that would include the energy value of the material.

about plastics-to-fuel technology and its use.
What does the conversion process involve,
and what’s the incoming stream like? And what’s
left over at the end of the process?
South Carolina has a plastics-to-fuel facility zoned as light
industrial manufacturing, and another facility may open in
Fayetteville, N.C. While other materials may inadvertently be
mixed in with the plastics and require management and disposal,
the facilities themselves don’t store solid waste. The process isn’t
one of waste disposal or waste to energy; the site’s not a landﬁll.
The site would be permitted and zoned accordingly.

Q: How might plastics-to-fuel technology ﬁt into
that infrastructure?
SCOTT MOUW: This new technology has the potential to

Q: It sounds like the Carolinas are trying to lay a
solid groundwork for use of the technology.
SCOTT MOUW: That’s right. I think we’re prepared to explore

enlarge the spectrum of divertible materials. More and more
low-grade plastics are entering the recycling stream and more
could be captured. These plastics need markets to help us
reduce their ﬂow to landﬁlls.

opportunities in a smart, strategic way. From there, the market
will dictate what makes the most sense. As the industry
develops — and I hope it does — we’ll all need to improve our
understanding of how the technology ﬁts into broader materials
management eﬀorts.

Q: Might some regulators and recycling companies
fear that recyclable plastics will end up in plastics-to-fuel
facilities?
SCOTT MOUW: Plastics-to-fuel technology should ideally

Q: What do you see happening at the state level
going forward?
SCOTT MOUW: We want to connect plastics-to-fuel companies
with the appropriate resources and be part of the conversation.
We’ll help companies ﬁnd industrial-zoned properties and
identify incentives that might apply. In the long term, we would
love to see facilities with the right business model located
in the Carolinas and be part of how our state manages the
plastics discard stream. We don’t see any advantage to putting
non-recycled plastics in landﬁlls, especially if we can extract
value from them; instead, we want to harness the embodied
energy in the materials and not let that go to waste.

complement recycling. Some plastic recyclers may worry they’ll
lose their streams, but I don’t believe they will. The technology
targets low-value, mostly non-recycled plastics, not high-value
recyclables, so there should not be a use conﬂict but instead an
opportunity to capture more plastics from disposal.

Q: What are some key permitting and zoning concerns?
SCOTT MOUW: Regulators always seek to protect public health
and reduce environmental risks, so they’ll ask lots of questions
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A new 21st- century paradigm is needed that
recognizes the value of non-recycled waste and
allows innovative conversion technologies to
ﬂourish. By altering the prevailing perspective on
used materials from a liability to an asset, the nation
can realize the beneﬁts of recovering energy from
more of its post-use resources and send fewer
plastics to landﬁlls.

4. Allow for disposal of oﬀ-spec feedstocks and
by-products. Inevitably, some materials such as metals,
wood and ﬁber will be delivered to a plastics-to-fuel facility
and won’t be able to be used. Like other manufacturing
facilities, regulations should allow for proper disposal of
oﬀ-spec feedstocks and by-products.
5. Let recyclers determine if there is a viable market
for their plastics. Rigid requirements that prohibit the
use of certain plastics in plastics-to-fuel conversion could
result in large volumes of recyclable materials being
disposed of as waste, for example during periods when
there are insuﬃcient recycling markets for these materials.
Restrictions that result in disposal of these materials
obviously would not support the goals of recycling
and recovery.

manufacturing process because it uses non-recycled
plastics as a raw material for conversion to fuels and
chemical feedstocks. It is not a disposal process that
stores solid waste (materials that cannot be sorted and
upgraded for reuse).
2. Identify manufacturers of fuels from non-recycled
plastics feedstock as alternative energy producers,
not as waste disposal companies. Plastics-to-fuel
facilities do not treat waste for disposal onsite. They create
marketable alternative energy products and should be
regulated as such. In addition, the plastics-to-fuel process
can have a similar environmental impact as that of
manufacturers that use equipment and machinery.
3. Do not require unnecessary ﬁnancial guarantees
that discourage investment and may therefore
inadvertently encourage landﬁll disposal. Plastics-tofuel facilities do not store waste for extended periods of
time, so these facilities should not be required to create
large post-closure maintenance funds, such as those
generally required for landﬁlls. A plastics-to-fuel facility
makes money only when converting non-recycled plastic
feedstocks into a marketable commodity. These facilities
have no incentive to store waste and should not be treated
like landﬁlls.

A 21st-Century Framework for Beneficial
Energy Recovery
Plastics-to-fuel technology complements recycling and
can be used to extract usable energy from materials that
would otherwise be buried in landﬁlls.
The opportunity is large. To fulﬁll this potential, a new
st
21 -century paradigm is needed that recognizes the value
of non-recycled waste and allows innovative conversion
technologies to ﬂourish. By altering the prevailing perspective
on used materials from a liability to an asset, the nation can
realize the beneﬁts of recovering energy from more of its postuse resources and send fewer plastics to landﬁlls.
Changing the way policy makers view post-use plastics
and revising outdated laws and regulations will help unleash
the value of non-recycled plastics.

Endnotes
1.

Themelis, Nickolas and Mussche, Charles, Columbia University, ”2014 Energy and Economic Value of Municipal Solid Waste, Including
Non-Recycled Plastics, Currently Landfilled in the Fifty States,” July 2014, http://www.americanchemistry.com/Policy/Energy/EnergyRecovery/2014-Update-of-Potential-for-Energy-Recovery-from-Municipal-Solid-Waste-and-Non-Recycled-Plastics.pdf

2.

All information from interview with Scott Mouw conducted on June 2, 2015.

Underwritten by:

The American Chemistry Council’s Plastics Division represents leading companies dedicated to providing
innovative solutions to the challenges of today and tomorrow through plastics. Advances in plastics
are helping Americans save energy, reduce greenhouse gas emissions and decrease waste. Because
plastics are such a valuable resource, the Plastics Division is leading efforts to ”reduce, reuse, recycle and
recover,” including through outreach, education and access to advances in recycling technology.
The Plastics-to-Oil Technologies Alliance was founded in 2014 to work on enhancing public policy in
support of technologies that convert non-recycled plastics into petroleum-based products.
To learn more, please visit plastics.americanchemistry.com/RegulatingPlastics-to-Fuel.
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The Wheels on the Bus Don’t Have
to Go Round and Round
KIDS IN INDIANA will head back to

so far, only one district applied for
immediate closure, and it was denied.
Franklin Township felt as if it had no
other choice, and other school districts
in the state found themselves in a similar
position. After Indiana voters approved
strict property tax caps in 2010, which
had been introduced by the legislature,
districts have had to rely on passing
local funding referenda every few
years. But Franklin’s referendum was
rejected by voters. The township even
tried imposing student fees to fund bus
service, but the legislature outlawed
that with a 2012 law that prohibited
charges for transportation but allowed
them for athletics and other activities.
All of this makes Indiana a bit of an
outlier. More states are allowing districts
to charge fees for transportation; only
a few expressly allow schools to phase
out busing entirely. About a dozen states
allow transportation fees to be imposed
on a statewide basis, and Hawaii
actually requires them. In California,
busing is required only under speciﬁc

school as usual this fall, but the sight
of classic yellow school buses could
soon become less common, thanks to
a recent ruling by the state Supreme
Court. Yes, school districts must offer
free education that’s open to all, but as
the court wrote in a decision this spring,
“the [state] framers did not intend
for every aspect of public education
to be free.” In other words, districts
don’t have to provide transportation.
The case dates back to 2011, when
Franklin Township, Ind., an Indianapolis
suburb facing a $16 million deﬁcit, opted
to terminate its school bus services.
The move prompted a lawsuit from
parents that would eventually make its
way to the state Supreme Court, but it
also led the Indiana General Assembly
to pass a law allowing districts to end
busing after issuing three years’ notice.
Additionally, schools that could
prove extreme ﬁnancial hardship could
also petition the state Department of
Education for an immediate closure;

FLICKR/ SIMON SCHOETERS

A recent court ruling
allows Indiana school
districts to cease
providing school
bus services.

circumstances or with certain student
populations. Both funding and ridership
there have plummeted over the last
decade as a result. (All states are required
by federal law to provide busing for
students in special education programs.)
No one comprehensively tracks
which states require busing, but
Ronna Weber with the National
School Transportation Association
says she’s not aware of any state that
“affirmatively declares that its public
schools may decline to provide school
transportation service to its students.”
“Even if states have similar
laws on their books, giving them
ﬂexibility,” Weber says, “they don’t
usually move in that direction, and
we certainly don’t support it.”
The mixed message from the
Indiana legislature—allowing districts
to end busing but prohibiting fees that
could preserve it—has rankled local
officials. But so far they’re not rushing
to end bus service. Three districts have
issued their notice of intent to do so,
but none in the weeks following the
court’s decision in March. Another,
Beech Grove, had issued its mandatory
three years’ notice but then held a
funding referendum in May: In a
district where more than half of the
students are in poverty, the referendum
passed with 76 percent approval.
That means Beech Grove won’t be
phasing out bus service. Paul Kaiser,
the superintendent, says the high stakes
were never meant as an electoral ploy
because his city has a good record of
supporting school funding. But for
other communities, the termination of
bus service could be just a referendum
or two away. “There are just some
communities where they won’t pass”
any measure to raise funding, he
says. “I think schools are going to be
forced to reduce transportation.”
—Chris Kardish
July 2 015 | GOV E R N I N G
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THE BREAKDOWN

For Human Services,
a Little PR
dogged by a messaging problem. That’s the
conclusion from a report commissioned by
the National Human Services Assembly, a
group representing nonproﬁts in health and
human services across the country.
The group decided to look at improving
its public relations efforts after a decade
of seeing the human services sector experience cuts in government funding and
stagnant charitable giving. “There was
this sense,” says Ilsa Flanagan, a program
director with the group, “that with the
arguments we have been making, nothing
was working.”
The report last year is part of ongoing research by the FrameWorks Institute,
which specializes in helping nonproﬁt
organizations recast social work in a more
favorable light. Both the assembly and
its partner, the American Public Human
Services Association (APHSA), hope that by
“reframing” human services, they can gain
greater public support, increase funding
for services and focus more attention on
preventive measures.
The institute’s initial analysis zeroed
in on a public relations problem for human
services: Laypeople and professionals
in the ﬁeld disagree about why human
services exist and whom they beneﬁt. In
March 2013, FrameWorks interviewed 20
people from three metro areas with an
even mix of political leanings to represent
public perceptions of human services.
Researchers found that “the public
focused on the idea that the individual is
the cause and solution for the problem,”
Flanagan says. People in general tended
to believe that giving away money creates dependency, and that investing in
organizations that provide human services actually exacerbates poverty. To
complicate matters, most interviewees
said they thought government was too
inept and corrupt to be effective in providing human services.

Professionals who work in human
services, on the other hand, perceived
poverty and unemployment as byproducts
of systemic, structural issues beyond an
individual’s control. “If a young child grows
up in a neighborhood without good parks
or preschools, if the child’s parents don’t make a living wage,
it’s hard for the child to thrive
and develop,” Flanagan says.
“Human services experts understand those connections.”
The assembly and the APHSA are
using the report’s ﬁndings to offer
practical advice to their members.
“We fall into the same trap over
and over again,” says Anita Light, an
APHSA program director. “We talk
about the problems—how children and families are suffering
because we don’t have enough
resources.” Instead, Light says agencies should refocus the conversation around
success stories in human services.
One state that’s ahead of the curve in
experimenting with ways to reframe human
services is Colorado. When Reggie Bicha
became head of the state’s human services
agency in 2011, he and his staff rewrote
their mission statement. Notably absent was
any mention of “the poor,” “the vulnerable”
or, their bureaucratic equivalent, “lowincome households.”
“We don’t see ourselves as serving just
the needy and downtrodden,” Bicha says.
Between services for the poor, the elderly,
victims of domestic violence, and people
struggling with mental health and addiction
issues, chances are that most Colorado residents will interact with human services or
will know someone who has.
The key, says Bicha, is to celebrate
successes and communicate those stories
to citizens. “We don’t do a very good job of
talking with the public about who we are,
what we do and what we aren’t able to do.”

Number of New York City homicides,
out of a total of 135 from January
through May of this year, involving a
gun. Shootings in New York, while still
at historically low rates, have increased
both of the past two years—for the
ﬁrst time since the late 1990s.

42%

Proportion of bee colonies
that were lost over the
2014–2015 season, according to the
Bee Informed Partnership and the USDA,
up from 34 percent for the previous
year. Colony loss has been a problem
for several seasons, but the most recent
season was especially bad.

10

Number of cans of food that
residents of Stillwater, Minn., were
recently allowed to donate in lieu of
paying parking tickets. Several cities
have had similar programs, including
Birmingham, Ala., which collected
22,580 cans in two months.

Zero

Number of states where someone
earning the state minimum wage
can afford a market-rate onebedroom apartment.

—J.B. Wogan
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ADVERTISEMENT

CONTROLLING CONTENT
WITH LEXMARK ENTERPRISE SOFTWARE

GOVERNMENT CONTENT IS:
✓ Becoming increasingly complex,
abundant and difficult to manage
✓ Subject to growing compliance
rules and governance mandates
✓ Caught in between the necessity
of privacy and transparency
✓ Key to providing efficient and
effective constituent services

of federal IT
%
64 professionals
report the amount of
unstructured data they
store has increased
in the past
two years.1
64%

ENGAGE

Lexmark Enterprise
se Software
offers cloud or on-premises
premises
solutions for document
ment
management, enterprise
erprise
search, capture and
nd
workﬂow for the
public sector to
improve service,
efficiency and
PROCESS
governance.*

✓ Application

processing
✓ Web portals
✓ Mobile solutions
✓ Self-serve kiosks
✓ Email
correspondence

✓ Digital case ﬁle

management
✓ Auto correspondence
✓ Locate, review and
route services
✓ Content management
(forms, pictures, videos)
✓ Core system integration
✓ Managed print

MANAGE
✓ Preventative eDiscovery
✓ Content security
✓ Output monitoring
✓ Electronic archiving
✓ Record retention policies

To learn how Lexmark enterprise software can help your government agency maximize its
information to improve the delivery of services, enhance the constituent experience, improve
efficiencies and reduce costs, visit www.perceptivesoftware.com/solutions/govt.html

Sponsored by:

