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Dina Hilliard, left, is a 

Tenderloin resident and 
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IN THIS ISSUE 

  

 L
iving in the Washington, D.C., area, I experience conges-
tion and gridlock on our city streets fi rsthand. It’s not 
uncommon for commute times around here to exceed 
two hours each way for some D.C. area residents. But 

would high-speed rail be the answer for D.C. and other metro-
politan areas? The nation is embarking on numerous intercity 
rail projects, but none are larger, faster or more expensive than 
California’s $45 billion, 220 mph passenger rail project that will 
connect Sacramento and San Francisco with the state’s major 
urban areas down to San Diego. How will they do it? Can they do 
it? Can they aff ord it? Josh Goodman seeks some of these answers 
in this month’s cover story.

Our human services piece looks at the poverty issue in our 
nation’s suburbs, which are now home to the largest and fastest 

growing poor population in the U.S., 
according to the Brookings Institu-
tion. This has put a strain on areas 
ill equipped to deal with the grow-
ing need for emergency housing, 
emergency meals and even public 
transit, where there is little to none. 
How are local governments coping 
in terms of funding and services to 
deal with this quiet disaster? Zach 
Patton examines this issue.

There’s something to be said for 
tackling a problem head-on, but we’ve 
seen the same situation happen over 
and over—a crisis hits a government 

agency, yet the news breaks in the media or through leaks. Public 
offi  cials quickly lose control of the story, and attempts to explain 
the situation seem inadequate, resulting in another government 
public relations disaster. Why don’t public offi  cials understand 
that they should break bad news themselves—and quickly? 
Jonathan Walters examines this issue and provides examples of 
how public offi  cials can build better media relations. 

And fi nally, with the nation’s population expected to grow 
steadily over the next 40 years, how will this impact Ameri-
can society and its economy? Joel Kotkin, an internationally 
recognized authority on global economic, political, social and 
technology trends, shares his vision of the new America and what 
state and local public offi  cials should and should not be doing to 
prepare for the “next 100 million” Americans.  

Enjoy our May issue and as always, let me know how we’re 
doing by sending me an e-mail at publisher@governing.com.
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INTRODUCING
THE NEXT

GENERATION OF

©2010 Kronos Incorporated

INSTANTLY REACHING HUNDREDS OF EMPLOYEES.

TIME & ATTENDANCE     SCHEDULING     ABSENCE MANAGEMENT     HR & PAYROLL       HIRING       LABOR ANALYTICS

Visit kronos.com/mobile21 for a free video introduction to the Kronos Workforce MobileTM Scheduler. 

When you need to fi ll a shift, why waste hours calling each employee when you can text them all at once? Just one example 
of how Kronos workforce management products help reduce costs, improve productivity and minimize compliance risks. 

And with Kronos you’ll always get unsurpassed depth and reliability, combined with solutions that are both easy to own and 
use. In fact, with thousands of installations in organizations of all sizes — including over 2,000 government customers  — 
we’re proving workforce management doesn’t have to be so hard.
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LETTERS

Boeing’s Blunder?
The Going South story in your March 

issue [p. 30] concerning Boeing is an incom-
plete and selectively sourced analysis. It 
misleads readers to infer that Washington 
state did something wrong and South Caro-
lina did something right.

In fact, Washington competed success-
fully against 20 other states in 2003 for 
production of the Boeing 787 Dreamliner, 
granting Boeing more than $3 billion in tax 
subsidies. Since then, the state has tailored 
training and unemployment insurance 
programs to suit Boeing, expanded tax 
subsidies to the supplier base, supported 
Boeing’s procurement campaigns in Con-
gress and responded to the aerospace 
industry’s interests in many other ways.

The article also misleads regarding 
the labor costs and age profi le of Boeing’s 
Seattle-area assembly work force. Aerospace 
products are complex and heavily engi-
neered. Labor costs are a small fraction of 
overall costs, and labor costs in fi nal assembly
are roughly 4 percent. On the other hand, 
skilled workers have dramatic leverage on 
productivity, which determines success or 
failure in this specialized industry.

Boeing’s recent investment in human 
capital is weak by historic standards, with 
three successive rounds of layoff s, heavy 
outsourcing, and erosion of both design and 
manufacturing capacities. Obviously com-
panies that stop hiring and lay off  junior 
employees will experience aging work 
forces. Boeing’s insistence on hollowing its 
business has made the 787 a major head-
ache for customers, a fi nancial sinkhole for 

investors and a major disappointment 
to Washington state offi  cials.

This pattern repeats the strategy of 
McDonnell Douglas, which lost money 
on its last wide-body and narrow-
body airplane programs, positioned 
itself for a buy-out by Boeing in 1997, 
and then displaced Boeing’s prob-
lem-solving corporate culture with 
short-termism.

Competitors like Airbus, Bom-
bardier and Embraer succeed by 
making long-term commitments 
to communities and their human 
capital. Under its new “cost-
cutting” model, Boeing has already 

rescued two failing major suppliers 
and will pay millions in late-delivery 
penalties.

Washington state made a value prop-
osition to Boeing, arguing long-term 
competitive advantage. But Boeing is tak-
ing the money and racing to the bottom.

Stan Sorscher

Legislative Director
Society for Professional Engineering 

Employees in Aerospace
Tukwila, Wash.

Unscientifi c Methods?
I was disappointed in the lack of bal-

ance in the article An Ill Wind Blows in the 
March 2010 issue of Governing [p. 16]. The 
article relies largely on the research of Dr. 
Nina Pierpont, but does not do enough to 
present criticism of her arguments. While 
there may be some truth to Ms. Pierpont’s 
claims, the fact is that none of her “studies” 
have been peer-reviewed. Her evidence is 
strictly anecdotal, and her background as 
a pediatric doctor raises serious questions 
about her qualifi cations as an expert. The 
article mentions none of these things. In 
fact, Ms. Pierpont has been widely dis-
credited as using unscientifi c methods. 
(Here’s a link that is admittedly from a 
pro-wind source, but that cites numer-
ous peer-reviewed studies contradicting 
Ms. Pierpont: www.windisgood.ca/site/
no_evidence.pdf ). Again, while this issue 
is worthy of discussion, I believe that you 
owe your readers more balanced report-
ing than what was published. [This letter 
represents the opinion of Jesse Buerk and 
not that of the Delaware Valley Regional 
Planning Commission.]

Jesse Buerk

Transportation Planner
Delaware Valley Regional 

Planning Commission
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“[To improve civics education at the elementary, high 
school or university levels], bring local-level elected 
offi  cials (city councilmen, county commissioners, etc.) 
into the classroom to speak directly to the kids. Let 
them know what it’s really all about. Q&A sessions with 
the kids are great. During our recent campaigns for 
local offi  ce, the high school invited us in (as part of its 
civics classes) to talk with them. Makes a better 
impression on the kids than just reading the books.”
—from a fan of the Governing Facebook page

 Join Governing’s LinkedIn group at linkedin.com

 Fan Governing on Facebook at facebook.com/governing

 Follow Governing on Twitter at twitter.com/governing

 Put Governing in your RSS reader at governing.com

GOING
SOUTH
Washington state tries to tackle its looming 

aerospace challenges. By Blake Harris

When Boeing announced it had chosen North Charles-

ton, S.C., as the location for its second “final assembly 

site” for the new 787 Dreamliner, Jim Albaugh, presi-

dent and CEO of the firm’s commercial airline division, 

used classic corporate-speak to describe it as a move 

that would build “synergies,” strengthen “competi-

tiveness” and add “sustainability” to one of the largest 

manufacturing firms in the country and leader in avia-

tion technology. Nothing was said about the millions of 

dollars in loans the company received from South Caro-

lina as part of the arrangement; the transfer of hundreds 

of jobs from a high-wage, union-friendly state to one 

where labor marches to a different drummer; or the 

fact that two states were competing fiercely for Boeing’s 

highly prized tech jobs. 

The latest move was simply an extension of the 

company’s apparent long-term strategy of migrating 

significant portions of its core manufacturing away from 

Washington state. After all, Boeing Charleston already 

performed fabrication, assembly and systems installa-

tion for the new 787 aft fuselage sections. And across 

the street, Global Aeronautica, 50 percent  of which is 

owned by Boeing, was already joining and integrating 

aft fuselage sections of 787s from other structural part-

ners. And of course, the company’s corporate headquar-

ters is now located in Chicago.

GOVERNING |  March 2010
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When transit workers 
need help saving for 
retirement, who keeps 
them on track?

Whether your employees are transit workers keeping trains running smoothly or 

administrators keeping the office running smoothly, they could all use help with 

retirement planning. As the only not-for-profit focused exclusively on the retirement 

needs of the public sector, we provide plan sponsors with exceptional support. 

And we help more than 900,000 employees build retirement security through 

our education materials and multi-manager investment strategy. No wonder 

so many city, county and state employees turn to us to power their 

retirement plans. Call 800-729-4457 www.icmarc.org 

Vantagepoint Funds are distributed by ICMA-RC Services, LLC, a wholly owned broker-dealer subsidiary of ICMA-RC, 
member FINRA/SIPC. ©2010 ICMA-RC AC: 0110-3655

PlanSMART with ICMA-RC. 
Learn more at www.icmarc.org/plansmart10.
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 G
rowing up in a Canadian
city—Winnipeg, Mani-
toba, to be exact—where 
extreme temperature 

swings and lots of moisture wreaked 
havoc on streets, it was easy to 
explain a late arrival at a meet-
ing with a shrug and a little bit of 
folk wisdom: “There are only two 
seasons in this town—winter and 
construction.” The comment was 
often met with knowing nods by 
those living through the same bumpy,
detoured trips and traffic congestion 
as the city filled potholes that could 
swallow subcompacts whole.

It was simply the cost of doing 
business for the municipality, along 
with a snow-clearing budget that 
always seemed at least one storm 
short of full funding. But such is 
life in a northern town.

Hundreds of miles to the south 
and east, the District of Columbia 
recovered this year from a particu-
larly severe winter with its second 
annual “Potholepalooza,” during which 
the capital city doubled and tripled its road 
crews to temporarily patch a record num-
ber of potholes. From March 5 to April 5, 
District Department of Transportation 
crews fi lled more than 7,600 potholes 
throughout the city, including 578 on St. 
Patrick’s Day, the most in a single day.

But are potholes unavoidable? That 
was the question in Fort Wayne, Ind., 
where the city got in front of the problem 
with a solution that percolated up from 
the people who knew the roads best. 
Former Mayor Graham Richard, a long-
time advocate of bringing quality man-
agement disciplines to government, had 
set a goal of reducing response time for 
fi lling potholes from four days to within 
24 hours of the time they were reported. 

By Paul W. Taylor

Pothole Principles
Preventing small problems from growing bigger takes on signifi cance in today’s economy.

DISPATCH

hours. It improved service and 
saved the city money, and bonus 
checks followed.

At issue is preventive mainte-
nance. Filling cracks, fi xing leaks, 
painting exposed wood, replacing 
broken window panes and chang-
ing oil are mundane and relatively 
inexpensive measures that extend 
the serviceable life of useful things. 
In budgetary compromises, such 
maintenance is often deferred to 
stretch available funds to meet 
maintenance level costs, which 
refl ect mandatory caseload, infl a-
tion and other legally unavoidable 
expenses. Preventive maintenance 
may be legally avoidable—but the 
bill will inevitably come due.

In their most recent book, If 
We Can Put a Man on the Moon, 
authors (and regular Governing
.com contributors) Bill Eggers and 
John O’Leary focus on getting big 
things done in government. We’re 
attracted to these so-called game 

changers because of that very quality—
they matter now and over time.

But government must also get myriad 
little things done too, and its reputation 
stands or falls on how well it executes the 
small stuff . Sustainable communities must 
surely make bold moves as they climb out 
of the recession, but a long-term repair bill 
will be waiting if they come at the expense 
of a little routine maintenance.

Years before a presidential candidate 
promised change you could believe in, a 
national car maintenance chain declared, 
“Some people want to change the world. 
We just want to change your oil.” 
Of course, the two are not mutually 
exclusive. G

E-mail ptaylor@governing.com

The challenge came with the promise of 
a performance bonus. 

Richard recalls how a city worker 
recast the problem by asking about root 
causes. “Why do we have potholes?” asked 
the city maintenance worker, who had an 
answer to his own question. “We have 
so much freezing and thawing, and we 
haven’t been maintaining the pavement. 
Let’s do better crack sealing. Let’s fi ll the 
cracks between May and October—the 
nonfreezing time—so that when we do 
have freeze and thaw, it will reduce the 
amount of breakup of asphalt, and we’ll 
have fewer potholes.” 

The plan worked. Fewer potholes 
were fi lled faster. Crews blew past the 
original performance goal by reducing 
response times from four days to four 
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1Requires a minimum of one-year support and subscription (SaS) at the time of purchase; call your CDW•G account manager for details. 2Save 36% now through 6/15/10 when you purchase
CDWG 2014303; call your CDW•G account manager for details. Offers subject to CDW•G’s standard terms and conditions of sale, available at CDWG.com.©2010 CDWGovernment LLC

Start to prepare your agency for the worst by giving CDW•G a call.
CDWG.com/stateandlocal | 800.767.4239

Let’s prepare for theworstwith thebest.
You can make sure operations continue smoothly if disaster strikes.