*Available as on premises, hosted, subscription on premises or SaaS solutions.
1. www.businesswire.com/news/home/20120507005278/en/Government-Agencies-Adding-Petabyte-Data-Years-Making#.VCrYmBYmlck
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Politics + Policy

| ASSESSMENTS
By Alan Ehrenhalt

Wanted: A Few Good Hacks
With the decline of political machines, we’ve given up something valuable.
although his case never went to trial. Still,
it seemed to me that for most lower-level
and mid-level state jobs, there was nothing wrong with a governor rewarding the
people who had contributed their time
and money to getting him elected. If the
law precluded this, then it was the law
that was wrong.
Hardly anyone in Governing’s audience
seemed to buy that. I wasn’t offended by
the angry response to my column, but
I did feel that I had learned a
valuable lesson: Merit hiring
had climbed to a place near the
top of the pyramid of American
political values, even if it was
frequently honored more in the
breach than in the observance.
Since that minor fracas died
down, I haven’t had anything
new to say on the subject. Now,
however, I ﬁnd that a writer I
admire has made a similar point,
and in a much more sweeping way. In a paper published
recently by the Brookings Institution, Jonathan Rauch not only
defends patronage as a morally
acceptable political practice, but
also argues that it is one of the
most important means by which
political parties keep themselves
intact and ultimately provide
An 1870s cartoon of Tammany Hall, the Democratic political machine in New York
stable and reliable government.
Rauch quotes the words
as well as any other. Andrew Jackson said
uttered a century ago by George Washingthe principles of merit and integrity that
a decent democratic government ought to
that 180 years ago, and he was right. If
ton Plunkitt, the sage of Tammany Hall:
strive for.
“Parties can’t hold together if their worka Republican governor wants a RepubThe background was this: In 2004,
ers don’t get the offices when they win. If
lican line painter, the polity doesn’t
really suffer.
the parties go to pieces, the government
Ernie Fletcher took over as the ﬁrst
But there was no disputing that
they built up must go to pieces too.”
Republican governor of Kentucky in 32
Rauch’s paper is not merely about
Fletcher had violated state law, which
years. He proceeded to hand out jobs all
over the state to GOP loyalists, not just in
patronage, but also about the political
provided that for 80 percent of the jobs
the higher reaches of public office but in
machines that employ it. For much of the
on the state payroll, nobody could be
every one of the 120 counties of the compast century, in most of urban America,
hired on the basis of political affiliation.
monwealth as well. Anybody who wanted
Fletcher was eventually indicted for this,
political machines got the job of governf all the columns I have written for this magazine over
the past 24 years, the one that
brought the biggest response
by far was a column on political patronage. Actually, it was a defense of political
patronage. Most readers hated it. Sorting
through dozens of letters and emails, I
found only one that agreed with my point
of view. Everybody else seemed to feel I
was defending corruption and insulting

to ﬁll a vacancy on a highway crew or in
a state welfare office had to survive an
eight-step hiring process that included
getting the approval of the governor’s designated Republican contact in the applicant’s county.
I made what seemed to me the simple
point that when it comes to painting yellow lines on a blacktop road, there is no
such thing as “merit selection.” One ordinary person can do a routine job about
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view, he was demonstrating the lesson he
had learned from one of his own mentors
in city government, the longtime alderman, ward boss and party chieftain Jacob
Arvey. It was Arvey who told aspiring
leaders that the secret of political success
was very simple: “Put people under obligation to you.”
In Daley’s Chicago, just about everyone in local government was under obligation to somebody. In particular, tens of
thousands of city employees had acquired
their jobs through the Cook County Democratic Party and held onto them by performing well as precinct captains who
were expected to deliver a healthy vote
for the party’s candidates in their neighborhoods on Election Day. A rank-andﬁle worker who slipped up at the polls
not only risked losing his position as a
precinct captain, he risked losing his job
in an office somewhere in the musty corridors of city hall.
Mayor Daley possessed exceptional
skills as a political leader, but he also
had something that may have been more
important: a whole army of followers.
Without those city workers and precinct
captains who understood their place in
the system and comported themselves
cheerfully within it, all the leadership
skills in the world might not have beneﬁted the mayor very much.
Daley had put an enormous number of
people under obligation to him, as Arvey
had advised him to do. These people had
not only an incentive to produce, but also
a long-term interest in keeping the entire
system in operation. That was as true
of an alderman on the city council as it
was of the lowliest functionaries pushing
paper in city hall or mowing the grass in
city parks. One doesn’t have to endorse
every decision that Daley made in order
to admire the competence of a government that loyalty and patronage made
possible.
I can anticipate the reaction that
many of you will have at this point. You
will object that the rigidity and unyielding hierarchy of the Daley machine, or
of any highly disciplined political organization, is simply too high a price to pay

ment done. They did this in part with
sticks, but even more with carrots. Patronage was one of the crucial carrots that
machine bosses had at their disposal.
Why does that matter? Why shouldn’t
we be thankful that machines, with their
aura of sleazy backroom deal-making,
have largely disappeared from American life? Because, says Rauch, machines
bring into politics the kinds of people
government now has trouble attracting.
Machines draw competent and unassuming professionals, elected officials willing
to take a long-term view of public policy,
people who know how to compromise,
people who demonstrate an enduring
loyalty to the institutions in which they
serve. Machines breed followers. Or, I
might as well say it: hacks. Rauch believes
we have lost the valuable habits that any
self-respecting hack understands implicitly. “Without hacks,” Rauch argues, “the
machine fails.”
And when the machine fails, as it did in
the late 20th century almost everywhere
in American politics, it is replaced by a
much different and ultimately destructive set of political players. It is replaced
by individualists who are loyal to causes
rather than institutions, who believe that
compromise violates their personal moral
code, who would sooner see gridlock than
have to make deals with people whose values they despise. It is supplanted by the
dysfunctional system now in place in our
national government.
n matters like this, I am a product of
my upbringing. I came to political
consciousness in the Chicago of the
1950s, where Richard J. Daley ruled as
mayor and treated the city as a ﬁefdom in
which all signiﬁcant policy decisions were
made in his office. There has been a lively
debate for decades over whether Daley
was a vindictive tyrant or merely a benevolent autocrat. I won’t get into that. But I
will say that the Daley years provided an
object lesson in how to run a competent
city government based on the creative use
of a highly disciplined political party.
Daley believed in loyalty more than
any other political virtue. In holding that

I

for whatever stability it provides. My
response is not to deny that the price
is substantial and alien to most 21stcentury political sensibilities. It is to
argue, alongside Rauch, that in the past
50 years we have moved too far in the
opposite direction.
Exhibit A, of course, is Congress, where
elected leaders have few loyalists to rely
on and lack the authority to negotiate on
behalf of their party with the members on
the other side of the aisle. House Speaker
John Boehner presides over a Republican
caucus whose 243 other members are his
clients rather than his followers. They
are loyal to their own careers and principles, not to the maintenance of a party,
a government or the broader public good.
When the time comes to make a political
sacriﬁce in the interest of sensible longterm policy, no majority exists. The leader
has few weapons that he can use to create
one. Rauch quotes Trent Lott, who served
as Senate majority leader in the 1990s, to
the effect that “trying to be a leader when
you have no sticks and very few carrots is
dang near impossible.”
Most state legislatures have not
reached the level of dysfunction that
Congress currently exhibits. The legislatures that turned red after the 2010 election have generally managed, for better or
worse, to maintain enough party solidarity
to enact substantial portions of a coherent
Republican agenda. But the most difficult
tests lie ahead. In the next decade, largely
as a result of exploding entitlement costs,
a majority of states will confront structural ﬁscal problems serious enough to
require the opposing parties to cooperate
and individual members on both sides of
the aisle to accept taking political risks for
the greater good.
In order for those problems to be
solved, legislators all over the country will
need to unlearn the habits of ideological
purity and unyielding devotion to principle that it has taken the better part of a
political lifetime to absorb. They will need
to behave more like hacks. Let’s hope they
can summon the courage to do it. G
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Politics + Policy

| POTOMAC CHRONICLE
By Peter A. Harkness

The Old College Try
Public universities have lost their sense of mission.
was stunned and saddened to learn six
months ago or so that someone I deeply
respect had in effect been forced from
public office even though everyone
seemed to agree that he was doing an
outstanding job.
Tom Ross received one of Governing’s
ﬁrst Public Official of the Year awards in
1994, for work he had done on sentencing
reform as a superior court judge in North
Carolina. He went on in 2010 to become
president of the state’s 17-campus university system, earning a reputation as an
effective leader during some perilous times.
That reputation turned out not to matter. Even though Ross never entered politics, he had served as executive director of
the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, which
was known for underwriting progressive
causes. In the current Tea Party political
climate in North Carolina, that evidently
was enough to push him aside.
My previous column focused on the
chaos evident in the nation’s K-12 system.

After something like two centuries, we still
don’t have answers to the basic question
of why, despite spending more per student
than other economically developed countries, our results are less than mediocre.
We are seeing sparks of innovation, but we
don’t seem to know how to light the ﬁre.
Much the same can now be said of
higher education. The U.S. played a key
role in establishing a modern higher education system throughout the developed
world, over time marrying the British
educational college with the German
research institute, creating the largest
network of colleges and universities on
the globe. It was dramatically expanded
in 1944 when Congress enacted the GI
Bill, opening the system up to millions in
the middle class.
But the American higher education model now faces much the same
dilemma as our secondary system. Like
K-12, higher ed is slipping in international comparisons. Especially since the

FLICKR/ TOMMAYNC
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Politics played a role in UNC-system
President Tom Ross’ resignation.

onset of the Great Recession, state aid
has been declining as costs are rising,
resulting in both expanded student debt
and political acrimony.
The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) reports that from ﬁscal 2003 to ﬁscal 2012, state funding for
public colleges and universities declined
from $80 billion to $71 billion—or 12 percent—even as enrollments shot up by 20
percent. Median state funding per student declined 24 percent—from $6,211
in ﬁscal 2003 to $4,695 in ﬁscal 2012,
according to the GAO.
The resulting deﬁcit fell heavily on
students and their families, as the ratio
of net tuition to annual income increased
about one and a half times during that
same period of 2003 to 2012. In the last
two years of that period, the Census
reported a precipitous drop of 930,000
in college enrollment.
Of course, this decline in state support
was heavily inﬂuenced by the poor economy, but longer-range studies tracking
public higher education reveal that state
funding has been falling for the past 35 to
40 years, while inﬂation-adjusted tuition
and fees have increased by 247 percent
at state ﬂagship universities during the
same period.
But funding is only a part of the story.
Other questions involve effectiveness and
overall value: what students are getting
and giving for those increased tuitions;
whether professors are more interested in
their research than in their students; why
A-level grades have almost tripled in frequency in the past 50 years; and whether
students increasingly view college as a
means to ensure ﬁnancial success rather
than an opportunity to seek greater meaning or learn to think critically.
The underlying question is how the
roles of various players—the federal and
state governments, the universities and
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| POLITICS WATCH
By Alan Greenblatt
students themselves—will change as
public education becomes less public.
What new economic model will emerge?
How will these public-private institutions be governed?
The debate among academics and
administrators over all these questions can
turn surprisingly nasty. And as the politicians chime in, it is likely to get even uglier.
Tom Ross in North Carolina will not be the
only victim.
As with K-12, some recent sparks of
innovation are apparent. A number of universities have been offering online courses
to broad audiences, but now Arizona State
University is pioneering a new mixture
of in-person and online education, with
close monitoring of its students using an
electronic dashboard to measure their
progress, with substantial savings.
Roger Perry, the retired president
of Champlain College in Vermont, is
enthusiastic about a growing movement
to, in his words, “blend class time, online
and an onsite, project-based approach”
where students are actually involved
in situations applicable to the present workplace “rather than some case
study.” He points as an example to College for America, sponsored by Southern New Hampshire University, which
now admits its students through their
employers and gives degrees based on
“actual learning” rather than semesters
completed. Enrollment is growing fast
and the concept of a “competency-based
education model” is spreading.
It is this kind of practical, efficient and
inexpensive alternative that reformers like
Perry point to as a model for the future.
But defenders of the old system cringe,
arguing that higher education should be
about much more than training for the
workforce or operating efficiency. Tom
Ross was one of those defenders. He complained earlier this year that American
higher education had become “too focused
on metrics, return on investment and job
preparation.” His is a voice that the education establishment can’t afford to ignore in
the debate that has now begun. G

GOP Recruit Returns to Politics
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Party switching doesn’t always pay
off. Consider Charlie Crist, who last
Artur Davis
year lost his comeback bid to be
is running as
Florida governor again. Or Lincoln
a Republican.
Chafee, another Republican-turnedindependent-turned-Democratic
governor, who was too unpopular in
Rhode Island even to run for a second term.
Despite these odds, Artur Davis
is hoping his luck will be better. The
former Democratic member of Congress has returned to his hometown
of Montgomery, Ala., to run for mayor
as a Republican. He joins a crowded
field. The current GOP Mayor Todd
Strange is facing two other opponents, making a runoff likely after the Aug. 25 election. But Davis isn’t being received
with open arms. He faces two big handicaps. Not only do Democrats consider him
a turncoat, but many question whether he’s a carpetbagger. Davis grew up in Montgomery but represented western Alabama in Congress. “What he’s trying to do is
repair that image,” says Brad Moody, a retired political scientist at Auburn University
at Montgomery. “My sense is that he has a long way to go.”
Davis was once considered a rising star in the Democratic Party, making one of
the nomination speeches for his old Harvard Law contemporary Barack Obama in
2008. But Davis was always a bit more conservative than most Democrats. He voted
against the Affordable Care Act, for instance. After an unsuccessful run for governor
of Alabama in 2010, Davis moved to Virginia and switched parties. Once again, he had
a prominent speaking slot at a national party convention in 2012, this time the GOP’s.
Now, back in Alabama Davis is doing his best to tune out the noise surrounding
his party identification, says campaign spokesman Will Steineker, emphasizing
basic issues such as the state of schools, crime and whether economic development will spread beyond downtown. Davis has been on the air with ads for
months, which is unusual for a Montgomery mayor’s race. “The simple fact that
we got out early, got on offense,” Steineker says, “put us in a good position.”
The race is complicated by the campaigns of Democrats Ella Bell, the vice
president of the state board of education, and County Commissioner Dan Harris.
Like Davis, they are both African-American, while Strange is white. Montgomery
is a majority-black city and its vote is likely to split along racial and partisan lines.
Given Davis’ party-switching history, that won’t necessarily make his task of
rebuilding his political career any easier. The county commission recently fell into
Democratic hands and the party would naturally prefer to win control of the mayoralty, even though the race is nominally nonpartisan. “In terms of Artur, he’s not
a Democrat,” says Tyna Davis, who chairs the Montgomery County Democratic
Party. “He is an announced and proclaimed Republican and our position is we will
be supporting Democrats.” G
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Politics + Policy

| HEALTH
By Chris Kardish

Pushing the Limits on Medicaid
Conservative states want more ﬂexibility, but will the feds be lenient?
hen the Supreme Court decided that the
Indiana Gov. Mike
federal government couldn’t force states
to expand Medicaid under the Affordable
Pence secured
Care Act, it substantially changed the rules
approval to expand
of the game. States knew they’d have more leverage than
Medicaid largely
on the state’s
before to negotiate with an administration eager to prove
the success of its top domestic achievement. That’s meant
own terms.
a push for privatization, work requirements and greater
costs for beneﬁciaries in conservative states that are also
anxious to prove that their own ideas for health-care
reform work.
Here’s the way things have played out so far: One state
gets the feds to agree to funnel money to private plans;
others push for the same. One state gets to charge premiums and other costs to beneﬁciaries; others try to top
them. The latest state to break new ground is Indiana,
which in January became the 10th state under a Republican governor to secure Medicaid expansion largely on
its own terms.
In Indiana’s case, the federal Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services (CMS) agreed to a complicated
plan that includes premiums for people earning above
and below the poverty line; a six-month “lockout” period
for people above the poverty line who fall behind on
payments; and stiff charges for people who resort to the
emergency room for conditions that would better be handled in a doctor’s office. Some of those provisions don’t sit
well with many health policy experts, who point to studies showing that they discourage people from seeking
care without doing much to actually offset costs.
Not surprisingly, Indiana’s special waiver is prompting
other conservative expansion states to push for some of the same
receive a waiver by the end of this year that would push premiconditions and more. This time, however, CMS is likely to hold
ums for some longer-term beneﬁciaries to as much as 7 percent
the line. That could lead to standoffs that put health coverage for
of their incomes. For a single person earning $11,700 a year, which
is right at the poverty line, that’s more than $800. If the waiver
hundreds of thousands of lower-income people at risk.
Tennessee, for instance, now wants a lockout period similar
request is unsuccessful, the law requires the state to end expanto Indiana’s for existing beneﬁciaries. But CMS officials say they
sion for 600,000 people. But getting approval could be tough:
only agreed to Indiana’s request because it was “grandfathered in”
The 7 percent contribution is above a 5 percent limit set out in
from a previous waiver program. Similarly, Arizona, under unithe federal Deﬁcit Reduction Act of 2005—meaning there’s little
ﬁed Republican control, plans to seek a waiver that would require
room to negotiate.
state officials to ask for mandatory work requirements and limit
It’s true that CMS has encouraged states to experiment. But
it looks like the leverage states received from the Supreme Court
lifetime Medicaid coverage to ﬁve years for “able-bodied adults.”
CMS has repeatedly refused to budge on such work requirements,
is ﬁnally reaching its limits. Michigan’s law will certainly test the
even questioning their legality in a health program like Medicaid.
federal government’s pliancy. G
But the stakes are highest in Michigan. The 2013 law that
Email ckardish@governing.com
authorized that state’s Medicaid expansion requires officials to
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VARIDESK® users report experiencing an increase in energy and productivity*.
The height-adjustable VARIDESK lets you move from sitting to standing quickly and
easily. It’s simple to adjust, ships fully assembled, and works with your existing desk.
Feel better and work smarter with VARIDESK. Order online or call 800-979-9713.
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Politics + Policy

| GREEN GOVERNMENT
By Daniel C. Vock

Teaming Up to Build Green
Public-private partnerships aren’t just for transportation.
eaders in Maryland’s Prince George’s County face an
enormous task in complying with a federal “pollution diet” to clean up the nearby Chesapeake Bay. Over
the next decade, the county must convert 15,000 acres
of watertight surfaces—almost 5 percent of the county’s total
area—into surfaces that will either soak up or treat rainwater. To
meet that deadline, Prince George’s will have to add some 46,000
stormwater devices, says Adam Ortiz, director of the county’s
Department of the Environment. “This isn’t like building one
high school or a bridge. We’re building tens of thousands of little
ecosystems in some of our most disadvantaged areas. We need a
new approach.”
So Prince George’s, which borders Washington, D.C., is turning to a public-private partnership to help install rain gardens,
cisterns, permeable pavers, and other devices for ﬁltering and
absorbing stormwater. Slowing the rapid runoff from roads and
rooftops could reduce pollution that ﬂows into sewers and, eventually, into the Chesapeake Bay.
Using a P3 to build green infrastructure on such a large scale is
novel. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the White
House have been highlighting the deal between Prince George’s
County and Corvias Solutions as a model for other jurisdictions.
Under the agreement, Corvias has agreed to use local womenand minority-owned businesses and to hire 80 percent of its
workforce for the projects from the region. That’s a big deal for
a county where more than half of residents leave the area to go

to work every day. “We don’t make our fee just for delivering on
time and on budget,” says Greg Cannito, managing director at
Corvias Solutions. “We only make our full fee if we do it on time,
on budget, utilizing local county-based minority businesses and
employing local county residents.”
Initially, Corvias will be charged with converting 2,000 acres
by 2017. But if the company performs well, that amount could
double. Meanwhile, a team of county workers will be “racing”
Corvias to build stormwater improvements. The county team will
also have 2,000 acres to work on, enabling officials to compare
the two approaches and ultimately decide whether to expand the
public-private partnership.
Corvias will be in charge of designing, building and maintaining the improvements—a nontraditional setup that could save
the company up to 40 percent of the project’s original costs. Normally, the county would hire separate contractors to design and
then build the projects, with the county taking over maintenance
once construction is complete.
The company has agreed to ﬁnance 30 percent to 40 percent of
the program’s costs immediately to speed along construction, which
will start this summer. It will be paid over the life of the agreement
through stormwater fees on local residents and businesses.
The public-private deal is only one way the county is trying to
enlist private interests to build better green infrastructure. Residents
can get credits on their stormwater bills for making improvements
on their own property, similar to weatherization credits electric customers can receive. The county is offering
grants to businesses and large property
owners. It is also enlisting churches and
other faith communities to educate their
members about steps they can take to
curb water pollution.
The overhaul of the county’s water
infrastructure is a great opportunity for
the community, says Ortiz. “This is less a
federal regulatory program and more of
a community development program,” he
says. “We’re talking about streetscapes
and green and lush elements in asphaltand concrete-laden neighborhoods.
That’s a tremendous opportunity and
investment in capital dollars that many
of these neighborhoods would not otherwise see.” G
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Installing permeable pavers is one way
Prince George’s County plans to absorb
stormwater and reduce polluted runoff
into the Chesapeake Bay.
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TIME IS UP JULY 31

ST

The Highway Trust Fund, America’s national transportation bank
account, provides states nearly $50 billion to repair and modernize
their roads, bridges, and transit systems. If Congress doesn’t act by
the end of July, the Trust Fund will run dry and states will be left with
the bill.
Find out more at FixTheTrustFund.org
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| ECONOMIC ENGINES
By Aaron M. Renn

Small Cities, Big Aspirations
Much of what used to happen only in the biggest metropolises is spreading out.
ack in 1992, as a fresh graduate
of Indiana University looking
for a job, I met with recruiters
for a position in Chicago. They
pitched me on the city by telling me that
it had this hip, new, uber-cool coffee shop.
They were talking about Starbucks. If you
were around in the ’90s, you may remember that those magazine “coolest-cities”
lists often used the number of Starbucks
as a metric. A city that ﬁnally got Starbucks thought it had hit the big time.
Today, of course, you can get Starbucks
between the gas station and Motel 6 on
the interstate. But back then it was a different story. The difference between Chicago and a city like Indianapolis, where I
also interviewed, was night and day. Compared to Chicago, moving to Indianapolis
would have been like getting sent to Siberia. It was all but impossible to get good

coffee or a decent meal in Indy back then.
While the city had already made many
improvements, it was still pretty bleak.
Last year, I lived in Indianapolis for 10
months, and I discovered that today the
city in many respects has more and better stuff than Chicago did back in 1992.
There’s amazing coffee in Indianapolis.
There are so many microbreweries that I
couldn’t make it to all of them. The food
is inﬁnitely better than it was. And then
there’s the equalizing effect of the Internet: Wherever you are, you have access to
the same music, books, clothing brands
and other products as anywhere else.
New York’s Metropolitan Opera simulcasts have even put world-class arts
within reach.
These days, America’s smaller big
cities—those with metropolitan populations of roughly 1 to 3 million—are in the

B

game for business and residents in a way
and at a level that they never could have
dreamed just a couple decades ago.
Thomas Friedman’s book The World
Is Flat describes a decentralizing world
in which activities are spreading out from
where they were once clustered. By contrast, Richard Florida, in The Rise of the
Creative Class, and Enrico Moretti, in The
New Geography of Jobs, describe a centralizing world in which key activities are
disproportionately concentrating in select
“spiky” cities.
Both can be true at once, depending
on what we decide to look at. But the
common view, that high-end functions in
the elite levels of media, technology and
ﬁnance are centralizing and that low-end
ones are decentralizing, can lead us to
miss key trends in the market. Once-centralized high-end functions that mostly

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

A Starbucks outlet used
to be a sign that a city had
hit it big. Now, the stores
and other once-exclusive
amenities are in small and
big cities alike.
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| URBAN NOTEBOOK
By Scott Beyer
were performed in the biggest cities are
today viable in lots of smaller places. And
these smaller-but-major metros are now
realistic choices for educated young people with big aspirations. It’s no surprise,
then, that Salt Lake City is home to a huge
Goldman Sachs office. Or that Apple has
a large presence in Austin, Texas. Or that
JPMorgan Chase & Co. employs more
than 20,000 people in Columbus, Ohio.
Now, big cities like Chicago haven’t
stood still either. Chicago is an inﬁnitely
better city than it used to be. It’s a world
capital of ﬁne dining in a way no smaller
city like Indianapolis can dream of. It
arguably has the world’s best music scene.
America’s biggest cities have only become
better themselves.
But as these cities have soared ever
higher, like today’s supertall skyscrapers,
they’ve done it on ever-smaller bases. For
example, since 2001, when metro GDP
data ﬁrst began being reported, the San
Francisco Bay Area’s per capita GDP has
grown far faster than its job count. While
Chicago has had the good fortune to have
remained affordable, many of our biggest cities have become ever more exclusive as their housing costs have soared.
They have become increasingly like the
luxury boutiques that line their upscale
shopping streets. They are playgrounds
for the global elite and the production
zone for the highest-end functions, but
progressively they’ve shed what used to
be seen as high-end functions to those
smaller places.
That’s not to say that all smaller cities
are doing equally well. Many post-industrial cities continue to struggle in some
respects. But regions with the minimum
viable scale to support such necessities
as decent air service and a deep-enough
labor pool are now competitive in a whole
host of ways they weren’t before. That’s
part of why places like Charlotte, N.C.;
Nashville, Tenn.; and Portland, Ore.,
have posted such strong results. The
geography of aspiration in America has
expanded well beyond the traditional
top-end urban citadels. G

Building to Preserve
Can growing cities avoid gentriﬁcation simply by building skyscrapers? Harvard
economist Edward Glaeser thinks so. In his 2012 book Triumph of the City, he
famously argues that in order to address housing shortages, cities need to build up.
If they don’t, he warns, wealthy people who would buy high-rise units will instead
buy older housing and displace longtime residents and businesses. Glaeser’s theory
has mostly gone untested as the nation’s most gentrifying cities—such as New York,
San Francisco and Washington, D.C.—still heavily control building heights. But an
area around downtown Miami might ﬁnally offer some support to Glaeser’s premise.
Not far from working-class, ethnic neighborhoods such as Little Havana and
Overtown, Brickell is home to Miami’s growing banking industry. Close to downtown, it is one of the city’s most walkable neighborhoods. At its center, it is bustling
with upscale restaurants, bars and boutique shops. In other cities, Brickell’s wealth
might spur gentriﬁcation in these poorer adjacent areas. But Miami’s land-use policies aren’t like those elsewhere.
Instead of controlling density by regulating building heights, Miami has let developers build up: 53 of the city’s 64 buildings over 400 feet tall have been completed
since 2000. Many of these skyscrapers are in Brickell, built to accommodate a wellheeled residential population that has doubled to 28,000 over the past 15 years.
Unlike in many other cities that have seen similar rapid growth—where professional-class inﬂuxes have brought displacement to ethnic neighborhoods such as San
Francisco’s Mission District or D.C.’s U Street Corridor—Miami hasn’t witnessed a
spillover of the banking class into either the Little Havana or Overtown neighborhoods. According to the real estate site Zillow, median home values in both neighborhoods are about half of what they are citywide and about one-third of Brickell’s.
While both areas have some new condos, they are still predominately historic and
low-slung. Most important, people there have stayed put. Both Little Havana and
Overtown remain 95 percent non-Anglo, with median incomes below $24,000.
This doesn’t, of course, mean that Overtown and Little Havana won’t eventually
gentrify; there have already been calls to upzone the latter. If they do gentrify, some
will argue that it resulted from allowing a skyscraper neighborhood to rise nearby.
But Glaeser may be on to something too. By allowing vertical growth, Miami has
contained the inﬂux of the wealthy to certain areas and helped to preserve others—at
least for a while. G

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

When new money threatens old areas, the solution may be to go up.

Email BigCitySparkplug@gmail.com
Brickell is one of
Miami’s fastest growing
neighborhoods.

Email arenn@urbanophile.com
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A Special Report

States are embracing the promise
of big data. But just how good
is the information they’re collecting
in the ﬁrst place?
By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene
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D

ata is the
lifeblood
of state
government.
It’s the
crucial
commodity that’s necessary to
manage projects, avoid fraud,
assess program performance,
keep the books in balance and
deliver services efﬁciently.
But even as the trend toward
greater reliance on data has
accelerated over the past
decades, the information itself
has fallen dangerously short of
the mark. Sometimes it doesn’t
exist at all. But worse than that,
all too often it’s just wrong.

There are examples everywhere. Last year, the California
auditor’s ofﬁce issued a report
that looked at accounting records
at the State Controller’s Ofﬁce to
see whether it was accurately
recording sick leave and vacation
credits. “We found circumstances
where instead of eight hours, it
was 80 and in one case, 800,”
says Elaine Howle, the California
state auditor. “And the system
didn’t have controls to say that’s
impossible.” The audit found
200,000 questionable hours of
leave due to data entry errors,
with a value of $6 million.
Mistakes like that are
embarrassing, and can lead to

unequal treatment of valued
employees. Sometimes, however, decisions made with bad
data can have deeper consequences. In 2012, the secretary
of environmental protection
in Pennsylvania told Congress
that there was no evidence the
state’s water quality had been
affected by fracking. “Tens of
thousands of wells have been
hydraulically fractured in Pennsylvania,” he said, “without any
indication that groundwater
quality has been impacted.”
But by August 2014, the same
department published a list of
248 incidents of damage to well
water due to gas development.