And who better to help than CDW•G? Together we
can devise a data storage continuity plan so you’ll be there

for the people who depend on you.We can assess your systems.
And help you protect sensitive data.

No matter what happens.

Let’s get going.

VMWARE® vSPHERE™ 4
ADVANCED
ACCELERATION KIT1

Call CDW•G for pricing
CDWG 2014303

APC® SMART-UPS® 3000VA
USBAND SERIAL RM 2U 120V

$118702

CDWG512275

HP STORAGEWORKS®
P2000 G3MSA FC/iSCSI
DUAL COMBO
CONTROLLER LFFARRAY
Call CDW•G for pricing
CDWG 2006327

Special Offer2
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2010

Nominations are now open for GOVERNING’s 2010 

Public Offi cials of the Year.  Take a moment to tell us 

about an outstanding offi cial from state, city and/or

county government who has demonstrated 

extraordinary leadership, courage, innovation, 

creativity, excellence and/or management expertise.

 

CALL FOR 
NOMINATIONS

Deadline: Friday, June 4, 2010
Nominations must be submitted

through our Web site: 
www.governing.com/POY

For more information, contact 

Josh Goodman at (202) 862-1439 

or jgoodman@governing.com
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OBSERVER   By Josh Goodman

Dues and Don’ts 
year education spending. “The easy cuts were made a year ago,” 
says Jon Hanian, Otter’s spokesman. “We’ve asked every agency 
in state government to cut their budget.” Hanian says Idaho will 
consider resuming payments when the economy recovers. For 
now, Idaho plans to maintain a long-distance relationship with  
the NGA through conference calls and the like.

Idaho can do that because the NGA doesn’t kick out governors 
whose states don’t pay. “We consider all governors to be members 
by virtue of being governors,” says Jodi Omear, the NGA’s commu-
nications director. The move does come with real consequences, 
though. Idaho no longer will be eligible to host NGA events or 
receive grants and technical assistance from the organization.

Still, Idaho will keep getting the biggest benefi t from the NGA: 
the advocacy role the group plays in Washington, D.C., on behalf 
of states’ interests. Of course, the NGA’s ability to play that role 
is contingent on most states not becoming free riders like Texas 
and Idaho. G 

A
 s states engage in yet another round of budget cutting, 
Idaho Gov. Butch Otter has zeroed in on an unlikely 
target: the money his state pays to the National Gov-
ernors Association.

The NGA is funded in part by annual dues from each state—or 
at least the states that pay. Otter decided earlier this year that 
Idaho wouldn’t pay its $60,000 share. He also won’t attend NGA 
events, saving an additional $10,000.

Idaho isn’t the fi rst state to take this step. Texas Gov. Rick Perry 
hasn’t paid his dues since President George W. Bush’s fi rst term, 
when he argued that the NGA was too critical of Bush’s policies 
and the state had better ways to spend its money.

Otter, like Perry, is a conservative Republican. But his offi  ce 
stresses that the move is about money, not politics. While some 
places have had worse fi scal problems than Idaho, the state’s cuts 
still have been painful. For the fi rst time in state history, the Legis-
lature approved a budget earlier this year that reduced year-over-

Politics+Policy
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A look at the people events and ideas that shape state and local government

State leaders gathered for a National Governors Association meeting in February, but Idaho’s Butch Otter wasn’t there.
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   W
hen a cashier asks Washington, D.C., residents 
whether they want paper or plastic, they have a 
new answer: neither.

On Jan. 1, the city started imposing a 5-cent tax 
on all disposable shopping bags, hoping that consumers might 
switch to reusable bags or do without 
them entirely. Already the results are 
turning into a case study about the 
power of small fees to produce big 
changes in consumer behavior. 

The district’s fee applies to bags 
provided by grocery stores, drug 
stores and liquor stores. In late 
March, the city produced its fi rst 
report on the tax’s eff ects: It esti-
mates that stores were providing 
22.5 million bags per month before 
the fee went into eff ect. In January,
estimates indicate retailers only 
handed out 3 million bags.

City offi  cials aren’t sure whether the decline really has been 
quite that dramatic. They note that retailers aren’t used to report-
ing the number of bags they provide, which could be leading to 
some early inaccuracies. Still, Charles Allen, chief of staff  to D.C. 
Council member Tommy Wells, who sponsored the fee, says that 
anecdotally major grocery stores report they’re handing out at 
least 50 percent fewer bags. Some smaller retailers report even 
bigger drops.  

What’s striking about the results in D.C. is that this big shift 
in behavior has been spurred by a more modest approach than 
what other places have considered. San Francisco and other 

California cities have placed outright bans on plastic bags. 
Other places have mulled larger fees. For example, Seattle’s 
City Council voted in 2008 to impose a 20-cent fee on dispos-
able bags. In pursuing these eff orts, cities thought they’d found 
an easy target for reducing litter and cutting greenhouse gas 

emissions—but they were wrong.
The problem has been political 

support. Before D.C., no major city 
had actually succeeded in implement-
ing a bag fee. In Seattle, opponents 
—aided by the American Chemistry 
Council, the plastic industry trade 
group—overturned the measure at 
the polls before it ever went into 
eff ect. “They recognized that there is 
a better approach,” says Keith Christ-
man, managing director for plastic 
markets at the American Chemistry 
Council, “and that’s reducing, reus-
ing and recycling.” He argues that 

bag bans and fees may prompt stores to end plastic recycling pro-
grams, and that reusable bags are potentially unsanitary.

For their part, D.C. offi  cials say they tried aggressive recycling, 
but that the Anacostia River was still clogged with plastic bags.  
The fee’s modest size was helpful in winning the City Council’s 
unanimous backing. The district also decided to treat plastic and 
paper bags the same, an acknowledgement that paper bags cost 
more for retailers and that some research indicates they come 
with more adverse environmental eff ects. “The goal from the very 
beginning was to get into your head, not your wallet,” says Allen. 
“And a nickel did just that.”  G

  O
over the last century, most 
American school systems 
have converged on a standard 
180-day school year. But over 

the last two years, many states have begun 
to wonder whether anyone would notice if 
they lopped off  a few days.

The reason is money. Offi  cials are con-
sidering—and in many cases implement-
ing—shorter school years as a simple and 

relatively painless way to reduce spend-
ing in states from Georgia to California. 
Teacher furloughs already have reduced 
Hawaii’s current school year by more than 
a dozen days.

Hawaii’s cutback is more extreme than 
others. Still, the fact that states and school 
districts even are considering shorter 
school years refl ects a notable reversal. 
Since a federal commission published 

A Nation at Risk in 1983, America’s education
establishment has worried that students in 
the United States spend too little time in 
school. American students spend roughly 
the same number of hours in the classroom 
as most of their foreign counterparts, but 
anxiety remains that some Asian children 
are required to attend more. In 2009, 
President Barack Obama proposed longer 
school years.

IS
T

O
C

K
P

H
O

T
O

.C
O

M

Small Bag Tax, Big Impact 

Politics+Policy | OBSERVER

Counting Down the (School) Days

GOV05_11.indd   12GOV05_11.indd   12 4/20/10   10:21:19 AM4/20/10   10:21:19 AM

 Designer Creative Dir.

 Editorial Prepress

 Other OK to go

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630

916-932-1300

PAGE



 A lmost from the day he stepped into offi  ce, Nevada Gov. Jim Gibbons has 
been widely unpopular. But somehow, he still has a chance to win a sec-
ond term in November.

Gibbons, a Republican, has suff ered from personal, economic and 
political problems. His troubled marriage and messy divorce played out in pub-
lic. During his tenure, Nevada’s unemployment rate increased from 4.4 percent to 
more than 13 percent. And Democratic and Republican legislators have, at times, 
simply ignored him, preferring to negotiate their own deals and then override the 
governor’s vetoes.

The result is that Gibbons has spent much of his tenure rivaling the likes of Rod 
Blagojevich for the title of America’s least popular governor. Last summer, one poll 
indicated that only 14 percent of Nevada voters thought he was doing an “excellent” 
or “good” job. Insiders doubted he’d bother running for a second term.

If Gibbons were to be replaced, 
GOP strategists want to replace 
him with a fellow Republican. They 
recruited Brian Sandoval, whose 
career includes stints as a federal 
judge, a state attorney general and a 
state legislator. He’s also a Hispanic 
in a state with a burgeoning Hispanic 
population—and in a party that’s des-
perate for Latino leaders.

Gibbons, however, decided to run. 
So the June 8 primary pits Sandoval, 
the rising star, against Gibbons, the 
political pariah. The strange thing? 
Gibbons might win.

For now, polls show Sandoval 
with a lead. But thanks to the gover-
nor’s opposition to tax increases, he maintains a reservoir of goodwill from fi scal 
conservatives—though that reputation was bruised a bit this year when Gibbons 
signed a budget with fee hikes. While Sandoval also is positioning himself as a foe 
of tax increases, he is vulnerable on the subject due his role as attorney general 
in a 2003 tax dispute. A third credible Republican, North Las Vegas Mayor Mike 
Montandon, could split the anti-Gibbons vote with Sandoval, allowing the governor 
to slip into the general election.

If Gibbons can get by Sandoval and Montandon, he’ll face a potentially fl awed 
Democrat. Clark County Commissioner Rory Reid, the presumptive Democratic 
nominee, is the son of U.S. Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, who’s facing the 
fi ght of his political life as he runs for re-election. It’s not clear that Nevada voters are 
willing to support one Reid for offi  ce this fall, much less two. Polls show a competi-
tive race between Reid and Gibbons. Still, Gibbons is probably an underdog in both 
the primary and general election, but informed observers are no longer ruling out 
the possibility that he could win. “If you’re asking me if that’s possible, the answer 

is yes,” says Jon Ralston, a Nevada politi-
cal analyst. “I’m not saying that it’s likely.” 
—Josh Goodman

Nevada’s Comeback Kid?
Gov. Jim Gibbons may beat the odds and be re-elected.

Get your state and
local politics fi x at:
governing.com/ballotbox

| BALLOT BOX

It’s easy to see why states are now moving 
in the opposite direction. States spend more 
on schools than anything else. “School sys-
tems all over this country spend 85 percent 
or more on personnel,” says Herb Garrett, 
executive director of the Georgia School 
Superintendents Association. “If you’re going 
to cut budgets, it’s got to be in the area of sala-
ries or benefi ts.” The advantage of a shorter 
school year is that when teachers and other 
school personnel work fewer days, they get 
paid less. Plus, school systems save money by 
closing school buildings.

The savings can be substantial. In Ken-
tucky, for example, estimates indicate that 
the state would save $36 million per year 
by shortening the school year by just two 
days. What’s the signifi cance of a couple of 
days of school anyway?

Quite a lot, it turns out. “The more time 
you spend learning something, the more 
likely you’ll learn it,” says Tom Loveless, 
a senior fellow at the Brookings Institu-
tion. “That just makes sense.” Loveless’ 
research shows that countries that have 
added instructional time saw their math 
scores go up, while those that cut instruc-
tional time saw scores drop.

A growing body of research in the 
U.S. echoes those fi ndings: Researchers 
have compared test scores in school years 
shortened by snow days to normal-length 
years. In the exact same schools, fewer 
days meant lower scores.

Obviously fi scal conditions have forced 
states to make all sorts of budget cuts they 
know will come with undesirable conse-
quences. The question is whether there’s a 
better alternative to a shorter school year. 
Loveless thinks there is, though it’s one 
that many parents would be reluctant to 
accept: larger class sizes.

He says evidence shows young children 
learn best in smaller classes, but beyond 
that, the research isn’t nearly as conclu-
sive as it is for instructional time. If school 
systems—or the states that help fund 
them—have a choice between shortening 
the school year or hiring fewer teachers 
per pupil, Loveless argues that students 
will be better off  with bigger classes.   G

E-mail jgoodman@governing.com
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New Game in Town
What’s not to like about the Race to the Top? Plenty, it seems.

By Peter Harkness

 It seems we can’t do anything in this country without making it a 
contest. So it’s appropriate this spring, as we’ve slogged through 
March Madness and the Final Four, and suff ered through The 
Biggest Loser, Top Chef and American Idol, that we complete our 

fi rst round of Race to the Top.
 As you undoubtedly know, it’s not another TV show about 

losing weight, cooking great sauces or singing less badly than oth-
ers. It’s about which states have devised the best plans to improve 
K-12 education, at least as the U.S. Education Department sees it. 
Delaware and Tennessee are the fi rst winners, entitling them to 
more than $100 million and a half billion dollars, respectively, in 
extra federal funding.

 They’ve been chosen from a pool of 41 states and the District 
of Columbia, all of which entered this competition, so in all, 80 
percent of the states have gone for the gold.

But this show has more episodes. Six months from now, 
another bunch of states—maybe as many as 10 or 15—also 
will be counted as winners, sharing another $3.4 billion or so in 
federal largesse. 

To be competitive, states had to in eff ect buy into a reform 
agenda the federal government designed, including promoting 
the eff ectiveness of teachers, allowing more wiggle room for pub-
lic charter schools, tracking data on student performance, getting 

the unions to buy into the program and making the case that the 
state really could implement all these good ideas.