Why didn’t the department pick
up on the water problems sooner?
A key reason was that the data
collected by its six regional ofﬁces
had not been forwarded to the
central ofﬁce. At the same time,
the regions differed greatly in how
they collected, stored, transmitted
and dealt with the information. An
audit concluded that Pennsylvania’s complaint tracking system
for water quality was ineffective
and failed to provide “reliable
information to effectively manage
the program.”
When data is ﬂawed, the
consequences can reach
throughout the entire government enterprise. Services are

The Pain of Bad Data

CTMONUMENTS.NET

When states can’t come up with the appropriate data—or simply rely on bad data—it’s a lot like trying to drive a car with an
empty gas tank or like putting salt in the gasoline. For example,
the Railroad Commission in Texas is responsible for the regulation of oil and gas development. It tracks violations of the rules,
and its data showed that 96 percent of cases were closed with no
enforcement action. That would lead policymakers to the conclusion that the vast majority of cases were without merit.
But there was a hitch. There was no effort to link the violations
with companies to see if problems were recurring. One company
could be cited 10 times, and only be subjected to enforcement
actions the 10th time. “They had no idea whether the same company was recidivating—committing similar violations over and
over. We requested the raw data and put it together,” says Ken
Levine, director of the Texas Sunset Advisory Commission, which
reviewed the Railroad Commission’s work for the state legislature
in 2011. “We showed that they were doing a poor job of ensuring
enforcement was done at a level that would deter future bad acts.”
The agencies with the worst problems in many states are
those involved with social services and economic development.
Weaknesses also often show up in small units of government—
those with inadequate IT skills and very decentralized agencies
that are heavily reliant on local administration of state services.
“When there are lots of people with their hands on the data,” says
Dianne Ray, state auditor of Colorado, “that’s where we ﬁnd the
biggest problems.”
On the positive side, programs that are partially funded by
the feds tend to be richer in data than most others “because the

federal government requires it,” says Carrie Vibert, who runs
the Connecticut Office of Program Review and Investigations.
Most state transportation agencies handle data fairly effectively
because they are required to report a plethora of information
to Washington. “Transportation measures things because it’s
run by engineers who like to count,” says John Turcotte, head
of North Carolina’s Program Evaluation Division. “They collect
very good data.”
In many agencies, however, it isn’t a question of good or bad
data. There isn’t any usable data being collected at all. In Massachusetts, for example, there has been a great deal of debate
over the value of charter schools. The state auditor’s office
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B A D D ATA

needlessly duplicated; evaluation
of successful programs is difﬁcult; tax dollars go uncollected;
infrastructure maintenance is
conducted inefﬁciently; healthcare dollars are wasted. The list
goes on and on. Increasingly,
states are becoming aware of
just how serious the problem is.
“The poor quality of government
data,” says Dave Yost, Ohio’s
state auditor, “is probably the
most important emerging trend
for government executives,
across the board, at all levels.”
Just how widespread a problem is data quality? In a Governing telephone survey with more
than 75 ofﬁcials in 46 states,

about 7 out of 10 said that data
problems were frequently or
often an impediment to doing
their business effectively. No one
who worked with program data
said this was rarely the case.
It’s not that data, in general, is
worse than it was in the past. Not
long ago, huge quantities of data
existed only in warehoused ﬁle
cabinets; technology has changed
that for the better. But our dependence on data has increased
dramatically and the problems
caused by poor information have
expanded as well. “In an age of
Google and with the advent of big
data on the Internet,” says John
Traylor, New York’s executive

deputy comptroller, “expectations
for data have gone up. People are
asking questions that they didn’t
ask before.”
Most of the data problems
are in program management, not
in ﬁnancial accounting. Traylor
says he has accountants who are
“trained in a discipline that places a
high value on peer review, internal
controls, edit checks—all the stuff
that accountants want to do. In
the programmatic world, you have
program administrators who don’t
have that type of training. Their disciplines are focused on getting data
out quickly or looking at it quickly.”
That’s a problem with a lot
of dangerous implications. At all

levels of government right now,
there’s an intense focus on collecting information and using it
to drive decision-making. Call
it the gospel of data: the sense
that predictive analytics will
solve all problems, all of the
time. In many ways, that’s true.
Data analytics can be a powerful tool to help governments run
more efﬁciently and effectively.
But data analytics are only as
good as the data itself. As states
and localities focus ever more
intently on information gathering
and analysis, there’s a crucial
question that frequently isn’t
being asked: How good is
our data?

How Bad Is It? Over the past several months, Governing
interviewed more than 75 public ofﬁcials in 46 states who analyze
data for a living. Each ofﬁcial was asked, “In your work, how often
do you run into problems with data integrity, accuracy, availability or
timeliness?” Fifteen percent of respondents said they were unable to
generalize or couldn’t answer the question. But of those who did, 69
percent said they “frequently” or “often” encounter data problems.

planned on issuing a report
late last year that would
help lay some of the more
contentious debates to rest.
But that never happened.
There was so little reliable
information being gathered
that the state was simply
The Rocky Hill
unable to come to any useful conclusions.
Veterans Home
Neighboring Connectiin Connecticut
cut offers another troubling
example: The Rocky Hill
Veterans Home, which provides housing for homeless
veterans. One of the goals
of the program was for residents to exit the home within three years. But for a long time,
nobody knew—or could possibly know—if the goal was being
achieved or not. That’s because there had been no usable data
collected, except in individual ﬁles, on how long people actually
stayed. And since no one was going through the individual ﬁles
one at a time, the aggregate numbers weren’t available.
When reviewers decided to look into this issue, they did their
own survey of veterans in the home. It turned out that about 60
percent of the residents had lived there longer than three years
and about half had been there at least ﬁve years. When asked
about the help they had received from the staff in ﬁnding permanent housing, only 10 percent said they were satisﬁed.

31%

54%

said they
encountered
data quality
issues
sometimes

said they
encountered
data quality
issues
frequently

15

% said
they encountered
data quality
issues often

0% said rarely
And consider West Virginia’s river gages. The state has a goal
of ensuring that 90 percent of its gages, which are used to measure water levels, are operating properly. The Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Management offered up 2012 data
showing that some 93 percent of the state’s gages were functioning as intended. That was an encouraging number. But when the
agency was asked for documentation, it turned out there was none.
According to John Sylvia, director of the legislature’s Performance
Evaluation and Research Division, the ﬁgure was based on “visual
estimates and memory” of the communications officer.
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Why There’s a Problem
In order for governments to address the issues of bad or nonexistent data, they need to understand the underlying causes of
both. In Massachusetts, for instance, the technology systems are so old and clunky in the Department of Families and Children
that social workers stopped inputting all of the records into them. It’s just too time consuming.
In Alabama, the use and analysis of data is thwarted by early 1990s technology. “There are limitations to our old system that
have made it very difficult to analyze data and extract the data. That’s been a hindrance here,” says budget officer Kelly Butler.
But the age and capacity of the technology is only a part of the problem; and one which is difficult for many states to alleviate in
a time of ﬁscal stress. There are a number of other critical failings that have blocked the most effective uses of data. The list is long
and includes error-ﬁlled data input, ineffective system controls, untrained workers, inconsistent deﬁnitions, siloed systems, lack of
centralized control of data and problems with data collected by private-sector contractors.

Siloed Systems

program using a survey of businesses that was generated
by the program itself. But though the gist of the issue was
“jobs,” the survey didn’t identify that word adequately. Philip
Durgin, executive director of the committee, says there was
no explanation of whether the number of “jobs created” was
a cumulative total or a total for one year or whether parttime and full-time jobs were to be treated in the same way.
“That wasn’t specified,” he says. “Some reported anticipated
jobs. Some reported jobs created in a single year, while
others reported jobs created since joining the program. The
whole common definition thing was a huge problem.”
One state that has set about unifying its streams of data is
Utah, which has labored to make sure all the different parts of
government understand financial information in a consistent way.
State officials are now working on reaching a similar level of
understanding about program data. On the financial side, it has
a chart of accounts that is shared across all three branches of
government as well as the school system. “We’re using a common
set of definitions,” says Jonathan Ball, a legislative fiscal analyst.

In many states there is minimal sharing of data between
technology systems that are run by separate agencies or even
separate programs within the same agency. In Louisiana, for
example, there has been resistance to building data warehouses
in which data could be shared. “Everyone is proprietary over their
systems,” says Catherine Lyles, a senior auditor in the state.
The disadvantages of such data silos are many. Most obviously,
the ability to coordinate services is limited. Shouldn’t the mental
health department, for example, know what’s happening to
someone who is receiving mental health assistance within
the Office of Aging and Adult Services? And vice versa?
One reason often cited for a resistance to sharing is that state
or federal laws mandate privacy for individual pieces of data.
This is valid in some cases, but when state attorneys general
look into the situation, they often ﬁnd fewer legal impediments
to sharing data than they anticipated. It’s just a handy excuse.
Massachusetts’ state auditor, Suzanne Bump, has a skeptical
take on why some agencies are resistant to sharing their data.
In her view, these agencies don’t want to share simply because
they don’t want to reveal how little they understand about the
data they keep.

Third-Party Issues
When government services are privatized, often the data
available on performance is greatly diminished. Bruce Myers,
the longtime Maryland auditor who retired in 2012, often
warned about data problems when governments deal with
third parties, such as contractors, other levels of government
or school systems.
Contractors specifically tasked with reviewing or analyzing
data may stumble in their efforts to communicate the information
adequately. In the simplest of cases, New Jersey county officials
were unable to use four of the six major data reports that
pointed out instances of possible food stamp fraud, because
the state’s vendor, which was responsible for providing this
information, did so in a format unusable by the counties.
The third-party problem is particularly significant in Medicaid
managed care. A Government Accountability Office report
released a year ago pointed out that neither the states nor the
feds have strong data on improper payments in managed care

Bad Deﬁnitions
In state agencies that depend on multiple sources of
data—such as local governments, school districts and regional
offices—a tenacious effort has to be made to ensure that
all data collectors are gathering the same information in the
same way and using the same definitions. The most obvious
mistakes involve names and addresses, which are often input
differently if naming conventions are not thought out in advance.
“Are you dealing with the same Bill Jones, William Jones, Billy
Jones, Bill A. Jones and so on?” asks James Nobles, Minnesota’s
legislative auditor.
The lack of solid definitions often compromises the
meaning of the information collected. During the recession, the
Pennsylvania Legislative Budget and Finance Committee looked
into the effectiveness of the state’s Keystone Opportunity Zones
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4%

What’s the Major Cause of Data Problems?

cited a lack
of resources

Technology is a big issue, but it’s hardly the only one.

7%
14%

cited agency
management
issues including
uninterest or apathy
regarding data, a
lack of accountability,
and supervision
and “culture”

17%

cited problems
related to
technology

10%

cited data
entry issues,
including a lack
of deﬁnition,
identiﬁers and
other data input
problems

11%

12%

cited poor
planning or a
lack of planning

cited
a lack of
training

because just about all tracking efforts are geared to traditional
fee-for-service systems. The report also noted that claims
information in Medicaid managed care can be difficult to obtain
and often winds up in a kind of “neglected data middle ground”
between information collected at the federal and state levels.

When people talk about data flow, an image emerges of
rivers of words and numbers being transmitted smoothly and

FLICKR/DION HINCHCLIFFE

Undertrained Workers

cited a
lack of
controls

3%

cited a lack of
expertise in
dealing with
data or a lack of
data analytics

2%

cited
“everything”

speedily from one computer to another. There’s something
missing in that picture, however: the flesh-and-blood human
beings who manually put information into the system. In
a variation on the cliché “garbage in, garbage out,” John
Geragosian, auditor of public accounts in Connecticut, likes
to say that “data is only as good as how it was input.”
There was the case of a data inputter in Oregon who filled out
a payment field for an invoice of $323.88, but mistakenly put
the federal ID number in the payment field instead of the amount
owed. Federal ID numbers are long. So a check was written
and mailed for $1,748,304.24. If that wasn’t bad enough, this
number had to pass through a supervisor before the check was
sent, and he, too, was asleep at the data switch. The average
payment going out was less than $3,500, so a check in excess
of $1 million should have been more than a red flag—it should
have been a luminescent display of fireworks. Fortunately, the
state did get its money back when the error was exposed.
Problems with inputting and using data are particularly
common because the men and women who are hired to do the
job aren’t necessarily well trained in data management. Often
they don’t have any mental filter to alert them when a number

Ineffective Controls
Controls may be built into a technology system, but it’s not
uncommon for employees to shut them down in order to get things
done more quickly. Or they might subvert them in other ways.
For example, a computer form might not allow a worker to move
forward without a Social Security number, and rather than delay an
application, employees resort to the expedient solution of listing
participants as having a Social Security number of 999-99-9999.
This has been the case in New Jersey’s Department of Human
Services. “They do it to move through but then don’t come back
and fix it because it’s not important to the program person,” says
state auditor Stephen Eells. “But the data has no integrity.”
The common use of spreadsheets as a repository for data
adds to control issues. Numbers stored in Excel or other similar
programs are very easily changed as time goes on; as a result,
there may be no older number that can be used for analysis
or to compare with the current number in order to pick out
outliers. “It’s easy to replace numbers but you lose history,” says
Virginia’s Nathalie Molliet-Ribet, deputy director of the state’s
Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission. If the number of
jobs that have to be created in an economic development deal is
changed from 300 to 100, the original number will just be replaced,
and the fact that there was a change will be lost.

9%

cited
sharing or
collaboration
problems,
including
difﬁculties
caused by
siloed
systems

West Virginia ofﬁcials
based water-level
measures on “visual
estimates and memory.”
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32

20

% said
transportation

% said
Medicaid or health

Bad Data Exposed
As part of its exploration of data quality in the states, Governing
interviewed 75 individuals in 46 states (in addition to a number
of generalists with knowledge of the topic). Most of the
conversations were with legislative and elected auditors and
their deputies. These are individuals who work with state data
on a daily basis to better understand programs and agencies.
Some budget ofﬁcials, inspectors general, program evaluators,
agency directors, legislative ﬁscal analysts and CIOs were also
tapped for their views. The four states in which interviews were
not conducted were Alaska, Georgia, Missouri and Wisconsin.
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appears incongruous or at odds with common sense. Says Texas’
Ken Levine, “You have a lot of people who are extremely low-paid
whose jobs are to get the data input as quickly as possible.”
Like most states, Massachusetts uses a contractor to provide
reports on the data generated through the use of electronic
beneﬁt cards. The contractor provides monthly data reports
to track unusual patterns of beneﬁt usage—for example,
Massachusetts food and nutrition beneﬁts used outside of the
state. Agency staff had the capacity to use this information to
detect potential fraud, but “we were told they didn’t know how
to read the reports that their system had been generating for
years,” says state auditor Bump.
Even when there’s an original intent to provide adequate
training, it can sometimes disappear in the dark of a late
afternoon budget session, when a technology project appears
to be running over budget and behind schedule. Says California
auditor Howle: “If a project is behind schedule, the project
management that gets cut is training. There’s not enough

training before a system is rolled out and that’s typically
where you see problems. Training is where things get cut
way back. It’s not nearly as robust as it should be.”

More Access, More Vulnerability
Says Connecticut auditor Geragosian, “A lot of our concerns
have to do with permissions that are overly generous within
agencies—the ability to manipulate data [should] only go to the
appropriate person and there should be a separation of duties.”
A New Jersey audit of the Department of Human Services
found data was potentially compromised by a large number
of employees who were characterized as “super-users” of the
computer systems. These 65 individuals had the ability to sign on
to the computer, create electronic beneﬁt accounts, issue beneﬁt
cards and put money on those cards—duties that most auditors
and accountants would agree should have been kept as separate
and distinct.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION Go online to participate in polls about your own experience with bad data in the public sector. And
sign up for the Governing Exchange to participate in an upcoming survey about data quality. More at governing.com/BadDataReport

Looking for Answers
Some of the solutions to bad data issues involve spending
money to replace and update ailing technology systems. There
is also the need for more data scientists and analysts in government, a potentially expensive proposition given the demand that
the private sector has for these individuals as well.
But many other solutions can work because they don’t rely
on a heavy investment of new dollars. The list starts with providing better deﬁnitions of what computer ﬁelds mean, creating data inventories so that states know what information they
have, building system controls to prevent inputting errors, making sure that workers who are inputting data are trained and
supervised, and teaching managers to use the data they receive
in reports from vendors.
Creating or improving data governance can also be of help. In
most states, the chief information officer is responsible for the
technology itself, but that doesn’t translate to responsibility for
data quality. Several auditors and evaluators mention that technology officers regard data quality and accuracy as a topic that
lies outside their sphere of responsibility. “They don’t think their
role includes how consistent the data is or being able to use the
data,” says one. That leaves it up to the agencies to ﬁgure things
out for themselves.
Fortunately, there is a movement to formalize data governance
in some states. According to the Council of State Governments, as

y

of July 2014, seven states had chief data officers: Arizona, Colorado, Connecticut, Maryland, New Jersey, Texas and Utah. New
York’s deputy secretary for technology also functions as a chief
digital officer and legislators in California are considering creating a chief data officer position.
Finally, before spending money to collect data, states should
consider the whole range of agencies that can possibly use that
information, beyond the single one that’s actually collecting it.
For instance, Virginia gathers a great deal of information about its
personal income tax, which accounts for 57 percent of its revenue.
It collects very little data about its corporate income tax, which
accounts for only 4 percent of revenue. The imbalance of information might make sense if you were thinking only about the taxes.
But the data collected via corporate taxes could also be very useful
for the state’s economic development efforts.
As states struggle to improve the reliability and utility of their
data, there will always be question marks following the assumptions used to derive it in the ﬁrst place. But it’s worth the effort.
Consider the words of Arthur C. Nielsen, founder of the market
research ﬁrm that churns out some of the most sought-after data
on the planet. “The price of light,” Nielsen said, “is less than the
cost of darkness.” G
Email greenebarrett@gmail.com
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True
Believer
Gov. Scott Walker
has done what he
promised Wisconsin
he would do. But
that has polarized an
already divided state.
By Alan Greenblatt
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TRUE BELIEVER

D

evil’s Lake is a gorgeous remnant of the Ice Age.
Glaciers long ago gouged out quartzite bluffs that
rise up as high as 500 feet above the water. At a
billion-and-a-half years old, they are among the
oldest visible features on the planet. More than
a million people every year come to the lake to
hike, rock climb and camp, making Devil’s Lake
the most popular state park in Wisconsin.
Scott Walker wants all those visitors to pay for the privilege. In
his budget this year, the Republican governor called for eliminating funding for state parks altogether, a move that would create
the nation’s only entirely fee-based system. Walker also moved
to cut the science staff at the Department of Natural Resources
in half while putting the state’s land stewardship program on a
long hiatus, blocking the state from acquiring
any new public lands until 2028. “I’m actually
surprised he’s permitting the park fees to be
increased, because he doesn’t let the fees increase
in transportation,” says Mordecai Lee, a political
scientist at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. “There aren’t a lot of programs that he and
his followers think of as public duties or public
goods.”
It’s common these days for Republicans to be
skeptical about government spending, but Walker
presses the issue further than most. There hardly
seems to be a program he wouldn’t prefer to cut.
Since his election in 2010, Walker has done whatever he can to shrink the size of Wisconsin’s footprint and call a halt to the state’s progressive traditions. He has refused large pots of money from
the federal government—not just the Medicaid
expansion called for under the Affordable Care
Act, but also $810 million for high-speed rail linking Madison and Milwaukee with Chicago. Those
decisions have meant fewer dollars for the Wisconsin economy, but Walker believes the state
will be better off in the long run because it limits
the size of the public sector.
It’s the same deal with tax cuts. If they result
in a deﬁcit—and the state started out the year facing a $2 billion shortfall—that provides a rationale to cut spending. It’s a virtuous cycle for conservatives. “His budgets, including this latest one,
really are precisely what libertarians and economic conservatives are looking for,” says Paul
Nolette, a political scientist at Marquette University. “In some ways, it’s a dream come true.”
Austerity hasn’t been Walker’s only concern,
though. He remains best known nationally for
blocking collective bargaining for most public
employees. But there’s hardly an item on the
conservative checklist that Walker hasn’t already
crossed off. His budget this year called for recipients of public aid, whether food stamps, Medicaid or job training, to undergo drug screening.

Walker has imposed new restrictions on abortion and voting,
while expanding gun owners’ rights. He has promoted school
vouchers and managed to privatize many government functions,
including the state’s economic development agency. “It’s been a
paradise for privatizers here,” says Matt Rothschild, executive
director of the Wisconsin Democracy Campaign, a liberal watchdog group. “Walker doesn’t believe in anything public.”
Walker’s time in office has been catnip for conservatives.
Nothing makes voters angrier than politicians who talk a good
game during campaign years but fail to act on their agenda once
in office. Walker has delivered. That’s what’s made him an early
frontrunner for the GOP presidential nomination. “We’ve elected
wonderful speakers, but they haven’t done what they said they
were going to do,” says former GOP state Rep. Michelle Litjens.
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TRUE BELIEVER

“Gov. Walker stands true to what he believes.”
Even as his stock rises nationally, however, there are already
some indications that Walker’s popularity and inﬂuence are waning at home. Some of the positions he’s adopted to appeal to GOP
voters in early presidential primary states haven’t played well in
Wisconsin. Still, up to this point Walker has been a hugely successful governor. Not only has he pushed the envelope on many
issues in terms of what a GOP governor might do, but he’s managed to do it in a state where his party’s strength, historically, has
not been overwhelming. Wisconsin is the birthplace of the GOP,
but the state hasn’t supported a Republican for president since
Ronald Reagan. Now Walker is a top-tier White House prospect
himself. “In terms of setting himself up for his run,” Nolette says,
“he’s done things almost perfectly.”

alker was a Tea Party politician before there was
a Tea Party. He was a conservative member of the
Wisconsin Legislature while still in his 20s. He
later seized an opening to become Milwaukee
county executive, jumping in after the incumbent resigned amid a pension scandal. When the Republican
wave pushed Democrats out of power in 2010—they’d previously
held the governorship and both legislative chambers—Walker
was ready. He’s always had great timing and an acute political
antenna. “He recognized that this is, for a conservative, a historic
opportunity,” says Mark Belling, a talk radio host in Milwaukee.
“Walker sensed that now is the time to do as much as he’s possibly able to do.”
Milwaukee has perhaps the most robust local talk radio culture outside the South, and that has been an enormous boon to Walker. As county executive, he
called into Belling’s show and others like it nearly
constantly. Since Walker became governor, Belling and other hosts such as Charlie Sykes have
served to amplify Walker’s messages. The Wisconsin Gazette, a progressive alternative newspaper, once complained, “They’re working every
bit as in tandem as the Chinese synchronized
women’s swimming team.” Lee calls Walker a
“child of talk radio. He grew up on the talk radio
hosts here in the Milwaukee radio market. In his
stances, whether state Assembly, county executive or governor, he has never, ever broken with
talk radio.”
It makes perfect political sense that Walker
reﬂects and carries out the dreams of what is
sometimes uncharitably called the conservative
echo chamber. In a highly partisan era, Wisconsin
is arguably the most polarized state in the country. Its sharp political divisions predate Walker. A
decade ago, legislative staffers were reprimanded
if they dared eat lunch with people from the other
party. But under Walker, the battle lines have
become even more distinct. Everyone in Wisconsin has chosen sides. “He made it worse by trying
to mobilize his own base and attacking the other
side,” says Torben Lütjen, a political scientist at
the University of Düsseldorf in Germany who is
writing a book about polarization in Wisconsin.
“He’s not interested in winning over the 2 or 3
percent on the other side that he could convince.”
That was true from the earliest days of his
administration, when he moved to end collective bargaining rights for most public workers,
Walker is incredibly
triggering massive protests in Madison and ultimately leading to expensive recall campaigns
disciplined, observers
say. He never loses his
against Walker and numerous state senators.
temper, and he rarely
Walker may have been motivated by the frusstrays off message.
trations he’d felt dealing with unions as county
executive, but it was also clear he didn’t mind
targeting groups with strong ties to the DemoDANIEL ACKER/BLOOMBERG VIA GETTY IMAGES
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cratic Party. Democratic senators ﬂed Wisconsin for a time in an
effort to prevent the body from being able to vote on Walker’s
labor package due to the absence of a quorum. “Walker has helped
to polarize the state,” says Democratic state Sen. Fred Risser. “He
has become a focal point. You put his name onto something and
it results in people either loving it or hating it.”
Walker, of course, survived the 2012 recall election, becoming
a conservative folk hero—and building up a national fundraising
base—in the process. He loves to brag about having won three

An underrated aspect of his skill is framing his positions carefully. For all the clarity of Walker’s convictions and the star power
a staunchly conservative program has brought him, the governor
still carefully manages to convey different messages to different
sets of ears. When a judge threw out the state’s ban on same-sex
marriage, Walker let it be known he wasn’t delighted, but he also
refused to make a big deal about it. “It doesn’t really matter what
I think now,” he said at a news conference. During last year’s campaign, when asked whether he’d serve out a full term, Walker said,
“I love being governor,” adding he was
staying focused on his plans for Wisconsin over the next four years. Some people
heard that as a pledge. He stopped short of
making any such commitment, however.
His words were carefully parsed, so he
didn’t break any promises by opening a
campaign office in Iowa almost immediately after the election.
Repeatedly, during last year’s campaign and earlier, Walker had said he
hoped the legislature would not send him
right-to-work legislation, designed to
prevent workers from being forced to pay
union dues. He said it would be a “distraction.” Just a few weeks before last year’s
election, Walker said, “I’m not supporting
it in this session.” Again, this left voters
with the impression that Walker opposed
a right-to-work law. But Walker never did
say he was dead set against such a policy.
In fact, he had co-sponsored a rightto-work bill during his ﬁrst year in the
Even as his stock rises nationally, Walker remains best known for blocking
Assembly. As governor, he was recorded
collective bargaining for most public employees.
on video telling a wealthy supporter he
planned to pursue a “divide and conquer”
strategy by going after collective bargainelections in four years in a purple state, but it looked for a time
ing for government employees ﬁrst, before taking on unions in
like he might not make it. Walker had made jobs the centerpiece
the private sector. When a right-to-work bill reached his desk in
of his 2010 run, promising to create 250,000 more. During his
March, Walker didn’t hesitate to sign it. Afterward, he promptly
ﬁrst term, Walker joked that his cabinet secretaries should have
sent out fundraising letters for his presidential campaign high“250,000 jobs” tattooed on their foreheads. By last fall, though,
lighting his support.
Wisconsin had seen just over 100,000 new jobs since the start of
here’s at least one issue on which Walker has made it
his term, providing his Democratic opponent, Mary Burke, with
perfectly clear he’s changed his mind. As recently as a
her primary point of complaint.
But Walker, backed by millions of dollars from outside groups,
couple of years ago, Walker supported a path to citimanaged to squeeze out every vote he needed in the more conserzenship for immigrants who entered the country illevative parts of the state. His worst critics grudgingly acknowledge
gally. No more. “My view has changed,” he conceded in
his political skills and stamina. For all the ire he raises among
March. “I’m ﬂat out saying it.” In fact, Walker has adopted what is
Democrats, Walker comes across as mild. In this regard, he’s the
among the hardest-line stances on immigration in the GOP ﬁeld,
anti-Chris Christie, the New Jersey GOP governor known for
talking about the need for new limits on legal immigration. He’s
his bluster and public displays of anger. As a politician, Walker is
also ended his one-time support for the Common Core education
standards.
incredibly disciplined. He never loses his temper, he’s never provoked and—although he may stumble at times—he never strays off
He’s made himself more than just acceptable to voters within
message. “On any issue I’ve been involved in, he has never lost this
the various silos that make up the current GOP coalition. He’s a
public grip he has on himself,” says Belling. “I don’t know what
ﬁrst choice for many of them. Far more of the nation’s top 250
gets at him, but you don’t see any expression of emotion at all.”
Republican donors have given money to Walker than any of the
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anything he didn’t. That’s changed. Whether it’s his absence from
Wisconsin’s grand capitol building or the fact that his heart is
transparently set on a job in Washington, members of his own
party exhibit less fear about crossing someone who’s already a
part-time governor. “They don’t feel like they’ve got to dance to
Walker’s tune as much as they did before,” Rothschild says.
The governor has called for sizable cuts to the University of
Wisconsin’s budget, but he had to back off from a plan to change its
mission statement. Legislators balked at his intention to turn the
university’s governance system over to a public authority model,
which was widely seen as a step toward privatization. Lawmakers similarly didn’t warm to his billion-dollar borrowing plan to
pay for infrastructure, and they also converted his proposed $127
million cut to K-12 education into an increase. Republicans hold
12 of the 16 seats on the legislature’s joint budget-writing committee, but they voted to give back public broadcasting half of the
funds Walker wanted to cut. They also stopped short of giving the
governor what he wanted in terms of eliminating the state cap on
school vouchers. “It’s almost like he’s made himself a lame duck,”
says Lee, the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee professor.
Walker may push all the right buttons for Republicans nationwide, but his approval rating in Wisconsin has dropped sharply
since he won re-election. Job creation has lagged behind neighboring Minnesota month after month—for six straight years now.
Democrats despise Walker, but he’s also managing to make at least
some Republicans unhappy. His environmental ideas are a case
in point. Walker proposed changing the citizens board that oversees the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) into a toothless
advisory panel. Hunters didn’t like the plan, which weakened his
standing with that group, and the legislature didn’t buy into it
either. “Even some very strong supporters of Walker have come
out against it,” says George Meyer, a former DNR secretary.
There were other missteps. A new off-reservation casino
in Kenosha promised to create hundreds of jobs, but Walker
squelched the project in January—the day before his star-making speech at the Iowa Freedom Summit. Approval wouldn’t
have played well with the social conservatives who hold the key
to success in the Republican caucuses in Iowa. Walker angered
conservatives with a proposal to ﬂoat $220 million worth of state
bonds to help underwrite a new basketball arena for the Milwaukee Bucks. He ended up having to cut the state’s share of the
deal to $55 million. “I joke on my show that the one state where
Walker is not popular with Republicans is Wisconsin,” says radio
host Belling.
You can’t please everyone. And Walker hasn’t really tried, making it clear that he’s going to side with his fellow conservatives
on every issue. His success in actually carrying out conservative
desires has made him a top contender in the 2016 race. But his
desire to push all the buttons of early state primary voters has
led him to make some choices this year that haven’t sat well with
those constituents who would have to live with the consequences
of his policy choices. “His approval ratings in the state have really
started to crater,” says Marquette professor Nolette. “Obviously,
that’s not his main concern at this point.” G

DAVID KIDD

party’s other presidential hopefuls. Fiscal conservatives applaud
his tax cuts. Chamber of commerce types like his unyielding support for business interests. Although social issues have been less
of a focus for Walker in Wisconsin, he speaks naturally to evangelicals as the son of a Baptist preacher. “He’s authentic,” says
Lütjen. “The resentment that he has against liberal elites is real.
It’s not something he made up.”
Walker eats lunch at his desk out of a brown paper bag every
day. For all the complaints lodged by his political enemies that
Walker has sold out the state to corporate allies—members of his
staff, at both the county and state levels, have come under investigation for cronyism and campaign ﬁnance violations—Walker

Walker’s many out-of-state trips are impacting his
relationship with the legislature.

has not enriched himself during his long public career. In fact, his
personal debts outweigh his assets. National media outlets may
sniff at his lack of a college degree, but that missing credential
doesn’t bother his supporters. Walker is not like some member of
the Bush family trying to hide an Ivy League education, or Mitt
Romney struggling to pretend he’s not a gazillionaire. “He’s a real
guy,” says Litjens, the former legislator. “He doesn’t come from a
political class.”
Democrats now frequently lambaste Walker for being an
absentee governor. The state party has paid to put up billboards
in Milwaukee and Green Bay, calling on the governor to “come
home.” That’s only to be expected from an opposition party
expressing its disdain when its least favorite son seeks the White
House. But the trips Walker takes, from Iowa to Israel—he’s spent
about half his time outside the state this year—do look like they’re
starting to have an impact. During his ﬁrst term, Republican legislators gave Walker everything he wanted and didn’t send him

Email agreenblatt@governing.com
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An abandoned home on
San Antonio’s Eastside

Poverty and

J. MICHAEL SHORT
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Flooding poor
communities
with federal
help hasn’t
accomplished
much in the
past. The Obama
administration
insists this time
will be different.
By J.B. Wogan
rive around San Antonio’s Eastside and you’ll
notice the pockmarked roads, the strings of verdant but unoccupied residential lots and the roaming dogs—off leash, sometimes in a pack, wandering without an owner in sight. While some blocks have
sidewalks and streetlights, it’s striking how many don’t.
Vacant houses have boarded up windows, chipped paint
and rusty, slumped-over fences. Much of the area is boxed
in by highways and a railroad, isolating the neighborhood
from a bustling downtown less than a mile away. Beyond
the visible signs of neglect are troubling statistics about the
well-being of people who live on the Eastside. Their rates
of unemployment, poverty and violent crime are all well
above the city average. The percentage of adults without a
high school diploma is nearly twice as high as in San Antonio overall.
But there are small traces of a turnaround. Bars and restaurants are starting to pop up. A refurbished pedestrian
bridge with a view of the downtown skyline has become
a gathering spot for outdoor yoga classes. Charter schools
have opened. A cluster of contemporary townhomes, built
by a Houston developer, stands in sharp contrast to the older,
dilapidated buildings around it.
In short, the Eastside is a very troubled place with pockets of potential. It is what the Obama administration had

D
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POVERTY AND PROMISES

in mind last year when it launched its Promise Zones program,
aimed at boosting selected low-income communities around the
country. The Eastside was one of three urban neighborhoods
chosen, along with rural areas in Kentucky and Oklahoma. Like
the others, the Eastside receives preferential treatment when
applying for federal grants related to employment, education,
housing, health care and public safety. The initiative also calls for
tax credits for ﬁrms that invest in the area and hire local workers.