 While they may be worthwhile goals, the timing for the fi rst 
episode of the “Race” is a little bizarre, considering the national 
context: School districts nationwide are fi ghting to survive in the 
wake of collapsing state and local revenues. In Georgia, which 
fi nished third in the fi rst round, many metro Atlanta school dis-
tricts are staring at defi cits in the hundreds of millions. In Illinois, 
almost 10,000 teachers and staff  are being given pink slips, and 
the number may double. The long-troubled Kansas City, Mo., 
school system plans to close nearly half its schools by the end 
of 2011. And as states run through their federal stimulus money, 
teachers are being laid off , and more schools are moving to four-
day weeks or shorter academic years.

 So Washington, D.C., will have to understand if a celebratory 
mood over Race to the Top is lacking in the education community. 
But this may be a pivotal time in the eff ort, now almost three decades 
old, to reform education. First, there is new evidence that George W. 
Bush administration reforms, with support from Democrats, have 
not worked. In the last eight years, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
Act, as noble as it sounded, has had only a slight eff ect on reading 
scores. Math scores did better, but not enough to justify the disrup-
tion in schools and distraction from other studies. 

 Now the Barack Obama admin-
istration has off ered a new version 
of NCLB that is less punitive and 
prescriptive, judging school per-
formance on more than just test 
scores. It off ers more carrots and 
fewer sticks, with cash bonuses for 
high-achieving schools and perhaps 
wholesale staff  fi rings for the bottom 
feeders. (That’s already happening: 
Teacher unions were stunned when 
Obama endorsed Rhode Island’s 
Central Falls School District Board 
of Trustees’ decision to fi re all 93 
teachers and staff  in the low-per-
forming Central Falls High School.)

Perhaps as important as shifts in 
federal education policy is a deci-
sion the states seem to be making 
for themselves to adopt a uniform 
set of national academic standards, 
replacing a patchwork system that 
most analysts agree has been dumbed 
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On March 9, 2010, 

former Central Falls, R.I., 

High School student 

Ashley Delgado stands 

with a sign outside the 

school following the 

announcement that 

instructors and staff will 

be fi red after the school 

year ends—a desperate 

move to improve student 

performance at the school.
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AT ISSUE: States’ Rights

down to avoid penalties imposed by NCLB. 
States now must agree individually to the 
new standards, but since only two of them—
Texas and Alaska—refused to cooperate in 
the negotiations to create them, passage by 
the vast majority looks promising. 

So does the administration’s new edu-
cation plan off er promise of real improve-
ment in coming years? When coupled 
with more uniform standards, it might. 
But it also shares one of NCLB’s most sig-
nifi cant shortcomings: It over-promises, 
setting the utopian target of all students 
graduating from high school, being ready 
for college and beyond—within the next 

decade. That’s in a system where one-
third of kids now drop out before getting 
a diploma, and more are passed through 
with a wink and a nod.

Meaningful fi xes to education will be 
complicated and incremental. What’s miss-
ing from the discussion about federal policy 
is more attention on teachers and teaching—
why some are really good at it and others are 
less so. It’s important because we know that 
good teachers have a more profound eff ect 
on kids’ performance than anything else. 
And we are beginning to understand that 
the best teachers are not just gifts of nature, 
but products of serious eff orts to master 
both the content of what’s being taught and 
eff ective ways to teach it.

 So perhaps we need a new competi-
tion to go along with Race to the Top—
maybe something like “Top Teacher 
USA.” But I suppose that would be more 
like Survivor.  G

E-mail pharkness@governing.com
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Washington, D.C., 

will have to understand 

if a celebratory mood 

over Race to the Top 

is lacking in the 

education community. 
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Nullifying the Feds  
Whether declaring sovereignty or denouncing federal 
authority, states are fi ghting hard for their rights.

Even before President Barack Obama signed health-care reform into law, two 

states had already taken steps to invalidate it. In Utah, lawmakers proposed a 

measure requiring their approval before the law was enforced in the state, while 

the Oklahoma House of Representatives approved a resolution requiring that 

health-care reform be put to a vote before it could be enforced.

 In fact, several states have recently introduced—and in some cases passed—

legislation to declare their sovereignty over the federal government in a variety 

of areas.

In South Dakota, Gov. Mike Rounds signed a bill declaring all federal regu-

lation over fi rearms produced and used in the state invalid, and a similar bill 

was signed in Wyoming. At the end of its legislative session, a Utah resolu-

tion recognized the state’s “inviolable sovereignty” over the federal government 

under the 10th Amendment of 

the U.S. Constitution, a point 

lawmakers used to invoke 

eminent domain authority to 

take land back from the feds. 

Other states are considering 

legislation such as power over 

the U.S. National Guard and 

whether local law enforcement 

can supersede federal author-

ity, to name a few.

States’ rights advocates 

say recent displays of federal 

authority, such as health-care 

reform, have led lawmakers to 

pursue nullifi cation options—

the process through which 

state law can trump federal 

law. They also contend that an 

increase in states’ rights has been shown to affect federal policy. Take medical 

marijuana, for example: Over the past decade, various states have decriminal-

ized it even though federal law considers any use of the substance criminal. 

The U.S. Department of Justice came around, however, announcing in late 2009 

that it would not take action against those in states with legalized policies, so 

long as the person is in compliance with state law.

Legal scholars, however, say that if states persist and take their rights issues 

to court, the outcome will most likely favor the federal government. Article Six 

of the Constitution gives the feds the upper hand, and past cases—specifi cally 

those dealing with desegregation—have shown that states seldom overcome 

federalist practices. 

Some states are taking their chances in the courts anyway, suing the federal 

government over health-care reform, claiming that it violates the Constitution by 

calling on states to enforce laws without proper reimbursement. If past cases are 

any indication, there is little chance this claim will invalidate federal authority.
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By Jessica B. Mulholland

The Miami-Dade Diet
Health care won’t cost less until people get healthy.   

 O
n Sunday, March 21, the House of Representatives 
passed the health-care reform bill, and President 
Barack Obama signed it into law just two days later. 
According to healthreform.gov, the Obama admin-

istration believes “that comprehensive health reform should 
reduce long-term growth of health-care costs for businesses 
and government.”

But during national coverage of the landmark vote, Dr. Delos 
“Toby” Cosgrove, CEO of the Cleveland Clinic, which ranks 
No. 1 in the U.S. News and World Report’s Best Heart & Heart Sur-
gery Hospitals, said that unless citizens become healthier—rid-
ding themselves of obesity and the addiction to smoking, to name 
a few root causes of severe health problems—this health-care  
reform bill will not curb the rising costs related to health care.

And he echoed that sentiment on PBS Nightly Business 
Report about a week later: “We need to have the U.S. public 
understand that they are, in large measure, responsible for their 

health. And they have to begin to take responsibility 
for their health in terms of obesity, in terms of 

smoking and getting enough exercise. All 
of those things will help drive down 

health-care costs.”
In a recent interview with 

CNN Money, Cosgrove 
said obesity accounts for 
10 percent of the cost of our 
nation’s health care. “We 
will never be able to control 

the cost of health care until 
we begin to control the epi-

demic of obesity,” he said. “Two-
thirds of the U.S. is overweight, 
and one-third is obese. We are 

the fattest nation in the world.”
According to Cosgrove, our rate 

of obesity is increasing so much that 
half the U.S. will likely be obese in the 

next 20 years—but there are plenty of things 
we can do to change our fate.

First lady Michelle Obama is already doing something—
she’s targeting kids with her Let’s Move! initiative to end 
childhood obesity. 

And in Florida, the Miami-Dade County Health Department 
will target everyone: As part of $372 million being awarded to 44 
communities nationwide to support overall public health eff orts, 
the department will receive $14.7 million for obesity prevention. 

Lillian Rivera, administrator of the Miami-Dade County Health 
Department, says the funding will allow the community to expand 
access to fresh fruits and vegetables through community gardens 
and farms to institutions, promote healthy options in vending 
machines, and invest in activities that promote physical activity, 
among other items. 

“This is the fi rst time we’ve been granted a considerable 
amount of money to deal with chronic disease,” Rivera says, “and 
that’s very signifi cant for public health offi  cials around the nation. 
I bet everyone would say the same thing—that we want to make 
really good use of this money, and that we do great interventions 
so we can make a diff erence in people’s lives.”

But is giving healthy options to citizens enough to actually 
make them change their ways? Rivera says yes, adding that the 
health department’s philosophical and conceptual framework 
includes personal responsibility as an important component. But 
ultimately, she says, no person who’s overweight or obese wants 
to be that way. 

The problem is changing behavior, according to Rivera. 
Another challenge to cutting obesity rates is that eating can 
become an addiction for some. But unlike addictions to drugs 
or alcohol, which are substances people can do without, you 
can’t stop a food addiction by not eating.

With the funding it will receive, Miami-Dade’s health depart-
ment will not only increase access to fresh fruits and vegetables, 
but it also will support anti-obesity programs in its Parks and Rec-
reation Department and at local nonprofi t organizations. 

In addition, the county is working with the University of 
Miami to look at a range of weight-reducing programs and 
practices, including the use of bicycle paths and other forms of 
exercise. “All of these interventions we have delineated in our 
plan we submitted to the federal government, they’re going to 
eventually make us successful,” Rivera says, “so we can say we made 
a diff erence in people’s lives.”  G
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

Parks and Re-Cessation
Closing state parks may be a politically palatable option, but is it the smart fi nancial choice?

O
nce again, state parks are on the chopping block. To 
balance defi cit-riddled budgets, legislatures in many 
states—including California, Arizona, Pennsylvania 
and New York, to name a few—have made huge cuts 

to parks’ funds. Those moves come despite a recent uptick in 
the number of people visiting the parks—more than 725 million 
in 2009, according to the National Association of State Park 
Directors (NASPD).

Still, closing state parks is a relatively politically palatable 
option. In fact, a March fi eld poll in California, where the parks 
budget was cut by about 20 percent, found that the majority of 
voters would agree to cut spending in only two areas—state pris-
ons and state parks. In Arizona, offi  cials have closed or slated for 
closure 13 state parks, and since 2007, the Legislature has reduced 
the parks system’s budget by nearly 80 percent. In New York 
state, 55 parks are candidates for closure following Gov. David 
Paterson’s $20 million cut to the parks budget. Pennsylvania and 
Idaho have recently slashed parks spending by about 20 percent, 
while Iowa has cut its parks budget by 25 percent and Georgia 
by 40 percent.

These cuts may be politically feasible, but they may not actu-
ally help the fi scal bottom line. According to the NASPD, visitors 
to state parks across the country helped generate $20 billion in 
revenues. That’s an incredible return on investment, given that 
the overall budget expenditure on state parks nationwide is less 
than $2.3 billion. Before the recent cuts in Arizona, the parks 

system had an annual budget of $66 million. The state estimates 
that the system draws more than 2 million annual visitors, and a 
Northern Arizona University study tagged the parks’ economic 
benefi t to the state at $266 million per year. New York State Sen. 
José M. Serrano, who chairs the Cultural Aff airs, Tourism, Parks 
and Recreation committee, estimates that on average, the state 
receives about $5 for every dollar spent on the parks system. And if 
Utah privatized its parks, as some have suggested, the state 
would save $10.4 million a year in running the parks—but would 
sacrifi ce $67 million a year in revenue from fees and taxes.

There are other ramifi cations as well. In addition to argu-
ments about quality-of-life enhancements and recreational 
resources, the fact is that selling or closing publicly owned 
parks may actually cost far more than maintaining them. In 
many cases, state parks have been purchased or restored with 
federal funds. Those funds come with caveats, such as requir-
ing repayment should the properties ever leave public hands.  
And once closed, reopening a park could take years because of 
neglect and possible vandalism. With so many states already 
unable to aff ord capital improvements, how could they aff ord 
to reopen a park?

Shuttering state parks may be a viable option in terms of public 
opinion, but states hoping to fi ll budget gaps by closing park gates 
may want to rethink their plans. G
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assistance and loan guarantees to small 
business owners.

The SBA has been the subject of criti-
cism for decades. It’s regarded by conser-
vative critics as an expensive and com-
plicated way to funnel capital to small 
businesses—requiring large amounts of 
paperwork and tracking for relatively 
small amounts of working capital for 
most businesses. (It also defi nes small 
businesses as those with up to $20 mil-
lion in revenue, which is a lot bigger than 
most are.)

In the waning days of the George W. 
Bush administration—which coincided, 
of course, with the fi nancial meltdown 
in the fall of 2008—the SBA came under 
especially intense criticism for not push-
ing aggressively to counter the meltdown. 
At a time when business lending came to a 
halt, so did SBA-backed lending. This was 
partly because banks didn’t really want to 
lend to anybody—even businesses with 
SBA backing. And it was partly because 
collateral traditionally used for small busi-
ness loans, such as home equity, was drop-
ping in value. But it was also because the 
SBA wasn’t pushing very hard.

Under the Barack Obama adminis-
tration, the SBA has been revived. Most 
bankers and business leaders have praised 
Obama’s pick of Maine venture capitalist 
Karen Mills as SBA administrator. In turn, 
Mills and other administration leaders, 
including U.S. Commerce Secretary Gary 
Locke, have pushed the idea that federal 
programs, including the SBA, must focus 
on small businesses that foster innovation 
in the economy.