FLICKR/ JEFF BLAKLEY, U.S. DEPT. OF HOUSING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT (HUD)

President Obama hopes
to replicate the Harlem
Children’s Zone with the
Promise Zones initiative.

At the time of the announcement, the vice president of one
Washington, D.C., think tank told The Washington Post that the
Promise Zones program was “the biggest, most promising antipoverty strategy” in decades. As if to underscore the Obama
administration’s conﬁdence in the initiative, the White House
declared this April that it would launch a second group of eight
Promise Zone communities.
In selecting the ﬁrst set of Promise Zones, President Obama
elevated expectations by comparing the effort to the Harlem
Children’s Zone, the renowned nonproﬁt that combines highquality education with wraparound services for children and
families in a 97-block area of central Harlem. The model is
44

extensive. Residents have access to nutrition counseling, exercise classes, parenting classes, pre-kindergarten programs, charter schools, community centers and tax preparation assistance.
It is also well funded. So far, the Harlem Children’s Zone has
attracted more than $100 million in private philanthropic investment. Promise Zones is the White House’s effort to replicate the
Harlem approach in other targeted areas.
But for all of the hype surrounding Promise Zones, early
skeptics have pointed out that they sound
an awful lot like discontinued programs
from past administrations. Enterprise
Zones, an idea popularized by Republican Rep. Jack Kemp of New York in the
1980s, focused on tax credits for businesses in areas of concentrated poverty.
In the 1990s, the Clinton administration
launched a parade of similar place-based
programs with seemingly interchangeable names: Empowerment Zones,
Enterprise Communities, Renewal Communities. The early rounds of Empowerment Zones—the most famous of these
efforts—offered tax and regulatory relief
to businesses, but also mixed in block
grants. Over time, however, the Clinton
administration abandoned grants and
focused on tax breaks to spur economic
activity.
Despite this long history of showering selected poor areas with federal
money, there is little tangible evidence
of success. In 2006, the U.S. Government
Accountability Office determined that
some Empowerment Zones had indeed
seen improvements in poverty, unemployment or growth in total jobs and
businesses; however, it reported, those
changes couldn’t be linked to federal
policy and might be attributed to a better national economy or other outside
forces. In a review this year of academic
literature on past zone programs, economists David Neumark and Helen Simpson found almost no evidence that zones
had created jobs or reduced poverty. Some research indicates
that the government-designated zones actually drew jobs away
from other places—reshuffling the location of those jobs rather
than creating new ones. Neumark and Simpson noted one major
caveat from the literature: A few studies suggest the inclusion
of block grants along with tax breaks did, in fact, have a positive
impact on employment and wages, a ﬁnding they said deserves
further examination.
While past federal zone programs continue to be debated in
academic circles, they are failures in one basic sense. Many of
the areas that received help more than a decade ago remain poor
today. West Philadelphia and Camden, N.J., for example, were
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Promise Zone Locations

MINNEAPOLIS (urban)
PINE RIDGE INDIAN
RESERVATION (tribal)

HARTFORD, CT (urban)
PHILADELPHIA, PA (urban)

SACRAMENTO (urban)
ST LOUIS (urban)

INDIANAPOLIS (urban)

CAMDEN, NJ (urban)

SOUTHEASTERN KENTUCKY (rural)
LOS ANGELES (urban)

CHOCTAW NATION
OF OKLAHOMA (tribal)
LOW COUNTRY OF
SOUTH CAROLINA (rural)

SAN ANTONIO (urban)

There are currently 13 communities in the initiative. President Obama wants a total of 20 participating areas.

an Empowerment Zone under President Clinton. San Antonio’s
Eastside was part of an Enterprise Community. Today, all three
of these areas are still depressed enough to qualify as Promise
Zones under President Obama.
It’s easy to see why Promise Zones has its skeptics. But supporters of the initiative say this effort represents a new twist on
neighborhood revitalization. Whereas past interventions sought
primarily to spur economic activity, Promise Zones tries to tackle
a larger spectrum of social and health needs. Borrowing from the
Harlem Children’s Zone, the strategy seeks to help students perform better in school, but also provides services to parents and
other adults in the neighborhood. Former San Antonio Mayor
Julián Castro, now the U.S. secretary of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD), argues that previous efforts didn’t link multiple kinds of assistance in the same community. With Promise
Zones, he says, it’s not just about job creation or affordable housing or preschool, but about providing all of those supports at once.
“That’s a much more holistic approach than has been taken in the
past,” Castro insists. The Obama administration is hoping places
like the Eastside will show that comprehensive, cradle-to-career
social assistance can revive a depressed area in ways past federal
programs did not.

f a Promise Zone could work anywhere, it would seem to be San
Antonio. While all Zone applicants have to demonstrate a commitment from local political leaders, San Antonio is in a unique
situation. A few months after the city won its designation last
year, Castro was appointed to oversee HUD, the main federal agency
coordinating the Promise Zones initiative. Castro’s appointment
came in part because of his city’s record on expanding public preschool and spurring economic development in some of San Antonio’s poorer neighborhoods. In other words, San Antonio was already
moving in the direction that the White House wanted to encourage.
To the good fortune of the Promise Zone, Castro’s departure resulted
in the city council selecting Councilwoman Ivy Taylor, whose district
contained most of the Promise Zone, as the city’s interim mayor. (Last
month Taylor was elected to a full term.)
Because Castro and Taylor were already focused on turning
around the Eastside, San Antonio had already received three
major federal grants aimed at neighborhood revitalization—a
combined $54 million from federal agencies to increase educational achievement, reduce violent crime and replace public housing. While the Promise Zone as a whole includes 22 square miles,
city officials have rebranded the four square miles where these
three grants overlap as “EastPoint.”

I
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POVERTY AND PROMISES

Though changes in the EastPoint area preceded the Promise
Zone announcement, they have become the visible face of the
larger community project. Federal assistance in EastPoint has
focused simultaneously on providing better living conditions,
improving schools and expanding job opportunities. With funding from HUD, the city tore down a public housing complex called
Wheatley Courts and plans to replace it with mixed-income housing. Across the street, the school district is using another federal
grant to turn a public middle school with declining enrollment
into a combined school and community center with programming
for adults and families in the evenings and on weekends. Both the
school and the new housing complex will offer job training and
other supports to help adults in the area ﬁnd employment.
Since becoming a Promise Zone, the Eastside has received
another $32 million in federal grants. As with the Harlem Children’s Zone, the funding pays for a suite of community supports.
So far, the Eastside has received grants to establish a Head Start
program for infants and toddlers; to address substance abuse; to
offer job training at a youth center; to treat and prevent HIV and
hepatitis C infections; to provide drug treatment and employment
services to inmates leaving jail or prison; and to expand successful
charter schools in the city. At least two more federal grants pay
for comprehensive plans so that the neighborhood can formulate
long-term strategies for economic development and improved
public safety.
Spurred by the federal grants, San Antonio has sought to
invest more of its own resources on the Eastside. This year, the
city budgeted more than $17 million for street improvements in
the area. Since last fall, the city and its nonproﬁt partners also
impounded more than 900 stray animals, mowed more than
3,400 overgrown lots and repainted 15 houses. San Antonio for
Growth on the Eastside, a nonproﬁt focused on economic development, gave grants to 50 small businesses for landscaping and
storefront enhancements.
The large sums of money ﬂowing into the Eastside and other
Promise Zones are reminders of the older federal programs that

Breaking Down San Antonio’s
Promise Zone
EASTSIDE PROMISE ZONE
POPULATION

64,125

POVERTY RATE

30.2%

used tax expenditures and grants to help poor communities. But
there is a difference in how the money is being spent. Tax breaks
for economic development were central to past zone programs.
With Promise Zones, tax incentives haven’t been approved by
Congress, even though President Obama proposed them.
The Clinton-era initiatives, such as Empowerment Zones,
included millions in block grants for community development.
In some cases, the money did end up going to child care and other
family supports, but it also funded small business loans and the
construction of new commercial centers. “The emphasis was on
economic development,” says James Quane, an urban poverty
researcher at Harvard University. “Clinton was mainly interested
in bolstering employment.”
The Obama initiative focuses more on human development. It’s
based on the belief that people need higher levels of education and
advanced skills to ﬁnd jobs in a post-industrial marketplace. It also
assumes that children’s physical and social environment affects
their performance in school, which in turn affects their chances
of ﬁnding jobs as adults. Thus, education and social services play a
more prominent role in the Promise Zone vision than they did in
the earlier programs. The same families that are getting upgrades
to their streets, sidewalks and parks are gaining access to child care
services, job training programs and an updated high school curriculum for science, technology, engineering and mathematics.
What’s happening on the Eastside and in other Promise Zones
is an intentional concentration of federal grants that complement
one another. That’s different from how the federal government
has historically tried to help poor areas. “Usually you’re getting
funding for a speciﬁc purpose or maybe a few purposes,” says Valerie Piper, who is overseeing Promise Zones for HUD. “But you
see greater impact when there are connections.”
The Promise Zone designation forces federal and local officials
to recognize and leverage those connections. With Promise Zones,
almost a dozen federal agencies participate in regular calls with one
another and with their local partners to discuss how their parallel
grant initiatives can improve the overall community. Mike Etienne,
director of the Eastside Promise Zone, says the program gives him
direct access to high-level federal officials such as Piper; if he sees
a need not being met in the neighborhood, he can ask Piper and
her peers in other agencies to recommend interventions that will
help. In that sense, part of what’s
being tested with Promise Zones is
SAN ANTONIO
a method for making the public sector more efficient and effective. “This
1,327,407
is about governing,” Piper says. “It’s
about improving the speed of gov20%
ernment coordination across different levels.”

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

15%

4.5%

VIOLENT CRIME RATE

2.78 per 1,000 residents

0.78 per 1,000 residents

% WITHOUT A HIGH
SCHOOL DEGREE

33%

18%

VACANT HOUSING RATE

14%

9%
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he question of when and
how to measure the impact
of Promise Zone initiatives
is one that will be debated
for a long time. The program is
designed to last for 10 years, mean-
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ing that even when President Obama leaves office, the ﬁrst ﬁve
It’s very much an open question whether the increased ﬁnancial investment and focus will move the needle on symptoms
zones will only be about one-third of the way through their
that city leaders hope to address. Based on statements from the
intended lifespan. Because the zones were born of executive
action, not a statute, nothing will prevent the next administration
White House about its early goals for Promise Zones, success
would mean reduced poverty, lower unemployment, less violent
from stopping or fundamentally altering them. Some proponents
crime, improved high school and college graduation rates, betwill argue that even if the program does survive the full 10 years,
a decade of federal aid isn’t enough time to expect a reversal of
ter public infrastructure, and greater private investment in the
intergenerational poverty.
area—a tall order. “It will take decades to turn that around,” says
Before San Antonio officials can assess changes to the EastPoethig. “We didn’t get there overnight. We are not going to see
side neighborhood under the Promise Zone initiative, they will
solutions overnight.”
have to agree on what to track. The
Obama administration envisioned
the zones as data-driven projects,
in which federal and local offiIvy Taylor represented the
cials would be held accountable
Eastside on the city council
for their work. Yet as of May, the
before her appointment as
federal government and its local
mayor in 2014.
partners hadn’t decided which
data they wanted to collect for the
overall zone. In San Antonio, at
least 17 local groups, plus the city,
are involved in different projects
around the Eastside; a handful of
federal agencies are funding projects and receiving regular reports
related to those speciﬁc grants, but
not about conditions within the
larger area. The Eastside partners
have been meeting regularly to
ﬁnalize a list of metrics, along with
an overall Promise Zone scorecard
for policymakers and the public.
Still, with so many sources of funding, grant recipients and separate
government agencies involved, it remains to be seen whether San
Replicating the Promise Zones may be the greatest problem
Antonio can successfully stitch together a comprehensive dashof all. Even if the data show that an uptick in grants revitalboard for the area.
ized the Eastside, the same help might not translate elsewhere.
Ultimately, what federal officials hope to learn from the data is
Promise Zones, by design, are places selected because they were
whether Promise Zones help poor communities and, if so, whether
already showing some signs of improvement. Similar federal
they could be successfully replicated in more places. The history of
programs might not work in extremely poor areas starting with
Enterprise Communities and Empowerment Zones shows that it’s
fewer assets. In any case, the resources do not exist to provide
difficult to draw deﬁnitive conclusions about impact, and Promise
an equivalent level of assistance to more than a small number of
Zones is unlikely to be much different. Erika Poethig, a researcher
communities around the country. All these concerns have led
at the Urban Institute and a former HUD official, notes that one
some critics to charge that the fundamental idea of place-based
of the key tools being used in Promise Zones is especially abstract
social intervention, as embodied in all the federal efforts since
the 1980s, is impractical and obsolete.
and hard to measure: a commitment from the federal government
to be a better partner. Unlike a business tax credit, which can be
Nonetheless, many in San Antonio argue that the Eastside’s
deployed the same way at each target site, the help being offered
Promise Zone is already a success by a more modest standard: the
way people perceive the area. Because of federal and city investin Promise Zones will vary by locality.
Because the Eastside is receiving an array of different services
ments, conversations about prospects for change are taking place
at the same time, evaluators will also be hard-pressed to isolate
all over the neighborhood. The Promise Zone “has reinvigorated
attention on this part on the town,” says Christine Drennon, directhe impact of each component, says Tracey Ross, a researcher at
tor of urban studies at Trinity University in San Antonio. “Now it’s
the Center for American Progress. “Was it the child care? Was it
on the radar. Before, it wasn’t.” G
the afterschool activities at the housing complex? Was it changing the bus schedule so people can get to work on time? You can’t
pinpoint what is contributing to what.”
Email jwogan@governing.com
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Spaceport America
is “the world’s
ﬁrst purpose-built,
commercial spaceport,
intended to be the
launchpad of the global
commercial space
ﬂight industry.”
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VIRGIN GALACTICWW

Will space tourism
transform the sleepy
desert town of Truth or
Consequences, N.M.?
By David Kidd
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R E A D Y F O R TA K E O F F

en years ago, New Mexico officials unveiled plans for
the world’s ﬁrst commercial spaceport. Soon after,
British billionaire Richard Branson announced that it
would be his “spaceline,” Virgin Galactic, that would
take paying customers into space. But a decade later,
residents of the quirky desert town of Truth or Consequences,
N.M., are still waiting.
Originally Virgin Galactic ﬂights were supposed to start in
2012. But a series of setbacks, including the loss of one of its test
rockets and a pilot over the Mojave Desert last year, have now
pushed the ﬁrst ﬂights toward the end of 2016 at the earliest.
That hasn’t dampened would-be space travelers’ excitement.
More than 700 people have put down deposits on tickets that go
for $250,000 a pop. That’s good news for T or C, as the town is
locally known. The spaceport could be a huge economic boon for
the city of about 6,300, which sits just 30 miles southeast of the
now-completed $209 million taxpayer-funded site. Until now,
T or C’s main attraction has been hot springs.
But the spaceport is also a big gamble. In anticipation of
the site, there has been some limited outside investment: CNN
founder Ted Turner bought a resort in the middle of town. Other
than that, investors are playing a game of wait and see, according
to city leaders.
For its part, Virgin Galactic is at work on another spaceship.
Once completed, ﬂight-testing will resume and, if all goes according to plan, the spaceline will eventually take well-heeled passengers into suborbital space for 15 minutes. With each ﬂight, the
state will make a fee—a long-awaited return on its investment. G

T

Even without scheduled
launches, tourists are
already drawn to the
future site of space
travel.

LUCY NICHOLSON / REUTERS

Spaceport America says
its mission is “aimed at
inspiring and delighting
the next generation.”

LUCY NICHOLSON / REUTERS

Email dkidd@governing.com

A local museum honors
radio quiz show host
Ralph Edwards, whose
program the town was
renamed after in 1950.
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As the nearest town to
the spaceport, Truth or
Consequences stands
to gain the most from
the expected increase in
tourism and industry.

In search of a simpler
life, artist Roy Lohr
moved here in 1995
from Santa Fe.
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Future space travelers
may enjoy omelets,
burritos, salads, soups
and sandwiches at the
Happy Belly Deli.
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Val Wilkes and her wife,
Cydney, are proprietors
of the Rocket Inn. The
restored classic motor
lodge is “tastefully
decorated for soothing
ambiance.”

R E A D Y F O R TA K E O F F

MARK GREENBERG

Virgin Galactic hopes to
begin ﬂying passengers
by mid-2016.

LUCY NICHOLSON / REUTERS

LUCY NICHOLSON / REUTERS

Truth or Consequences
advertises itself as “Hot
Springs, Cool Town”
on billboards between
El Paso, Texas, and
Albuquerque, N.M.

Local restaurants are
already beneﬁting from
an inﬂux of hungry
employees from SpaceX,
another company with a
lease at the spaceport.
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Problem Solver
The

Millennial
Question

Seattle
Seattle has emerged as one of the nation’s fastest-growing
big cities, competing with the likes of Austin, Texas, and
Charlotte, N.C. Many of its newest residents are millennials
who have moved to Capitol Hill, Eastlake and other rapidly
changing neighborhoods.
Seattle grew more than 5 percent between 2010 and
2014, outpacing the rest of King County for the ﬁrst time in
decades, according to state Ofﬁce of Financial Management
data. Diana Canzoneri, the city’s demographer, says most
millennials prefer to stay in the city. This preference, she
says, “doesn’t just switch off when they get older.” But they
may not be able to afford to stay once they start families.
Families with children account for a mere 19 percent of
households, less than in many other U.S. cities, according
to a city planning report.

Young adults have remade central
cities in recent years. What’s hard
to predict is how many of them
will continue to live there.
or years, millennials have been
hailed as fundamentally different from prior American generations in their attitudes toward
cities. As large numbers of them have
gravitated toward urban centers, local
governments and private developers
have responded, providing new housing, transit and other amenities aimed at
luring them in.
In the past, starting families was the
tipping point that led young adults to relocate to the suburbs. Now, as millions of millennials—generally deﬁned as those born
between 1982 and 2004—reach this stage in
Deklives,
to recent
come.
their
commentary has called into
question just how urban they truly are. As a
matter of absolute numbers, more of America’s
roughly 75 million millennials live in suburbs
than in central
ext to come.
cities.
What is clear
millennials
G
have delayed
Text is
tothat
come.
marriage and child-bearing longer than their parents. Large numbers have lived in cities for prolonged periods of time and may be more rooted to
their communities and less willing to decamp for
suburbia.
Email mmaciag@governing.com
Some of those wanting to stay put, however,
Viewmay
text struggle
to cometo
atdo
governing.com/
so once they start famihealthmap
lies,
as many cities simply don’t possess an adequate supply of affordable housing for families.
To gauge where this generation might be
settling, Governing interviewed demographers
and local officials in a few of the hottest millennial markets for an update on what’s happening
on the ground. G

F

Hed

Los Angeles
Los Angeles has historically served as a gateway for Latin
American and Asian immigrants. In recent years, though,
immigration rates from foreign countries slowed signiﬁcantly and white millennials started taking the place of
Hispanics in some working-class neighborhoods.
Dowell Myers, a demographer at the University of Southern California, says he hasn’t detected signs that millennials
are ﬂeeing to the suburbs just yet. “They’re still ﬂowing in
the door,” he says, “and not ﬂowing out the back door.”
That could change, Myers says, once the effects of the
recession fade, but they’re still more likely to stick around
than their parents. One reason is that the number of housing units in downtown L.A. has grown dramatically. By
now, millennials are well established in the city. “The longer
millennials stay,” Myers says, “the more they’re cultivating
a new culture of urbanity that will permanently make them
different than their predecessors.”

T

Email mmaciag@governing.com
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| BEHIND THE NUMBERS
By Mike Maciag

New York City
New York’s millennials embody some of the generation’s most commonly cited characteristics: Not only are the vast majority of them single and highly educated, but they live in the
only major U.S. city where most households are carless. They are also more likely to have
migrated from outside the metro region, lured by cultural amenities and a diverse economy.
With Manhattan neighborhoods becoming unaffordable, many young residents are
seeking outer-borough neighborhoods such as the South Bronx and Brooklyn’s Bushwick,
places that were once crime-ridden and declining. As millennials start families, they’ll
seek larger living arrangements, but space may not be the near-universal draw among
millennials that it was for the city’s past generations. “A lot of it,” says Joseph Salvo of
the city planning department, “will be based on efforts by all of us to provide people with
more affordable housing options.”
The region’s suburbs have their own challenges. Nassau and Westchester counties are
aging and plagued by some of the nation’s highest property taxes. Salvo suspects some
millennials will decide that those taxes aren’t worth the tradeoff of the additional space,
and they’ll stay put in the urban core.

Chicago
The Chicago metropolitan area isn’t experiencing the same population growth as some metro
regions. But many of its neighborhoods had already
begun to transition long before millennials started
moving in. More recently, the new arrivals have
been drawn to jobs in and around the city core,
particularly in the tech sector. “There’s no sign of it
slowing down,” says Rob Paral, a Chicago demographer. “The expansion of the neighborhoods that
are being rehabbed or gentrifying is still happening
without a doubt.”
One advantage Chicago has working in its favor:
Housing costs aren’t as high as in some of the
nation’s other hot cities. So when millennials desire
a larger living space, remaining in the city might be a
more plausible option for them than in costlier places.

Washington, D.C.
Charlotte, N.C.

The young, single millennials who transformed
some D.C. neighborhoods virtually overnight are
now marrying and starting families of their own.
The question confronting D.C. ofﬁcials is how to
hold onto these residents.
D.C.’s Ofﬁce of Revenue Analysis found that
about two-thirds of married taxﬁlers remained
in the district three years after adding their ﬁrst
dependent in 2007, 2008 or 2009. That rate has
remained steady since the early 2000s. But many
D.C. residents decamp for the suburbs by the time
their ﬁrst child turns 4.
While the D.C. economy remained relatively
strong during the recession, the city now faces
stiffer competition for millennials from other
parts of the country. One way D.C. has sought to
appeal to young families is by expanding its prekindergarten programs to 3- and 4-year-olds. A
zoning change also protects some family-sized
row houses from being divided into smaller units.

Over the past decade, few regions have seen the rapid boom that’s taken place in Charlotte,
N.C. In the years immediately following the recession, Charlotte’s Mecklenburg County
recorded faster annual population growth than in outlying suburban counties. But that could
be shifting: 2014 Census estimates indicate neighboring counties surpassed Mecklenburg’s
growth, which dipped slightly. Jeff Michael, director of the Urban Institute at the University
of North Carolina Charlotte, says it’s too early to know whether the change represents a
one-year blip or a return to stronger suburban growth. “There were so many people eager to
write off the suburbs,” he says. “I was always a little skeptical of that.”
Many of Charlotte’s millennials have been drawn to apartment complexes along a light rail
line that opened in 2007. They tend to be employed in the banking and energy sectors, two
of the city’s leading employment bases. Accordingly, Michael says, they’re more conservative—and possibly less committed to dense city life—than millennials elsewhere. If they do
decide to move, however, Michael expects them to opt for close-in suburbs or smaller, older
towns with urban characteristics like Belmont and Davidson.
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Problem Solver

| SMART MANAGEMENT
By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Drilling Down
Disaggregated data lets leaders know what and where to manage.
rive through most Connecticut
communities on trash pickup
day, and you’ll discover two
containers in front of many
homes. One is for run-of-the-mill garbage.
The other is for recycling.
Obviously, most communities would
prefer that their citizens recycle as vigorously as possible. In Stamford, Conn.,
for example, leaders know that citywide
about 28 percent of the trash is recycled.
That may be useful information, but far
more helpful is to know how much trash
is recycled neighborhood by neighborhood. “Certain communities will recycle
over 60 percent,” says Jay Fountain, chair
of the Fiscal Committee of the Stamford
Board of Representatives. “Others will
recycle from 5 to 10 percent.”
That breakdown—or disaggregation
as it’s known in data circles—provides the
kind of information that allows the city
to “ﬁnd the areas in which we need to
encourage recycling,” Fountain says.
An emphasis on disaggregating information has been growing in importance as
states and cities tap into huge quantities of
information for more sophisticated analy-

ses (see “Bad Data,” page 24). It’s at the
“heart of the new focus on data analytics,”
says Harry Hatry, director of the public
management program at the Urban Institute, who has been an advocate of using
disaggregated data for decades.
Not only does disaggregating data
make it more useful for policymakers, it’s
also key to engaging public interest. Consider schools in New York City, our hometown. Any data related to the quality of the
public schools citywide is only minimally
useful to parents and school administrators. Schools in Staten Island are very different from those in the South Bronx. But
school-by-school breakouts capture the
public’s attention and are of use in determining which schools may need the most
help. “People will pay attention to personalized information,” says Diane Lim, vice
president of economic research at the
Committee for Economic Development.
“If you’re looking at colleges, you want to
see about your alma mater.”
Sometimes, seemingly disaggregated
data needs yet more ﬁne tuning. Just a few
weeks ago, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) released a study

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

D

about Hispanic health risks in America.
One of its top ﬁndings was that “fewer Hispanics than whites die from the 10 leading
causes of death, but Hispanics had higher
death rates than whites from diabetes and
chronic liver disease and cirrhosis.”
Think about this for a moment. Hispanics have many different nations of
origin. Lumping them all together can
be misleading. Consider smoking rates.
According to more disaggregated CDC
data, only about 14 percent of Hispanics smoke, compared with 24 percent of
whites. But if you look at Puerto Rican
males, the picture changes, with 26 percent of that population smoking.
Or split things up another way. It turns
out that Hispanics are as likely as whites
to have high blood pressure, but Hispanic
women are “twice as likely as Hispanic
men” to get it under control, reported
the CDC.
When it comes to economic information, disaggregation is particularly crucial.
“The economy is the sum of the parts and
all the parts are moving in different ways,”
says Lim. “So, you can’t see the direction
of the trend from the aggregate.”
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APWA INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC WORKS

CONGRESS & EXPOSITION
AUGUST 30 – SEPTEMBER 2, 2015
PHOENIX CONVENTION CENTER
www.apwa.net/congress
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SUNDAY

MONDAY

TUESDAY
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LUTTRELL

PUBLIC WORKS
TECHNOLOGIES
PANEL

DIANA
NYAD

DAN
MCNICHOL, PHD

Long-distance swimmer, sports
journalist and broadcaster

Author, Journalist, Speaker

Decorated Navy SEAL and
Best-Selling Author of
Lone Survivor and Service:
A Navy Seal at War

APWA’s Emerging Leaders
Academy takes you through
amazing new, cutting-edge
technologies on the verge
of becoming mainstream
in public works.

Lone Survivor:
A Tribute to
Courage, Honor,
and Patriotism

Find a Way

Low & Slow Across
America: A Road Trip
through the Nation’s
Public Works… in a
1949 Hudson

Go to www.apwa.net/congress and check out all of the Education Sessions, Exhibits and much more!
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| BETTER GOVERNMENT
By Mark Funkhouser
Of course, she’s right. This is kind of like
the old joke that features three men shooting at a target. The ﬁrst fellow shoots 10 feet
to the right of the target. The second fellow’s arrow goes 10 feet to the left. Observing this, the third gentleman, an economist
who leans on aggregated numbers, says,
“Hey, the two of you hit a bull’s-eye.”
Disaggregation is necessary for effective use of performance information.
Research has found that performance
data is best used in individual agencies—
as opposed to governmentwide—because
it’s far easier for agencies to make use of
the separate pieces of information. “This
is important for managers to be able to
manage both their money and their people,” says Katherine Willoughby, professor
of public policy and management in the
Andrew Young School of Policy Studies at
Georgia State University.
All of this is not to say that providing
policymakers and citizens with only disaggregated numbers is enough. It’s the
combination of both the aggregated and
the disaggregated that gives a more complete story. Yet there are many instances
in which there is no central source to put
all the individual numbers from cities,
counties or states together in a way that
would provide an aggregate benchmark as
a means of measure.
In criminal justice, for instance, one
area of current interest focuses on local
governments that are charging fees and
ﬁnes. In some places, men and women are
going to jail for not paying parking fees.
“But, we don’t have any kind of aggregated national source for understanding
the extent of this or how it’s changed over
time,” says Michael Leachman, director
of state ﬁscal research for the Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities.
Of course, even the proper combination of aggregated and disaggregated
information isn’t a silver bullet. No single
general rule is a panacea. “Having more
good data doesn’t necessarily make for
better policy decisions,” Leachman says.
“But at least it makes it possible to make
good policy decisions.” G

Problems Only Government Can Solve

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com

Email mfunkhouser@governing.com

Foundations are important, but they have their limits.
“For almost forty years our economy has bred stagnant wages, long-term unemployment, huge disparities of wealth, and fewer escalators of social mobility.”
These are the opening words of social scientist Daniel Yankelovich’s book Wicked
Problems, Workable Solutions: Lessons from a Public Life. They describe a set of facts
that, in ways often unrecognized or unacknowledged, dominates almost every issue.
This list also is a reminder, in an age of disruption and social entrepreneurship, of
the importance of government. Technological advances and innovation are rightly
prized, and yet the problems Yankelovich lists remain largely undiminished. And
they are massive in scale. As Alan Greenblatt wrote in Governing back in 2011, “Public
education is a $600 billion enterprise in the United States. All the private money that
goes to support it, from bake sales to the Gates Foundation, represents less than 1
percent of that amount.”
It would seem to follow, then, as
Hilary Pennington of the Ford Foundation put it at a recent symposium,
that “the path to scale is through the
government.” I was surprised to hear
this from an executive in the philanthropic community and followed up
with her. She thinks that the degree
of attention paid by foundations and
the public to individual social entrepreneurs is problematic because
they tend to position government as
the problem. She wishes that foundations would devote as much attention to social entrepreneurs within
government. Yes, government needs
to change, but I agree with her that
the path to scale, especially on issues of social justice, is indeed through government
because there are limits to what the market will do.
Pennington went on to say that it would be wonderful if young people who are so
in love with social entrepreneurship and public service saw government as a credible
sphere in which to pursue these ideals. Instead, as she noted, they are skeptical of
government as an agent for progress. As Paul C. Light reported in his book A Government Ill Executed, only 28 percent of college seniors who were surveyed saw working
for government as the preferred form of public service.
So if it must fall to government to tackle the “wicked problems,” then what should
be the role of foundations? For Pennington, the answer depends on the relationship
between government and the governed, since it is the public that should determine
public priorities. Foundations can help governments be more effective and accountable. They can fund experimentation and then help government make wiser decisions
about what programs it should fund. And foundations can rally attention to neglected
problems or unifying goals.
Near the end of his book, Yankelovich writes that the central challenge we face is
this: “How do we reinforce the human bonds that hold society together?” It seems
to me that the only answer is effective and accountable government. G

“

The degree of
attention paid by foundations and the public to individual social
entrepreneurs is problematic because they
tend to position government as the problem.”