But maybe the most important com-
ponent of the SBA’s eff ort—the one local 
government in particular can use most 
eff ectively—is not the loan guarantees, 
but rather its widespread network of 
technical assistance. “Many creditworthy 
businesses are not ready to have conver-

Lending a Small Hand
A revived Small Business Administration is good news for local government.

 I
t’s never been harder to start a small 
business or keep it going. Even if they’re 
profi table, small businesses—no matter 
what business they’re in—often operate 

on a thin profi t margin. More importantly, 
they’re usually undercapitalized, meaning 
they’re vulnerable when credit markets 
dry up.

Yet small businesses generally drive 
job growth. Despite the attention eco-
nomic developers pay to big plants and 
other large projects, most new jobs are 
created by small businesses—companies 
that employ 50, 25, 15 or even fi ve people. 
They’re easy for policymakers to over-
look precisely because they fl y under the 
radar. To understand how they contribute 
to your state or local economy, you need 
to comprehend not just one business, but 
an entire business-to-business ecosystem 

with many diff erent markets, vendors, 
suppliers and customers. 

It can be diffi  cult, of course, for any 
local or regional economic development 
entity to compose a consistent package of 
policies and assistance for small fi rms—a 
package that helps small business owners 
understand how to run their business and 
provide them with fi nancing, while still 
promoting the region’s targeted economic 
development goals. 

Most policymakers use a couple of 
basic tools. One is providing the fund-
ing for small business loans out of 
Community Development Block Grant 
money or other funds—even general 
fund money. The other is determining 
how to leverage the eff orts of the Small 
Business Administration (SBA), the 
federal agency that provides technical 

By William Fulton
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Flint. Gould. Harrisburg. Isleton. Prichard. Shamokin. Vallejo. Some may sound 
familiar; some may not. But the one thing these cities and towns have in common 
is that they’re either fl irting with bankruptcy or have fi led for protection. As more 
municipalities face the daunting specter of budget defi cits too big to close, more 
cities, towns and villages may soon join their brethren in bankruptcy.

Debt-laden Harrisburg, the seat of Pennsylvania’s state government, has toyed 
with the idea of fi ling for Chapter 9. Other cities already have done the unthinkable: 
In 2009, Vallejo became the largest city in California to fi le for bankruptcy.

At the height of the Great Depression, more than 2,000 municipalities defaulted 
on their bills and obligations, according to the National Bankruptcy Review Com-
mission. To help deal with the crisis, Congress created Chapter 9 to help cities, 
counties and towns restructure their debt. Since then, the number and size of 
municipal bankruptcies has been small, except Orange County, Calif., which fi led 
for protection in 1994.

Today cities are facing the severest fi s-
cal crunch since the Depression. Revenue is 
down while costs, wages and benefi ts have 
continued to rise. States, whose revenues are 
also down, have had to restrict fi nancial aid 
to cities and towns. Meanwhile, federal funds 
from the stimulus package are being phased 
out. As a result, it’s not hard to fi nd news sto-
ries about cities discussing bankruptcy.

 But most jurisdictions try to avoid this 
route, knowing that it’s a risky move. Munici-
pal bankruptcy means lawsuits and the pos-
sible loss of access to bond markets, and it 
doesn’t necessarily break costly union con-
tracts, as Vallejo is fi nding out. 

Instead, experts recommend that cities 
and towns look for further ways to cut costs 
or raise revenue, possibly through the sale of 
assets such as infrastructure or land. In Har-
risburg, which has a population of less than 50,000, the mayor has proposed raising 
property taxes and water bills. But it might not be enough. The city owes almost 
$67 million this year—more than its annual budget—for the fi nancing of an incinera-
tor plant. The facility, which is the root of Harrisburg’s fi nancial crisis, has about 
$288 million in overall debt.

In addition to increasing taxes and fees, the city also is looking to sell its parking 
garages and water and sewer systems, all of which generate more revenue than the 
city makes in real estate taxes. The sale of these assets might help the city in the short 
term, but could spell fi nancial weakness for years to come.

Yet turnarounds do happen. Springfi eld, Mass., was broke and more than 
$40 million in debt in 2001. A state-appointed fi nance board took over and within 
fi ve years, balanced the city’s budget and erased the debt. It also managed to 
invest in technology, improve productivity and attract a modest amount of urban 
development.

Whether Springfi eld could engineer such a turnaround in today’s fi scal climate 
is hard to answer, but the city stands as a reminder that it’s possible to pull back 
from the brink.  G

 E-mail tnewcombe@governing.com 

sations with the banks,” says Jess Knox, 
an associate administrator for the SBA 
Offi  ce of Field Operations. Translation: 
Even if you could qualify for a bank loan 
as a small business owner, you may not 
know how to design a business plan or 
sell your business to a bank’s lending offi  -
cer. You’re too busy running your com-
pany to learn how to fi nance it. In par-
ticular, the SBA-funded Small Business 
Development Centers located around 
the country are among the best resources 
to help small business owners overcome 
this problem and get up to speed. (Full 
disclosure: I’m a former Small Business 
Development Center client.)

The local government-SBA link begins 
with funding. Many cities provide capital 
funding for small business; sometimes it 
comes from Community Development 
Block Grants, sometimes from other 
sources. Usually the amounts are not very 
big—no more than $50,000; often more 
like $15,000 to $20,000. They often con-
tract with the Small Business Develop-
ment Centers to make these loans. This 
allows cities to combine their money with 
the SBA technical assistance in making 
local businesses more viable.

Remarkably even as economic devel-
opment policymakers promote resources 
such as the SBA’s loan guarantees and 
technical assistance, they usually don’t 
use them strategically to pursue their 
own economic development goals. All 
too often, the economic development 
dealmakers are out hustling large deals, 
while lower-level staff  members sit in the 
offi  ce and wait for struggling small busi-
ness owners to walk in the door and ask 
for help or money—or let the Small Busi-
ness Development Center do the same.

That’s a mistake, of course. There’s 
always power in synergy where public 
policy is concerned—and especially in 
economic development. Now that the SBA 
is revived, state and local offi  cials should 
match those resources up with their own 
strategic goals, making sure the businesses 
being helped and funded are the ones tar-
geted to help grow the economy.  G
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This year, Harrisburg, 

Pa., has an overall debt 

of $67 million, which is more 

than its annual budget. 
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Arborist Dave Dockter fears 

for the fate of El Palo Alto, 

California’s beloved 1,070-

year-old redwood tree (just 

to the right of the tracks).
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California is racing to 
build an ambitious 

high-speed rail system. 
Some cities think it 
should slow down.

By Josh Goodman
 P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  D a v i d  K i d d

Not
SoFast
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 Though Palo Alto, Calif.—a city of 60,000 people 
in Silicon Valley that is home to Stanford Uni-
versity—is clearly not a tall stick, that is literally 
what “Palo Alto” means in Spanish. Most likely 
the city’s strange name comes from El Palo 
Alto, which is a tall stick or, more precisely, a 

famous redwood tree. El Palo Alto is an old stick too. The tree is 
1,070 years old, give or take a few years. It’s a historic landmark 
and the inspiration for Stanford’s popular tree mascot. But in a 
few years, it might be dead.

El Palo Alto’s possible killer isn’t old age. It’s high-speed rail. 
The tree stands just a few feet from train tracks where, if all goes 
as planned, trains will be whizzing by at more than 100 mph 
within a decade. Rail offi  cials are aware of El Palo Alto’s signifi -
cance and are hopeful they can design the track to avoid doing 
any harm. Dave Dockter, an arborist and environmental planner 
for Palo Alto, is skeptical. “It’s inconceivable,” he says, “that you 
could do this without really serious risks to the tree.”

As California advances with what is easily the nation’s most 
ambitious high-speed rail project—and, Californians say, the 
largest public works project in the United States’ history—El 
Palo Alto’s uncertain fate is just one hint of the complexities of 
building 800 miles of new infrastructure in a heavily developed, 
densely populated state. How does a state pay for such a system? 
Who operates it? Where do you put the tracks and stations? And 
how do you minimize disruptions to the environment and to com-
munities that suddenly will have trains speeding through them at 
up to 220 mph?

With all the enthusiasm for high-speed rail in Washington, 
D.C., it would be easy to miss that California does not yet have 
answers to all of these questions. What’s more, answers the state 

does have are making many people unhappy—nowhere more so 
than in Palo Alto. The United States may be on the cusp of a high-
speed rail renaissance, but if that’s going to happen, California 
must make all the right moves over the next decade.

 The federal stimulus package included billions in 
grants to states to build high-speed rail—or at least 
higher-speed rail. In reality, most of the money will 
fund things like additional tracks, upgraded signaling 

systems and improved grade crossings. Trains will travel some-
what faster, but they won’t be anything close to high-speed by 
international standards.

When California offi  cials talk about building high-speed rail, 
they actually mean it. The plan is to build a system that stretches 
from San Francisco and Sacramento to San Diego that’s serviced 
by true bullet trains, similar to those in Europe and Asia. Top 
speeds would be 70 mph faster than the top speed of Amtrak’s 
Washington to Boston service—at 150 mph, it’s the fastest train 
in the United States today.

California is also diff erent from other states in that it’s been 
seriously contemplating high-speed rail—and arguing about 
it—for 15 years. Proponents advocate for high-speed rail as an 
environmentally friendly way to relieve congestion from clogged 
highways and airports. Opponents cast it as a costly boondoggle.

In 2008, the proponents won a major victory. After years of 
delays, California voters approved a ballot measure to authorize 
$9 billion in bonds to build the system. That commitment helped 
California win $2.25 billion in stimulus funding for high-speed 
rail, easily the highest share of any state. But the stimulus funds 
come with a deadline: Construction must begin by September 
2012. In other words, if high-speed rail is going to happen in Cali-
fornia, it must happen soon.

With its transit-friendly Bay Area sensibilities, 
Palo Alto is the sort of place where high-speed 
rail would be expected to fi nd friends. And for 
a time, it did. The City Council voted unani-

mously to endorse the ballot measure in 2008. At the polls, Palo 
Altans supported it by a 2-1 margin.

But during a Palo Alto City Council meeting in March, it 
was evident how much the mood has changed. The debate was 
between members who said Palo Alto should oppose high-speed 
rail unless it takes the form of a tunnel, and others who said even 
a tunnel might not be acceptable. Ultimately with council mem-
bers still awaiting more detailed plans from the state, nothing was 
decided—yet.

The reversal from Palo Alto’s council refl ects the diffi  culty in 
making high-speed rail a reality. A 220 mph train can’t go just 
anywhere; it can’t intersect any road, or easily share track with 
slower freight trains or conventional passenger trains. It needs 
a dedicated right of way that is straight and fl at to maintain 
its speed.

In practice, that means high-speed rail tracks in California 
will have to follow the routes of either highways or existing rail 
lines. Barring a last-minute reversal, high-speed rail will follow 
the route of Caltrain, the region’s commuter rail service, from 

Rail planners envision 

a high-speed system 

that will stretch from 

Sacramento to San 

Diego, though fi nal 

decisions on many 

station locations 

haven’t been made yet.
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San Jose to San Francisco. That will take it straight through 
Palo Alto.

Adjacent to the track is Palo Alto High School, as well as parks 
and neighborhoods with funky one-story homes designed by 
renowned modernist architect Joseph Eichler.

Then there’s El Palo Alto. At only 110 feet tall, El Palo Alto is 
downright diminutive compared to California’s giant sequoias. 
But in old photos, it towers over the landscape. It survived the 
arrival of the locomotive, which puff ed it with soot. It survived the 
tapping of its water table, which sickened it for several decades. 
And it survived Stanford students racing to climb it once a year—a 
tradition suspended in 1909 when a student got stuck. Today with 
careful management, including a pipe running up its trunk that 
serves as a personal sprinkler system, the tree’s health is improv-
ing. Dockter, the arborist, says it could survive another 100 to 300 
years—if it didn’t have to cope with high-speed rail.  “My wife and 
I voted for it too,” he says.

 No one knows for sure how high-speed rail would 
aff ect Palo Alto’s schools, homes, roads, parks and 
trees. One major question is what form the tracks will 
take. The trains might run in a tunnel or a trench, or 

they could run at ground level, with roads burrowing underneath. 
Or there’s the option that the people of Palo Alto like least: an 
elevated track.

In April, the California High-Speed Rail Authority presented 
alternatives on what form the track will take from San Francisco 
to San Jose. Acknowledging community opposition, the author-
ity ruled out a track on top of a berm in Palo Alto—essentially a 
wall. Other below-ground, at-grade and elevated options remain 
under consideration.

Tony Carrasco, a local architect, wants to 
bury both Caltrain and the high-speed rail 
underground. In its place would be a new 
greenway that would help connect Palo 
Alto’s extensive network of parks. The train 
tracks, one of the few impediments to Palo 
Alto as a walkable, bikable place, would be 
gone. But tunnels are expensive, and Carras-
co’s vision may be ignored. “The high-speed 
rail board is charged with the task of getting 
this rail line done,” Carrasco says. “They’re 
not charged with the task of making the 
community better.”

That’s what worries Palo Altans. They’re 
concerned that noise and vibrations from 
the trains will aff ect their quality of life and 
reduce their property values. The noise will 
be hard to avoid: Thanks to a temperate cli-
mate, some homes’ only air conditioning is 
an open window.

Of course, before the trains arrive, the 
track must be built. The Caltrain right of 
way through Palo Alto squeezes to less than 
75 feet wide at some places. The track con-
fi guration the authority chooses will aff ect 

just how wide the right-of-way needs to be for high-speed rail. 
But it seems likely that some homes will need to come down, 
especially since temporary “shoo-fl y” tracks may have to be 
installed to allow Caltrain to keep operating while construction 
takes place.

Opposition in Palo Alto and surrounding communities isn’t 
unanimous. Unions are eager for the construction jobs, and many 
business groups hope it would enable upgrades to Caltrain allow-
ing it to travel faster, with speeds of more than 100 mph.

Still, the concern over high-speed rail is hard to overstate. When 
authority representatives visited Palo Alto recently, they were 
greeted by a crowd of 500 people, and the meeting lasted more 
than fi ve hours.

 For their part, authority offi  cials say they’re willing to 
work with anyone who will accept high-speed rail. “We 
take all of those concerns very seriously,” says Anaheim 
Mayor Curt Pringle, who chairs the authority, “but 

there’s very little we can do if someone starts out by saying, ‘We 
don’t want a high-speed train at all.’”

In response to critics in Palo Alto and elsewhere, supporters 
also say, “Where have you been?” 

“We would oftentimes ask for meetings with city government 
and have a hard time getting people’s attention,” says Jeff  Barker, 
the authority’s deputy director, “because people didn’t think it 
was real.” Barker acknowledges that, with two years until they 
break ground, he doesn’t have all the answers yet.

There’s a less charitable response that no one with the 
authority would say, but that serves as tense subtext to the 
whole debate: Palo Altans only care about what’s happening in 
their backyards.

Architect Tony Carrasco worries that high-speed rail will split Palo Alto in two.
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After all, if high-speed rail lives up to its promise, it will move 
tens of millions of people each year, create tens of thousands of 
jobs, help relieve congestion, clean the environment and spur 
economic growth. With benefi ts that big, does it really matter if 
a few homes must be removed and some other residents have to 
deal with a little more noise? Or that the view in one city isn’t as 
nice and that traffi  c doesn’t fl ow quite as smoothly? Or if one old 
tree must be sacrifi ced?

But there are a few reasons the critics in Palo Alto can’t be 
dismissed so easily. For one thing, in some sense, it doesn’t matter 
whether they’re right or wrong. Local opposition could stall the 
project regardless.

To some extent, it already is. In 2008, Menlo Park and Ather-
ton, two nearby cities, launched a lawsuit against the author-
ity, claiming that the chosen path of high-speed rail up the 
San Francisco Peninsula was based on faulty environmental 
reviews. The cities preferred a route that would take high-
speed rail through the East Bay, avoiding their cities. In 2009, 
Palo Alto supported that position in court. The court ruled that 
the authority had to redo some environmental analysis, but the 
route appears unlikely to change.

The suit in Menlo Park and Atherton suggests another rea-
son why critics in Palo Alto can’t be ignored: They’re not alone. 
Burlingame and San Jose also are worried about elevated tracks. 
Buena Park, near Anaheim, is worried that a commuter rail sta-
tion or adjacent developments will be torn down to make room 
for high-speed rail. Farmers in the Central Valley wonder whether 
vibrations from the train will knock almonds off  their trees.

All of this is quite familiar to anyone who’s ever been involved 
in a major building project, whether it’s a new airport, road, ball-
park or Wal-Mart. Residents worry about noise and how new 
development will aff ect their quality of life. Sometimes they sue.

What’s diff erent about high-speed rail in California is the 
scale. The state will make hundreds of interdependent design 

decisions that must work from an engineering standpoint and 
pass legal muster. In eff ect, California is testing whether the 
most mega of mega-projects can succeed in today’s fi scal, legal 
and political context.

 Success certainly won’t be easy. While Palo Altans are wor-
ried about their own backyards, they’re also voicing much 
bigger concerns—concerns that are shared by many oth-
ers, including key legislators in Sacramento.

First, there’s the question of paying for the system. Estimates 
peg the cost of building the initial San Francisco to Anaheim sec-
tion at $42.6 billion. So far, the authority has about $11 billion from 
the California bonding measure and the federal stimulus. This is 
an impressive start. There’s no way California could attract pri-
vate investment without this upfront public commitment.

But cost estimates already have increased. What if they increase 
again? The authority’s business plan counts on $17 billion to $19 
billion in federal funding and $10 billion to $12 billion in private 
funding. The stimulus package only had $8 billion for high-speed 
rail for the entire country. If Congress doesn’t provide recurring 
funding for high-speed rail, the project’s budget will a have giant 
hole. It’s a hole that California—the nation’s most fi scally troubled 
state—is uniquely unqualifi ed to fi ll. “They don’t appear to have 
the dollars to do the $43 billion of construction that they’re esti-
mating,” says Palo Alto Mayor Pat Burt, “and $43 billion appears 
to be severely below what it will really cost. They’re two giant 
steps away from reality.”

Another question is ridership. A series of trade-off s will infl u-
ence how many people ride the trains. The more stations that are 
built, the more places trains can pick up riders. But stopping fre-
quently slows high-speed rail down. Likewise, lower fares would 
mean higher ridership, which would relieve more train and plane 
congestion. But up to a point, higher fares would generate more 
revenue for the system.

The authority’s most recent 
business plan fl oated the idea of 
train fares at $104.75 from San 
Francisco to Los Angeles—or 
83 percent of a plane trip’s 
projected cost, instead of the 
50 percent in its previous report. 
For ridership, that diff erence 
is huge: The authority proj-
ects 58 million riders with the 
50 percent level in 2035. At 
83 percent, it drops to 41 million. 
Critics contend that the projec-
tions are unrealistic. Everyone 
agrees ridership estimates are, at 
this point, informed speculation 
at best. 

But how do you design a rail 
system if you don’t know how 
many people will ride it? “It 
drives everything—how many 
tracks, how many parking spots, Some Palo Alto, Calif., homes that are adjacent to the tracks likely will have to be demolished.
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how many everything,” says Nadia Naik, co-founder of Califor-
nians Advocating Responsible Rail Design, a Palo Alto-based 
group that has pushed for more disclosure from the authority. 
Ultimately Palo Altans worry that their homes will be razed to 
build capacity the system won’t end up needing.

All of these obstacles would be diffi  cult enough if the author-
ity had complete fl exibility to execute the project. But it doesn’t. 
In addition to the 2012 deadline to begin construction under the 
stimulus, the 2008 ballot measures included two key require-
ments: Trains must run between Los Angeles and San Francisco 
in two hours and 40 minutes or less, and the state isn’t allowed to 
pay an operating subsidy for the system. It must at least break even. 
The optimistic view is that these rules will help keep the project 
focused on key goals. “Of course they tie your hands, but they also 
create the parameters in which you operate,” Pringle says.

 The less optimistic view is that the mandates are one 
reason the doomsday question is unavoidable: Will 
high-speed rail ever be built in California?

It turns out the authority has addressed that ques-
tion explicitly. On orders from the Legislature, its most recent 
business plan included a section titled, “Risks That Could Jeop-
ardize Project Completion.”

The section reads like a road map for what could prevent 
high-speed rail from becoming a reality. Federal funding could 
fail to materialize. Low ridership projections could drive away 
private investment. Political support could crumble. The project 
could fail to meet environmental standards or could get tied up 
in courts. Construction problems could leave the authority short 
on cash to complete the system.

Burt, Palo Alto’s mayor, worries the system won’t be built, cit-
ing costs. “Once it gets over $50 [billion] to $60 billion,” he says, 

“we think there’ll have to be a ‘come to God’ on why we are spend-
ing all this money on a plan that can’t conceivably be funded.”

But he also worries that the system will be built. “Our fear,” 
he says, “is that [the authority] is planning to do what’s called the 
‘stake-in-the-ground’ strategy, which is that you get something 
partly built and so much money spent that they can’t back out 
because they’ve already put so much money into it. Somebody 
somehow has to come up with tens of billions of dollars more.”

Burt’s mantra is that he’s for high-speed rail if it’s done right. 
His fear is that signs point to high-speed rail being done wrong 
just to get the project completed one way or another.

Authority offi  cials think this view is awfully cynical for a proj-
ect that, despite its lengthy conception, is in many ways just get-
ting started. They acknowledge that the challenges are great, but 
feel that with trains not scheduled to start carrying passengers for 
a decade, they can overcome the obstacles.

In fact, Barker, the authority’s deputy director, has his own 
idea as to the project’s biggest threat. “The biggest hurdle from 
a governing point of view is going to be public involvement,” 
he says.

What he means is that in places such as Palo Alto, the authority 
has lost the goodwill of local offi  cials and residents. As a result, 
Barker says there’ve been many disagreements about process, but 
comparatively little discussion of substance: what high-speed rail 
should look like and how it can best serve California’s people.

Barker says it’s essential that the authority make up for lost 
time by fostering a constructive, respectful dialog. Such a compli-
cated, expensive endeavor will never succeed unless the people 
most aff ected by it are, by and large, on board.

On this point, no one in Palo Alto would disagree.  G

E-mail jgoodman@governing.com

Californians Advocating Responsible Rail Design—a volunteer group founded by four Palo Alto moms, (from left) 

Elizabeth Alexis, Rita Wespi, Nadia Naik and Sara Armstrong—has asked tough questions about high-speed rail.
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Poverty is encroaching on suburban 
enclaves—even the most affl uent of 
them. Many are ill-equipped to meet 
the new social-service needs.

Down 
and Out 
in Suburbia

By Zach Patton 
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 D
uPage is the richest county in the Midwest. Sitting just 
west of Chicago, it is quintessential American suburbia—
overwhelmingly white, Republican and well educated.

Despite all that, DuPage faces an issue historically 
more associated with inner cities than suburban enclaves: ris-
ing poverty. Median incomes remain high, but increasingly more 
families fi nd themselves at or near the poverty line. 

The changing face of DuPage became evident about fi ve years 
ago, says Elizabeth Donovan, director of agencies and programs 
at the Northern Illinois Food Bank, a nonprofi t agency serving 
13 counties surrounding Chicago. “Around 2005 was the gotcha 
moment—there was a real shift.” That’s when, she says, the rate 
of poverty growth in DuPage began to surpass poverty growth in 
Chicago. “You look at DuPage County, and it’s like, here’s one of 
the wealthiest places, but it’s also one of the fastest-growing poor 
areas around.”

What’s happened in DuPage County in recent years isn’t 
unusual. Poverty is on the rise in suburban areas nationwide. 
Some of it is pure demographics: More people are moving to the 
suburbs, so more poor people live in the suburbs. But there’s more 
to it than that. The housing crisis and recession have hit suburbs 
harder than other places, which means foreclosures and unem-
ployment have an outsize impact on suburban communities. By 
2008, according to the Brookings Institution, the nation’s suburbs 
were home to the largest and fastest-growing poor population in 
the nation.

That’s making it doubly hard to deal with the problem. For 
one, the simple rise in poverty rates puts a strain on groups that 
administer services to the suburban poor. But many suburbs don’t 
have the capacity to handle the poor populations they already 
have, much less an increase in those numbers. And being poor 
in the suburbs isn’t the same as being poor in a city. Suburban 
poverty brings its own set of unique challenges, and many com-
munities are fi nding they’re ill-equipped to handle those issues. 
What works in the inner city often doesn’t work in the ’burbs.

More than anything, suburbs are struggling against the linger-
ing perception that poverty is a big-city problem. Donovan says 
she meets people all the time—residents of DuPage and other 
well-to-do suburban counties—who still regularly donate items 
to the center-city Chicago food bank. Although Donovan says she 
has a great working relationship with the city food bank, she still 
fi nds it striking that suburban residents don’t know that their own 
communities would benefi t from food donations. They often are 
unaware of the poverty that may exist on their own street. “People 
have this myth about what life is supposed to be like in the sub-
urbs—the white picket fence, all of that,” she says. “They aren’t 
aware that so much happens within a short drive of where they 
live. They prefer to think poverty happens only in the city.”

To understand how poverty became a suburban issue, it helps 
to look at the overall changes in poverty over the past few decades. 
Mark Rank, a social welfare professor at Washington University 
in St. Louis, has written extensively about shifts in U.S. poverty 
since the 1960s, and fi nds that Americans today are more likely 
to face poverty than in the past. According to Rank’s data, 24 percent 
of people who were in their 20s in the 1970s were likely to expe-
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rience poverty at some point in their lives. That number rose to 
31 percent in the 1980s and 37 percent in the 1990s. Today a 
majority of Americans—51.4 percent, according to the Urban 
Institute—will experience poverty by the time they’re 65.

What’s behind the steady uptick? “Jobs are less stable,” says 
Rank. “Pay is less; [unemployment] benefi ts are less. There’s less 
of a safety net.” 