GOVERNING | Ju l y 2 0 1 5

58

GOV07_56.indd 58

6/12/15 10:34 AM

__________Designer __________CreativeDir.

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com
5

25

50

75

BLACK

CMY grey

95 100

5

25

T1

50

75

T2

95 100

YELLOW

__________Editorial __________Prepress

T3

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

Meaningful Engagement Matters.
Five cities enter the City Accelerator to adopt
new practices that better engage low-income
residents in civic life and public decision-making.
Follow their progress 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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Problem Solver

| TECH TALK
By Tod Newcombe

A Civil Engagement
Online community networks are popular, but how useful are they?
obert Putnam wrote the thoughtprovoking book Bowling Alone
in 2000, which explored how
Americans were increasingly
becoming disconnected from family,
friends and neighbors. Changes in work,
family structure and commuting times,
among other things, were contributing to
the divide and leading to a decline in traditional community social networks such
as bowling leagues and parent teacher
associations. But then came social media
platforms and mobile devices, and many
of these activities simply went online.
Soon governments followed, rolling
out a host of apps in the late 2000s in an
effort to engage citizens. Now about a
decade into the trend, cities are beginning
to look at how effective these technologies
actually are—and the data coming in so far
isn’t all that encouraging.
States and cities largely began seeing apps and social networks as a way to
engage citizens in 2009 with the launch
of Boston’s Citizens Connect, which
allowed for anyone with a smartphone to
report problems and receive alerts from
the city. The app proved so popular that
the state adopted the idea and created
Commonwealth Connect so that smaller
communities could provide the same
kind of interactive service that was available in Boston. “Today, the discussion
may be about potholes,” Mitch Weiss,
former chief of staff to the late Mayor
Tom Menino, recently told The Boston
Globe, but the technology could eventually evolve to “fuel dialogue about urban
education or public safety.”
Indeed, apps and social media platforms are emerging that aim to facilitate these discussions. E-Democracy,
for example, is a nonproﬁt that provides
consulting, hosting and community forum
services to help neighbors create online
communities that not only exchange ideas

and tackle local problems but also have an
impact on how government is run.
Nextdoor, another neighborhood network platform, also connects neighborhoods and governments. Launched in
2011, it started out as a single network of
more than 200 online neighborhoods and
has reached 53,000 today. Participation
is free, but is restricted to speciﬁc geographic areas. Postings on Nextdoor can
only be seen by other active users who
live within the neighborhood boundaries. But the site launched a second service when programmers realized many
users were talking about public safety
and blight—topics which involve government. The new Nextdoor, which is now
active in approximately 650 local government agencies, such as police, public
works and utilities, allows public agencies to exchange information with online
neighborhoods.
But like so many digital solutions,
there’s a limit to what social networking technology can do. Citizens Connect,
while hugely popular for reporting problems in Boston, has proven less stellar at
engaging citizens with government. Few

Email tnewcombe@governing.com

NEXTDOOR.COM

R

people use the app’s social media features
and 38 percent never use the app to look
at other reports about the city.
In a detailed look at how Nextdoor is
adopted and used by neighborhoods, the
Georgia Institute of Technology recently
found that most users already had a
strong connection to their neighborhood;
in other words, they weren’t “bowling
alone.” In addition, those that did choose
to participate struggled with deciding
what level of personal information they
were willing to share within their Nextdoor neighborhood, especially as the
number of participants grew.
Of course, there is still a lot to learn
about these apps and about social networks
in general. But what may seem like a great
way to communicate and engage may not
be as effective as cities would like. That’s
an important lesson for local officials who
may be tempted to look toward technology as a solution to citizen engagement.
Apps and platforms are useful tools that
can expand opportunities for face-to-face
dialogues, but they won’t replace them. G
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48TH ANNUAL
ISM CONFERENCE

INNOVATE. COLLABORATE. ENGAGE.

WELCOME ADDRESS
SPEAKER

For more than 40 years, the ISM Conference has served as the
nation's best forum for addressing how technology can be
utilized to streamline business processes and improve
automated support of Health and Human Services programs.
ISM brings together federal, state, local and private sector
thought leaders to discuss lessons learned, emerging issues and
key trends.
The ISM Board is committed to a non-sales, information
oriented agenda that addresses topical issues and challenges
facing our membership. ISM 2015 addresses HHS challenges
related to Customer Engagement, Emerging Technologies, Best
Practices, Data Analytics and Workforce Engagement in 24
breakout sessions presenting proven solutions and best
practices from state and private sector thought leaders. Federal
agency participation at ISM 2015 is greater than ever before
with representatives from ACF, CMS, FNS, and SSA presenting
in breakout and general sessions. Most importantly, ISM 2015
includes multiple venues for networking with your HHS
colleagues to share common concerns and lessons learned.

Join Us

The Honorable
Michael Nutter
Mayor of Philadelphia

REGISTER NOW
www.APHSA.org

PENNSYLVANIA CONVENTION CENTER
MARRIOTT PHILADELPHIA DOWNTOWN
PHILADELPHIA, PA

@APHSA1

__________Designer __________CreativeDir.

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

25

50

75

BLACK

CMY grey

95 100

John Kost
Vice President of
Gartner Research
Session: Where the
Buck Really Stops
for IT Projects

AUGUST 30 - SEPTEMBER 2, 2015

www.erepublic.com

OPENING KEYNOTE
SPEAKER

5

25

T1

50

75

T2

95 100

YELLOW

__________Editorial __________Prepress

T3

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

Problem Solver

| PUBLIC MONEY
By Frank Shafroth

Financial Judgement
The rules for a city’s return to solvency are being crafted by judges, not lawmakers.
either Congress nor the Obama
administration had a response—
or even words of support—when
two large U.S. cities lurched into
bankruptcy two years ago. And there still
isn’t a response now as Puerto Rico, a U.S.
territory, heads in that direction.
Well, that’s not entirely true. As Congress completed its 2016 budget resolution in May, it included for the ﬁrst time
in U.S. history a provision of singular
discrimination. It barred so-called “bailouts” to municipal corporations, cities and
counties—none of which have ever been
“bailed out”—while leaving unchanged
support for federal bailouts of nongovernmental corporations, such as major Wall
Street banks and automobile companies.

in Stockton, Calif., have devoted nearly
three years to shepherding the two cities
through extraordinary trials on their way
to solvency. Moreover, unlike the federal
bailouts to Detroit’s major, iconic private
corporations, these federal judges acted
without access to solutions often provided
private corporations, such as allowing
them to shift the liabilities for pension
obligations to the federal Pension Beneﬁt
Guaranty Corp.
When Congress adopted the municipal bankruptcy amendments in 1988, the
country’s experience had been that municipal bankruptcies affected small districts.
Therefore, Congress acted to ensure that
these small jurisdictions would continue
to operate and provide essential public

N

“

In the wake of the Great Recession,
the oft-forgotten third branch of the federal
government—the judiciary—has assumed the
most critical role and responsibility for municipal
and urban policy.”
Local governments are facing heightened, long-term credit challenges at a
time of profound changes in federalism.
In the wake of the Great Recession, the
oft-forgotten third branch of the federal
government, the judiciary, has assumed
the most critical role and responsibility for
municipal and urban policy. It is increasingly displacing legislative and executive
branches in addressing the long-term
solvency of some of the nation’s oldest
cities—assessing, analyzing and examining the extent to which these cities and
counties can achieve a sustainable future.
U.S. bankruptcy judges like Steven
Rhodes in Detroit and Christopher Klein

services. Indeed, from 1980 to 2013, the
vast majority of Chapter 9 ﬁlings were
by municipal utilities and special districts, as well as hospital and health-care
facilities. In the last decade, however, we
have experienced bankruptcies of large
localities, from Jefferson County, Ala., to
Vallejo, Calif., to Harrisburg, Pa., to name a
few. These more recent, signiﬁcant urban
bankruptcies affect millions of Americans,
disproportionately impacting low-income
and minority Americans.
In an unprecedented session hosted
by the New York Federal Reserve in April,
bankruptcy judges involved in the largest
municipal bankruptcies spoke of the les-

sons learned. Judge Thomas Bennett, who
oversaw the Jefferson County bankruptcy,
addressed the importance of “long-term
municipal sustainability” as a key outcome to any successful municipal distress
proceeding—in addition to an effective
restructuring of a city or county’s debt.
Rhodes spoke of the uncertain future of
this generation of cities and counties that
emerge from municipal bankruptcy given
the lack of a federal role in achieving
“long-term sustainability,” that is, a plan
that entails a structuring of a pensions and
debt service.
Rhodes said that he devoted much
of Detroit’s bankruptcy proceedings
to ensuring any proposed plan of debt
adjustment be feasible, implementable by
the city and enduring. “I did not want to
become known as the judge on Detroit’s
ﬁrst bankruptcy case,” he said. As an
example, he noted his decision to preserve the artwork housed at the Detroit
Institute of Arts. “To sell the art,” he said,
“would be to forfeit Detroit’s future.”
The events of these past few years
suggest a fundamental alteration in the
federalism created half a century ago
under former President Richard Nixon,
a federalism that included congressional
and administrative support for a general
revenue sharing program. Even under
Nixon’s predecessor, Congress created
the Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (ACIR), intending
it as the nation’s foremost repository of
experience and information on intergovernmental structure, ﬁnance, process and
practice. The ACIR also acted as a critical
forum to identify emerging issues, trends
and turning points, and as a way to promote stronger intergovernmental communication, cooperation and coordination.
Today, that forum is no longer funded. G
Email fshafrot@gmu.edu
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PROTECTING

cross the United States, local and state
governmental organizations use reciprocal
deposit services to access multi-million-dollar
FDIC insurance through a single bank relationship.
In this way, they are able to safeguard taxpayer money,
keep funds local, and eliminate the burden of ongoing
collateral tracking.

PUBLIC
FUNDS

THROUGH
RECIPROCAL
DEPOSITS

Here are a few facts about how public funds are using
Insured Cash Sweep® and CDARS®, services provided by
Promontory Interfinancial Network, the nation’s leading
provider of reciprocal deposit placement services.

AN ACTIVE COMMUNITY OF DEPOSITORS

AMERICAN AS...

39%
of all reciprocal deposits
placed using Promontory’s
services are placed by
public organizations.

3600+
$13 Billion

public fund customers across the nation used Promontory
services to place reciprocal deposits in excess of

Based on average principal balance
as of 3/31/15.

FROM SEA TO SHINING SEA

As of 3/31/15.

states have laws that allow public
entities to protect deposits through
the use of reciprocal deposits.

To find a bank that offers ICS and CDARS visit

ICSandCDARS.com

Placement of customer funds through the ICS and CDARS services is subject to the terms, conditions, and disclosures set forth in the agreements that a participating institution’s customer enters into
with that institution, including the applicable deposit placement agreement. Limits apply and customer eligibility criteria may apply. Program withdrawals are limited to six per month when using the ICS
savings option. If a depositor is subject to restrictions on the placement of funds in depository institutions, it is the depositor’s responsibility to determine whether the placement of funds through ICS or
CDARS, or a particular ICS or CDARS transaction, satisfies these restrictions. Insured Cash Sweep, ICS, and CDARS are registered service marks of Promontory Interfinancial Network, LLC.
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Last Look

JEFFREY MALET

On any given day, there are well over 4,000 uniformed officers
patrolling the streets of Washington, D.C., making the nation’s
capital No. 1 in the proportion of officers to citizens. Most serve
with the Metropolitan Police Department, but many work for the
Capitol Police, Secret Service, Park Police and dozens of other
law enforcement agencies. But every year in the middle of May,
that number swells to tens of thousands. They come from all over
the nation and the world to celebrate what has come to be known
as National Police Week. President John F. Kennedy proclaimed
May 15 as Peace Officers Memorial Day in 1962. Since then, the
day of recognition has morphed into a seven-day affair. The
week’s activities include conferences, group motorcycle rides, a
candlelight vigil, marching bagpipers, the culmination of a 300mile Police Unity Tour bike ride and uniform inspections as part
of an honor guard competition. —David Kidd
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EVENTS

NETWORK.
LEARN.
INNOVATE.

35 cities... to connect with your peers
Albany, NY
Atlanta, GA
Augusta, ME
Austin, TX
Boston, MA
Brooklyn, NY
Charleston, WV
Columbus, OH
Denver, CO
Detroit, MI
Frankfort, KY
Harrisburg, PA

Honolulu, HI
Indianapolis, IN
Jackson, MS
Jefferson City, MO
Lansing, MI
Las Vegas, NV
Linthicum, MD
Little Rock, AR
Los Angeles, CA
Madison, WI
Montgomery, AL
Nashville, TN

Phoenix, AZ
Raleigh, NC
Richmond, VA
Sacramento, CA
Salem, OR
Salt Lake City, UT
Springﬁeld, IL
St. Paul, MN
Tacoma, WA
Tallahassee, FL
Trenton, NJ

Attend or Sponsor
govtech.com/events
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Protect Your Government Budget.

REDUCE
YOUR RISK.
Mitigating risk saves time and money. With Verizon Networkﬂeet,
your government agency can beneﬁt from a ﬂeet management
system that continually monitors vehicle and driver performance
to help reduce risk and protect your budget.

Call for a custom quote

Download our free eBook

866.869.1353

www.Networkﬂeet.com/GovRisk
AD-N124 | 02.27.2015
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