But there’s more to the story than simply hitting the poverty 
line. Rank’s research shows that 75 percent of Americans will 
experience poverty or near-poverty—earning 150 percent of the 
federal poverty income level—in their lifetimes. That means if 
you’re trying to support a family of four today on a $33,000-per- 
year income, you may not technically be “poor,” but you’ll likely 
have a hard time making ends meet, Rank says. “The American 
dream is becoming harder and harder to achieve.” 

Naturally as the general population has shifted to the 
suburbs over the past four decades, poverty numbers also have 
transitioned. “Yes, there are more people experiencing poverty in 
suburban areas,” Rank says. “But part of that is there are just more 
people in suburban areas.”

 I
n the past decade, however, poverty growth in the suburbs has 
far outstripped mere population growth. According to a Brook-
ings Institution study released in January, The Suburbaniza-
tion of Poverty, suburbs of the country’s largest metro areas 

saw their poor population increase 25 percent from 2000 to 2008. 
That’s almost fi ve times faster than in large cities. As a result, by 
2008, suburbs of big cities were home to 1.5 million more poor 
residents than the cities themselves. “The pace of growth is strik-
ing,” says Elizabeth Kneebone, a senior research analyst for the 
institute’s Metropolitan Policy Program and one of the report’s 
authors. “The slope of the line has steepened since 2000.”

In addition to the overall suburbanization of the general popu-
lation, jobs have become much more decentralized over the years. 
Another Brookings Institution report released in March points 
to “job sprawl” as a driver of suburban poverty as city residents 

have followed available jobs ever outward into the suburbs. In the 
recent recession and the slow recovery, as many of those employ-
ment opportunities have dried up, the suburban poor have been 
disproportionately aff ected. During the fi rst year of the recession 
that began in 2007, suburbs added more than twice the number 
of poor residents as cities did.

This surge in suburban poverty is overwhelming communi-
ties that simply don’t have the capacity to handle it. Scott Allard, 
associate professor at the University of Chicago’s School of Social 
Service Administration, is an expert in poverty and social welfare 

policy, and in his research regarding suburban poverty’s spread, 
he’s interviewed more than 100 poverty-focused nonprofi ts in 
suburbs outside Los Angeles, Chicago and Washington, D.C. The 
agencies, he says, are straining to meet new demands; roughly half 
say they’re referring more clients to other agencies than in previ-
ous years. Half also report that they’ve expanded their waiting 
lists in the past year, and 40 percent say they’ve had to prioritize 
the clients they’re able to serve. Demand overall among these sub-
urban agencies is up about 70 percent since the recession began.

In short, there simply aren’t as many nonprofi ts in the suburbs 
as there are in large cities. “Even though the poverty rate is higher 
in the suburbs,” Allard says, “it doesn’t appear that the safety net 
is well matched for that reality. Our safety net is predicated on the 
presumption that poverty is a central-city phenomenon. There 
just aren’t programs in place where they’re needed.”

The need for programs—and the variety of needs—can be 
overwhelming and quite diff erent from inner-city challenges. 
In a tan brick 1970s-era mid-rise in Arlington, Va., for instance, 
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Nury Marquez is trying to help a client fi nd work. Marquez is 
the executive director of the Hispanic Committee of Virginia, 
a 43-year-old nonprofi t serving poor Hispanic residents in the 
Washington, D.C., suburbs. The group provides a host of ser-
vices, from employment help and domestic violence counsel-
ing to citizenship-prep classes and assistance with foreclosures. 
Mostly though, the committee exists to help connect clients to 
available services. That boils down to one thing: bridging the 
language barrier.

“They don’t speak English,” says Marquez. “They don’t under-
stand how to fi nd the services they need.” Of the 12,000 to 15,000 
individuals the Hispanic Committee helps each year, more than 
three-fourths speak little or no English.

That illustrates an inescapable—and formidable—fact of 
suburban poverty. It’s simply diff erent from urban poverty. The 
language barrier, for instance, isn’t nearly as much of an issue in 
urban neighborhoods, where African-Americans have histori-
cally made up most of the poor population. Over the past 20 years, 
however, immigrants arriving in the United States have been 
drawn to the suburbs’ plentiful jobs and aff ordable housing. By 
no means would it be accurate to say that suburban poverty is an 
“immigrant problem,” but the language barrier among some of 
the suburban poor defi nitely adds a challenging dimension that’s 
absent from central-city poverty.

 C
ommunication in general can be especially diffi  cult for 
agencies serving the suburban poor—even when those 
in need speak fl awless English. Unlike chronically poor 
residents in urban neighborhoods, many suburban 

dwellers are experiencing poverty for the fi rst time. “For many 
of these families, this is new territory,” says Allard. “They just 
haven’t had to access these kinds of safety-net services before.” 
That means they likely don’t know exactly what kind of help is 
available or how to tap into the social welfare system.

It also means they may fi nd it harder to bring themselves to 
ask for help. “There’s a lot of stigma about poverty,” says Professor 
Rank, “especially among people in the suburbs who think they’re 
the only poor person on the block.” Even if people are willing to 
ask their neighbors, Rank adds, it’s more diffi  cult to fi nd informa-
tion than in large cities. “In densely populated urban areas, there’s 
much more of an exchange of information about what services 
are available. People are less likely to talk to their neighbors in the 
suburbs. It’s harder to spread the word.”

By far the greatest challenge of suburban poverty, though, 
is geography. In a sprawling suburban community, where poor 
residents might be a dozen miles from a social services agency, it 
can be almost impossible for them to get the help they need. “It’s 
the geography fi rst and foremost,” says George Searcy, executive 
director of the Hope Through Housing Foundation, an agency 
based in suburban Los Angeles that helps provide housing for 
low-income families. In urban centers, he says, “not only do you 
have a more dense population, you have a more dense concen-
tration of services.” In suburban communities, it’s just the oppo-
site. “Everything is so geographically dispersed, you could spend 
hours just trying to get to the places you need for help. And if you 

don’t drive, you’re getting on a bus. And it’s diffi  cult to even get 
there on a bus.”

Transportation is a major issue for the people Marquez works 
with in Virginia. “It’s a vicious circle,” she says. “It costs a lot of 
money to own and maintain a car, but if you give it up, you limit 
yourself even further.”

In addition to the challenges involved in reaching out to 
the suburban poor, suburban agencies often are stymied by the 
myriad diff erent jurisdictions they serve. Donovan says serving 
a swath of 13 counties means the Northern Illinois Food Bank 
is working with 13 community foundations, 13 United Ways, 
13 departments of health—not to mention all the mayors and city 
councils within those counties. The spread-out nature of the 

’burbs means that even if certain localities are adamant about 
fi ghting poverty, it can be nearly impossible to coordinate a 
regional strategy. “Within the counties, there are local offi  cials 
who get it, and there’s good leadership,” Donovan says. “But 
across the region? No.”

Cobbling together cities and counties for a regional approach 
to combating poverty would be diffi  cult, and it likely would 
require coordination from states or the federal government. For 
the most part, though, suburbia’s response to the growing pov-
erty problem has been slow and disjointed. As Donovan says, “It’s 
really a quilt with no pattern.”  G
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 A
t fi rst it was just a sniff  of trouble: A Nov. 15, 2008, 
front-page story in the Albany Times Union by 
reporter Brendan Lyons described a long-running 
arrangement whereby Albany parking-enforcement 
offi  cers were issuing “ghost tickets” to certain 

individuals. The ghost tickets were 
apparitions in orange and white 
that carried no fi nancial penalty. A 
coded windshield sticker—a bull’s- 
eye design—alerted parking police 
of the car owner’s special status.

According to Lyons’ story, 
the ghost tickets began as a way 
to keep the city from ticketing 
personal vehicles used by police 
offi  cers attending court hearings. 
But it expanded, and spouses, friends and civilians employed by 
the city were being issued stickers. It was an exercise in park-
ing privilege that was being practiced, noted the story, even as 
anticipated city revenues from parking violations were falling 
well below expectations.

The story contained many potentially damning facts and, like 
all harbingers of a mushrooming scandal, raised more questions 
than it answered. How many stickers were out there? Who had 
them? Who was in charge of distribution, and on what basis were 
stickers distributed? How long had the practice been going on? 
And the perennial favorite when the hint of scandal blossoms into 
a full-blown storm: Who knew about the stickers, and when did 
they know about them?

Based on those questions—and the unsatisfactory responses 
from the public offi  cials involved—the scandal and its coverage 
cost two high-level public offi  cials their jobs, not to mention badly 
damaging the city police department’s credibility.

If it sounds familiar, that’s because it is—the Albany mess raises 
that long-standing question about government and the media: 
When bad news starts to percolate, why don’t public offi  cials 
practice the sensible art of getting out in front of it by owning up 

to the problem? That question is becoming increasingly relevant 
in this smothering electronic media age where keeping a secret 
involving public offi  cials’ conduct is almost impossible. 

“From Three Mile Island back in the 1970s to the Sen. Larry 
Craig story, there are hundreds of examples,” says Doug Muzzio, 

a professor of public aff airs at 
Baruch College in New York City, 
“where, arguably, if you had admit-
ted wrong-doing early on, then you 
might be able to control the narra-
tive and limit the damage.” Muzzio, 
who is working on a book chapter 
on public-sector media relations, 
notes that “many public offi  cials 
seem to have this hubristic belief 
that, ‘I can get away with it.’ And 

the longer someone has been in offi  ce and the higher up they are, 
the more likely it is that they hold that view.”

 F
or veterans of the public offi  cials versus media wars, the 
parking-sticker story had all the earmarks of trouble down 
the road. For more than a year, the Times Union ran around 
a dozen stories on the issue, while key city offi  cials tried 

to stonewall. At fi rst, the city’s treasurer, Betty Barnette, whose 
offi  ce oversees parking fi nes collection, did not respond to the 
Times Union reporter’s requests for comment. Albany Police Chief 
James Tuff ey initially feigned ignorance. “There’s no policy here 
on that, I can tell you, that I know about,” Tuff ey said when Lyons 
asked about the sticker phenomenon. “If there’s something out 
there that’s been abused, I’m going to deal with it.” Later stories 
revealed that Tuff ey launched the practice years earlier while he 
was head of the city’s police union.

What to do when confronted with a story like this? When 
Lyons called Tuff ey, the police chief essentially had two options: 
lie or tell the truth. 

Tuff ey might have believed—or prayed—that by lying, Lyons 
and his editors would back off  and allow the chief time to get to 

AGENCIES CAUGHT IN 
THE EYE OF A SCANDAL 
NEED A PRE-PLAN FOR 
DEFUSING THE STORM 
OF MEDIA ATTENTION.

BY JONATHAN 
WALTERS
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the bottom of the scandal as he had promised, and perhaps pro-
duce some credible, offi  cial explanation for why cops’ wives and 
girlfriends were being exempted from city parking laws. Or Tuff ey 
might have thought that the whole thing could be shoveled under 
a snow bank until it melted away. 

Praying that the Times Union would stand by, awaiting a rigor-
ous internal investigation by Tuff ey, wasn’t likely to be answered. 
The paper has a well deserved reputation for breaking juicy local 
stories, and then following them to their often bitter conclusions. 
The same goes for the snow bank strategy.

Had Tuff ey come clean right from the start, it would have been 
painful—but the pain probably wouldn’t have lasted long. The chief 
and the police force might actually have scored some points for 
being forthright. At the same time, the chief and department might 
also have gained some control over the story early on—before it 
became a long-running serial story.

 A
nd yet, Tuff ey chose to lie. As any reporter, editor or 
savvy government public information offi  cer will say, 
this is almost always a bad idea. It’s an especially bad 
idea when the lying in question deals with an issue that 

centers on special treatment for friends and relatives of well 
placed public offi  cials. It suggests abuse of power; it looks like 
fundamental unfairness. In this case, the controversy in question 
revolved around a highly visible and publicly unpopular govern-
ment function: parking enforcement. Because it is a system that is 
so unloved, it should be fair, striving to treat all citizens equally.

The chief’s lie had ramifi cations. Albany Times Union Editor 
Rex Smith believes that Tuff ey wasn’t able to survive a subsequent 
mini-scandal—he was accused of using a racial epithet—because 
he’d been so weakened by the parking ticket mess. 

Had Tuff ey been honest from the start, things might have 
gone diff erently. “If he had just admitted that the department 
had been giving out stickers to police to use as they saw fi t, and 
that the practice had been going on for a while but would be 
stopped,” says Smith, “there would have been a lot of hullaballoo, 
but the story would have been contained instead of dragged out. 
It wouldn’t have been a one-day story, but it wouldn’t have been 
a year-and-a-half story, either.”

The other big loser in the scandal was the city treasurer: Bar-
nette was ousted by voters in the next election. (The comical low 
point of the sticker caper was when Barnette argued that reveal-
ing the identity of recipients of ghost tickets would be a viola-
tion of the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act 
because some of the people who got the toothless tickets were 
parked for doctor visits.)

Tuff ey’s decision to lie may have been a refl ex response to 
bad news. The department simply had no pre-plan for fi elding 
scandal. Bill Leighty, former chief of staff  to Virginia Govs. Mark 
Warner and Tim Kaine—and a grizzled veteran of the bad news 
wars—has some advice for all highly placed public offi  cials when 
it comes to a gotcha moment: At some point, scandal will arrive. 
Be ready for it.

In fact, generic types of scandals will almost certainly visit large 
government, says Leighty, the two most likely being embezzlement 

and loss or theft of sensitive data. Examples of government data 
breaches abound, but the most famous recent example was in 2006 
when a Department of Veterans Aff airs (VA) employee took a lap-
top home with him—a laptop loaded with thousands of veterans’ 
personal information. The laptop was stolen, and when news of the 
theft broke, all hell broke loose. The pounding the VA took from the 
press (and from Congress) was brutal. The essential problem, say 
top VA offi  cials who were involved in damage control at the time, 
was that the agency lost control of the story from the beginning.

 Having learned a hard lesson the hard way, the VA handled a 
second data breach in an entirely diff erent manner. When 
a laptop disappeared from a secure room in a VA facility 
in Birmingham, Ala., the bad news quickly climbed the 

chain of command, and the VA broke the news quickly and com-
pletely. Plus, thanks to the previous breach brouhaha, the agency 
was ready with a long list of actions that it was already pursuing 
to protect those individuals whose personal data might have been 
compromised. It was also ready with a long list of actions it was 
pursuing to secure all VA data. Not only did it look like it was on 
top of the breach, the agency got some media attention for the 
steps it was taking to protect all VA data. The Birmingham story 
didn’t have anything like the legs or the negative consequences 
of the fi rst breach.

But bad news visits itself on governments in all sorts of 
unpredictable ways. The point, says Leighty, is to be ready no 
matter what that news happens to be. For example, when a Vir-
ginia-owned weapons cache was pilfered with the help of an 
employee “who basically looked the other way,” the governor’s 
offi  ce had to determine what to do: hush it up to avoid embar-
rassment or get in front of the story? It didn’t take long to decide, 
says Leighty. “The last thing in the world the governor wanted 
was to pick up the paper and read that a police offi  cer had been 
killed by one of our own guns.” So the governor’s offi  ce put out 
a press release reporting that all kinds of stuff  had been stolen 
from a state warehouse, including guns.

The point was to control the story from the start. The gover-
nor’s offi  ce announced the thefts and let citizens know that the 
governor and staff  were working to recover the stolen items. 
Deciding to break the story themselves wasn’t that diffi  cult of a 
calculation, especially in the Internet age with all its tweeting, 
blogging and instant messaging glory. “If the press senses they’re 
being snookered, it only makes them more interested,” Leighty 
says. “Then it’s a piranha feeding frenzy, and everyone is trying 
to get in on the story.” If the story feels complete, however, it’s 
less likely the newspaper will sic the dogs on it. 

It’s a good lesson to learn: Bad news is a public-sector 
perennial and will almost always leak out, whether it’s crimi-
nal conduct, offi  cial misconduct, good old-fashioned bumbling 
or personal indiscretion. Those who don’t see themselves as 
somehow invisible, invincible or untouchable—and who have 
a plan in place for how to handle bad news—will be the ones 
who survive it.  G
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Can a country with a population that’s expected to expand 
dramatically over the next 40 years be in decline? Visionary and 
author Joel Kotkin doesn’t think so. In his new book, The Next 
Hundred Million, Kotkin sees a more dynamic, ethnically diverse 
country, brimming with technological and cultural innovation. 
To accommodate this expansion, America will continue to grow 
in urban areas, but also on the edges, in suburban and exurban 
towns, especially in our heartland where undeveloped land is still 
abundant. In this essay, Kotkin looks at how this new growth and 
dynamism will impact our country at the state and local level in 
particular.  —Governing

OVER THE NEXT FOUR DECADES,  American 
governments will oversee a much larger and far more diverse 
population. As we gain upward of 100 million people, America 
will inevitably become a more complex, crowded and competitive 
place, but it will continue to remain highly dependent on its 
people’s innovative and entrepreneurial spirit.

In 2050, the U.S. will look very diff erent from the country in 
2000, at the dawn of the new millennium. By mid-century, the 
U.S. will no longer be a “white country,” but rather a staggering 
amalgam of racial, ethnic and religious groups—all participants 
in the construction of a new civilization whose roots lie not in 
any one country or continent, but across the entirety of human 
cultures and racial types. No other advanced, populous country 
will enjoy such ethnic diversity.

The implications of this change will be profound for 
governments—perhaps in ways not now commonly anticipated. 

Many “progressives” believe a more diverse, populous nation will 
need more guidance from Washington, D.C., but a more complex 
and varied country will increasingly not fi t well into a one-size-
fi ts-all approach.

 Although the economic crisis of 2008 led to a rapid rise of 
federal power, there has been a stunning and largely unexpected 
push-back refl ected, in part, by the tea party movement. Some 
states have passed laws that seek to restrict federal prerogatives 
on a host of issues. More importantly, public opinion, measured 
in numerous surveys, seems to be drifting away from major 
expansions of government power. 

Of course, most Americans would accede to the federal 
government an important role in developing public works, national 
defense and regulations for health and safety. But generally 
speaking, they also tend to believe that local communities, 
neighborhoods and parents should possess the power to craft 
appropriate solutions on many other problems. 

This also refl ects our historical experience. From its origins, 
American democracy has been largely self-created and fostered 
a dispersion of power; in many European countries, and more 
recently in parts of Asia, democracy was forged by central 
authorities. 

Other periods of massive government intervention, most 
notably after the New Deal and the Great Society, also elicited 
reactions against centralization. But the current push-back’s speed 
and ferocity has been remarkable. Yet the often polarizing debate 
about the scope of federal power largely has ignored the longer-
term trends that will promote the effi  cacy of an increasingly 
decentralized approach to governance.

Perhaps the most important factor here is the trajectory of 
greater growth and increasing diversity of who we are and how 
we live. Not only are Americans becoming more racially diverse, 
but they inhabit a host of diff erent environments, ranging from 

GOVERNING |  May 201038

By Joel Kotkin

WITH AMERICA EXPECTED TO GROW 
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NEXT 40 YEARS, HOW WILL STATES 
AND LOCALITIES RUN A BIGGER, 
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dense cities to urbanized suburbs, to smaller cities and towns, that 
have diff erent needs and aspirations. 

Americans also are more settled than any time in our history—
partially a function of an aging population—and thus more 
concerned with local developments. As recently as the 1970s, 
one in fi ve Americans moved annually; in 2004 that number was 
14 percent, the lowest rate since 1950. In 2008, barely one in 10 
moved, a fraction of the rate in the 1960s. Workers are increasingly 
unwilling to move even for a promotion due to family and other 
concerns. The recession accelerated this process, but the pattern 
appears likely to persist even in good times.

A
mericans also prefer to live in decentralized environ-
ments. There are more than 65,000 general-purpose 
governments; the average local jurisdiction population 
in the United States is 6,200—small enough that non-

professional politicians can have a serious impact on local issues. 
This contrasts with the vast preference among academic planners, 
policy gurus and the national media for larger government units 
as the best way to regulate and plan for the future.

Short of a draconian expansion of federal power, this dispersion 
is likely to continue. Roughly 80 to 90 percent of all metropolitan 
growth in the last decade took place on the periphery; at the same 
time, the patterns of domestic migration have seen a shift away 
from the biggest cities and toward smaller ones. As Joel Garreau 
noted in his classic Edge City, “planners drool” over high-density 
development, but most residents in suburbia “hate a lot of this 
stuff .” They might enjoy a town center, a paseo or a walking 
district, but they usually resent the proliferation of high-rises or 
condo complexes. If they wanted to live in buildings like them, 
they would have stayed in the city.

Attempts to force major densifi cation in these areas will be 
fi ercely resisted, even in the most liberal communities. Some of 
the strongest anti-growth hotbeds in the nation are areas like 
Fairfax County, Va., with high concentrations of progressives—well 
educated people who might seem amenable to environmentally 
correct “smart growth”—advocating denser development along 
transit corridors. As one planning director in a well-to-do suburban 
Maryland county put it, “Smart growth is something people want. 
They just don’t want it in their own neighborhood.”

The great long-term spur to successful dispersion will come 
from technology, as James Martin fi rst saw in his pioneering 1978 
book, The Wired Society. A former software designer for IBM, 
Martin foresaw the emergence of mass telecommunications 
that would allow a massive reduction in commuting, greater 
deconcentration of workplaces and a “localization of physical 
activities … centered in local communities.”

 Technology would allow skilled people to congregate in 
communities of their choice or at home. Today not only knowledge 
workers but also those in construction trades, agriculture and 
other professions are home-based, conducting their operations 
out of trucks, vans or home offi  ces.

 Many leading-edge companies now recognize this trend. As 
much as 40 percent of IBM’s work force operates full time at home 
or remotely at clients’ businesses. Siemens, Hewlett-Packard, 

Cisco, Merrill Lynch and American Express have expanded their 
use of telecommuting, with noted increases in productivity. 

 At the same time, employment is shifting away from 
mega-corporations to smaller units and individuals; between 
1980 and 2000, self-employed individuals expanded tenfold to 
include 16 percent of the work force. The smallest businesses, 
the microenterprises, have enjoyed the fastest rate of growth, 
far more than any other business category. By 2006 there 
were some 20 million such businesses, one for every six private-
sector workers.

Hard economic times could slow this trend, but recessions 
have historically served as incubators of innovation and 
entrepreneurship. Many individuals starting new fi rms 
will have recently left or been laid off  by bigger companies, 
particularly during a severe economic downturn. Whether 
they form a new bank, energy company or design fi rm, they 
will do it more effi  ciently—with less overhead, more effi  cient 
Internet use and less emphasis on pretentious offi  ce settings. 
In addition, they will do it primarily in places that can scale 
themselves to economic realities. 

Simultaneously the Internet’s rise allows every business—
indeed every family—unprecedented access to information, 
something that militates against centralized power. Given Internet 
access, many lay people aren’t easily intimidated into accepting 
the ability of “experts” to dictate solutions based on exclusive 
knowledge since the hoi polloi now possess the ability to gather 
and analyze information. Even the powerful media companies are 
rapidly losing their ability to defi ne agendas; there are too many 
sources of information to mobilize mass opinion. The widespread 
breakdown of support for climate change is a recent example of 
this phenomenon.

Once the current drive for centralization falters, support for 
decentralization will grow, including progressive communities that 
now favor a heavy-handed expansion of federal power. Attempts to 
impose solutions from a central point will be increasingly regarded 
as obtrusive and oppressive to them, just as they would to many 
more conservative places like South Dakota. In the coming era, in 
many cases, only locally based solutions—agreed to at the community, 
municipal or state level—can possibly gather strong support.

This drive toward dispersing power will prove critical if 
we hope to meet the needs of an unprecedentedly diverse and 
complex nation of 400 million. New forms of association—from 
local electronic newsletters to a proliferation of local farmers 
markets, festivals and a host of ad hoc social service groups—
are already growing. Indeed, after a generation-long decline, 
volunteerism has spiked among Millennials and seems likely 
to surge among downshifting baby boomers. In 2008, some 
61 million Americans volunteered, representing more than one-
quarter of the population older than 16.

It’s these more intimate units—the family, the neighborhood 
association, the church or local farmers market—that constitute 
what Thomas Jeff erson called our “little republics,” which are 
most critical to helping mid-21st-century America. Here, our 
nation of 400 million souls will fi nd its fundamental sustenance 
and its best hope for the brightest future. G
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“This has been a place where 

there are no consequences,” 

says San Francisco Police 

Chief George Gascón.
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A
s a 20-year veteran of the Los Angeles Police Department, 
George Gascón isn’t exactly new to tough neighborhoods. 
During the late 1970s, he worked the Hollywood Division 
when the once-fabled neighborhood was known primar-

ily for its transvestite streetwalkers and drug sales. In the late 1980s, 
he moved to Hollenbeck, a proud Chicano community in East L.A. 
with deep roots—and some of the city’s oldest gangs. But last summer, 
Gascón took a walk through the 20-block triangle of downtown San 
Francisco known as the Tenderloin just a few weeks before he was 
sworn in as San Francisco’s new police chief—and he was shocked by 
what he saw. 

“It took me back, how open it was,” says Gascón. Drug dealers 
openly peddled their wares—OxyContin, crack cocaine, heroin—on 
the sidewalk as tourists wandered through and schoolchildren walked 
home. Dressed in civilian clothes, Gascón watched—“just really sur-
prised, quite frankly”—as police offi  cers simply drove by, not stopping 
to address the obvious criminal behavior taking place. To Gascón, the 
Tenderloin was like a scene from the 1970s, before the Broken Win-
dows theory—from James Q. Wilson and George Kelling, which holds 
that outward signs of disorder give rise to crime (and conversely, that 
outward signs of order reduce it)—changed what behavior was accept-
able in most cities.

“This is a place where there are no consequences,” says Gascón. “It 
was the norm of the place.” In Gascón’s mind, that made it the perfect 
place “to make a point.” And so, soon after being sworn into offi  ce as 
San Francisco’s new chief of police in August 2009, Gascón announced 
that one of his top priorities would be to clean up the Tenderloin. What 
followed, however, was anything but a straightforward application of 
proper police tactics. Instead, Gascón came face to face with diffi  cult 
questions about how the city should house and serve its neediest resi-
dents. Arching over them is an even larger question: Can a troubled 
neighborhood be changed without changing its residents? 

Street 
Fight
Can San Francisco Police Chief 

George Gascón save the Tenderloin 

District without changing it?

By John Buntin

 P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  D a v i d  K i d d
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A century ago, most big cities had neighborhoods where vice 
sidled up to skid row—and police turned a blind eye to illicit activi-
ties in return for a healthy cut of the illegal profi ts (hence the term 
“tenderloin.”) In Seattle, it was Pioneer Square. Los Angeles’ vice 
district centered on Sanchez Alley, just off  the historic plaza. New 
York City had Hell’s Kitchen, and a notorious tenderloin centered 
on the Broadway theater district in Manhattan’s West Side. But 
after World War II, urban renewal demolished the old slums and 
protected vice was shut down. What the bulldozers spared, gen-
trifi cation claimed in the 1990s as marginal; neighborhoods like 
Denver’s “LoDo” and Hell’s Kitchen became hipster hot spots. 

San Francisco was diff erent. Parts of the city were given up to 
forces of development, notably the South of Market area, which 
is now replete with high-end chain coff ee stores and trendy wine 
bars. The Tenderloin, however, was preserved, thanks in large 
part to its distinctive architecture, but to its single room occu-
pancy (SRO) residential hotels in particular. 

A century ago, SROs—single room boarding houses with a 
communal bathroom on each fl oor (and no kitchen)—were a 
feature of every big American city. While most were designed to 
provide simple, low-cost accommodations to working men, many 
turn-of-the-century buildings were quite striking. However, their 
cramped quarters and increasingly unsavory associations led 
to their demolition in most cities. San Francisco, however, is 
diff erent. More than 400 are located in or around the Tender-
loin. There, a room in a nice, well run SRO goes for about $520 
per month. In contrast, the average rent for a studio apartment 
is roughly $1,300 per month. The presence of so many SROs in 
and around the Tenderloin makes San Francisco unique: No other 
thriving American city has a low-rent, low-income community in 
the heart of downtown.

The preservation of the Tenderloin’s historic architecture isn’t 
a testament simply to the area’s exceptional disorder. It’s also the 
result of deliberate social policy. In 2005, Mayor Gavin Newsom 

unveiled a new approach to the city’s homeless population called 
Care Not Cash, which paid nonprofi ts to manage SROs as housing 
for homeless residents. (For a detailed discussion of this decision, 
see A Roof to Start With from the December 2005 issue of Govern-
ing.) One person behind this strategy was Tenderloin Housing 
Clinic (THC) Executive Director Randy Shaw.

Shaw founded the THC as a free legal clinic in 1979. But he 
quickly had a diff erent priority: leading the fi ght to preserve the 
Tenderloin’s SROs. Doing so, Shaw believed, would further sev-
eral important ends, among them protecting historical buildings 
and enticing tourists to the neighborhood where Muhammad Ali 
once trained and Grateful Dead front man Jerry Garcia briefl y 
lived (the Cadillac Hotel), or the apartment where an ex-Pinker-
ton detective, Dashiell Hammett, invented the hard-boiled detec-
tive novel. 

Shaw believed it would also give San Francisco a tool to com-
bat homelessness that other cities lacked—conveniently located, 
low-cost housing that was gentrifi cation-proof. Shaw asks, “How 
much would you pay without a bathroom?” 

Today Shaw’s organization operates 15 SROs in the Tender-
loin, which provide housing to roughly 2,000 people. Other SROs 
house another 2,000 Tenderloin residents. Shaw isn’t blind to the 
neighborhood’s problems, but he doesn’t think the SROs cause 
them. Some of the neighborhood’s residents, however, think 
otherwise. 

 D
ina Hilliard moved to the Tenderloin 11 years ago. For the 
neighborhood, her background is unusual. A majority of 
the Tenderloin’s 20,000 residents come from Vietnam, 
Cambodia or, more recently, the Middle East and Cen-

tral America. Hilliard arrived from Wheaton, Ill. (“a dry town,” 
she notes wryly). She initially came to teach at a small Christian 
school—an experience that connected her with the Tenderloin’s 
less noticed groups, its seniors and children. City offi  cials estimate 

S T R E E T  F I G H T
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that some 3,500 kids live there—one of the neighborhood’s most 
startling sights is seeing these children navigating the food lines 
and dealer hangouts on their way to and from school. 

“When I fi rst moved here, the only thing I saw was the street 
element,” says Hilliard. “All you see are people selling drugs, being 
drunk and stabbing each other. But after being here for a while, 
you start to see the people in the buildings. For every person out 
on the street dealing drugs, there are fi ve people in the apartment 
scared to come out.” These residents, Hilliard believes, are the 

people who go unnoticed and unserved. She notes that many are 
convinced that the city views the Tenderloin as little more than 
“a containment zone.”

When you consider the numbers, it’s hard to disagree. Of the 
Tenderloin’s 20,000 residents, some 4,000 are placed there by 
city-funded nonprofi ts. Most of these people have serious sub-
stance abuse problems. Some 30 service providers, methadone 
clinics, halfway houses, health clinics and food kitchens tend to 
their needs. Despite the prevalence of drug dealing, the Tender-
loin is also a re-entry gateway for inmates exiting the correctional 
system: Only the Bay View area has more parolees. 

“If you really are serious about rehabilitating people coming 
out of the penitentiary, they need to be in an environment where 
it is hard to fi nd drugs,” says Gascón. “If you put them in an envi-
ronment where drugs are available and gang members are push-
ing their wares, then it becomes almost a self-fulfi lling prophecy.” 
And people will recidivate. 

Yet one logical next step—moving some 
of these service providers and/or the peo-
ple they are serving to other parts of the 
city—isn’t easily taken.  

“On the one hand, you have service 
providers that say there should not be 
any diversifi cation [of the population] or 

‘gentrifi cation,’” Gascón says. “On the other hand, you have peo-
ple in more affl  uent neighborhoods who are safer and have fewer 
challenges that say, ‘I don’t want that in my neighborhood.’ So for 
very diff erent reasons, you have a separation that continues to 
consolidate a system that hasn’t worked for many years.”

There’s another option as well: development. When Gascón fi rst 
walked through the neighborhood last summer, he thought back to 
his time in another troubled yet historic community—Hollywood. Its 
turnaround over the past 20 years inspired hope that the Tenderloin 
could experience a similar rebirth. But Hollywood’s transformation 
involved embracing development in ways that the gentrifi cation-
adverse Tenderloin has not—and maybe cannot, given the scale of 
the holdings of nonprofi t service providers in the area. That makes 
matters much more diffi  cult, Gascón says.

“If you become sort of a monoculture type of economy where 
it’s all based on providing service,” Gascón says, “then it becomes 
almost impossible to be able to have a rebirth.” In that scenario, 
“the only thing you are left with is the ability to improve the overall 
environment through high visibility and targeted enforcement.” 

T
he police crackdown began in September 2009, just 
weeks after Gascón was sworn in as chief, with classic 
undercover buy-and-busts. The fi rst night of the opera-
tion, police arrested eight people for dealing drugs. The 

last night of the operation, 30 days later, police arrested the exact 
same number of dealers, despite nearly continuous nightly opera-
tions. In the process, police discovered that most dealers weren’t 
from the Tenderloin at all. Rather, they were coming in on the Bay 
Area Rapid Transit system, from Oakland and the East Bay, to sell 
to a captive audience. 

While neither the supply of aspiring drug dealers nor the 
demand of neighborhood residents had been assuaged, people 
who live and work in the Tenderloin noticed the results. Even 
before the crackdown was announced, “I immediately saw a dif-
ference,” says Hilliard. “Certain areas where there had always been 
areas loitering, it was empty. Nobody was on the sidewalks.” 

The situation around the neighborhood schools improved too, 
after a dealer who worked near one was convicted and sentenced 
to a 10-year prison term. While 
some residents expressed con-
cern about the crackdown, 
“most appreciate the eff ort,” Hilliard says. But like other residents 
and even some offi  cers, she worries about whether the police 
eff ort is really sustainable.

Gascón insists that it is. In March, the San Francisco Police 
Department began another cycle of buy-and-busts to maintain 
the successes of the fall. But in the Tenderloin, improvement only 
goes so far. On a late March morning, two police offi  cers spot-
ted a man sitting on the sidewalk, smoking what appeared to 
be crack cocaine in a pipe. They hustled over, eager to make an 
arrest and demonstrate the crackdown in action, only to realize 
that the man was just smoking marijuana. The offi  cers turned 
and walked away.  G
      With reporting assistance from David Kidd. 

  
E-mail jbuntin@governing.com

“If you become sort of a monoculture type of economy 

where it’s all based on providing service, then it becomes 

almost impossible to be able to have a rebirth,” says 

Police Chief George Gascón.

S T R E E T  F I G H T

Every day children 

navigate the Tender-

loin sidewalks on 

their way to one of 

the neighborhood’s 

three schools.

Visit the Faces of the 
Tenderloin slideshow at
governing.com/photos
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 P
ittsburgh’s proposed tax would 
have been a fi rst: a 1 percent 
levy on all tuition paid by the 
city’s 100,000 college students. 

If it had passed, it would have raised 
$15 million a year by, in eff ect, rescinding 
a tax exemption.

In 2009, Providence asked Rhode 
Island lawmakers to allow it to assess 
$150 per semester for every out-of-state 
student at each of the city’s four major 
private colleges.

Hawaii has some bright ideas along 
tax-exempt lines too. The state is debat-
ing whether to require charities to pay a 
1 percent tax, and Honolulu’s City Council
is considering eliminating property tax 
caps—it’s currently $100 a year—on non-
profi t organizations.

Kansas legislators are considering 
making nonprofi ts pay a sales tax on items 
they buy, while some localities in the state 
want to revoke nonprofi ts’ exemption 
from property taxes.

In Georgia, nonprofi t hospitals would 
lose their state sales tax exemption under 
a new round of budget reductions Gov. 
Sonny Perdue announced in mid-March.

The tax exemption focus for nonprofi ts
is cyclical—it happens every recession. 
But this time around, it’s a little diff erent. 
States and localities are not just looking 
to the nonprofi t sector to recoup some 
property tax revenue, they are attacking 
on all tax fronts—income, sales and prop-
erty. They may be emboldened by the 
growing scrutiny of nonprofi ts’ business 
models. Where regulation of nonprofi ts 
was once the almost-exclusive purview 
of state attorneys general, the federal 

government—from the IRS to members 
of Congress—has turned a more skepti-
cal eye on them. Nonprofi t hospitals, for 
instance, have been asked to distinguish 
what they do from what for-profi t hos-
pitals do. A recent ruling by the Illinois 
Supreme Court found that the state could 
strip a Champaign hospital of its tax-
exempt status for the year in which it did 
not off er enough charity care to the poor. 
The hospital now must pay millions of dol-
lars in property taxes for 2002. Similarly 
universities have been questioned about 
their various revenue streams and asked 
to delineate what is related to the public 
benefi t of providing services and what is, 
in eff ect, unrelated business income.

While several states and localities may 
try this year to extract revenue from non-
profi ts, it won’t be easy to do. Those who 
decide to try should keep three key points 
in mind. 

First, all nonprofi ts are not created 
equal. There are four kinds of tax-exempt 
entities: health-care institutions, colleges 
and universities, social service organiza-
tions, and religious groups. One policy will 
not fi t all.

Churches and religious groups are 
usually not included in the nonexemption 
discussions—taxing them raises constitu-
tional issues and no one wants to go there.

Social service organizations are, in 
eff ect, an arm of government. Their exis-
tence relieves government of some of its 
burdens, which compensates a govern-
ment for the loss of revenue. Moreover, 
governments fund most social service non-
profi ts by buying the services the agencies 
provide. If they then tax the nonprofi t’s 
income, they are sending the money back 
to the government with the added layer of 
administrative costs. Two other reasons to 
steer clear of the social service providers: 
There’s not much money there to get. It’s 
like looking for nickels and dimes under 
couch cushions. Furthermore, says David 
B. McGinty, adjunct professor of law at 
Villanova University, there’s the problem 
of taking on “the political backlash when 
you talk about taxing Meals on Wheels.” 

Health-care facilities and universities 
generate the lion’s share of revenue in the 
nonprofi t sector. In many localities, they 
employ thousands of people and own lots 
of land. The argument for taxing them is 
a simple one: They consume government 

Taxing Away Exemptions
With revenues down, states and localities reconsider tax-exempt organizations.

By Penelope Lemov

Problem Solver
Real-world solutions and ideas for government managers
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services—fi re, police and the like—and 
should pay their fair share just as their for-
profi t counterparts or competitors do.

Second, taxing nonprofi ts is a tough 
row to hoe. Health-care organizations and 
universities are economic engines with a 
lot of political clout. Universities have the 
additional backing of alumni, who are 
personally invested in their alma maters. 
Philadelphia’s attempt to assess a non-
profi t—the Dad Vail Regatta—shows how 
tough it is to assess a tax-exempt organi-
zation. The regatta, which has been held 
every May since 1955 on the Schuylkill 
River, is the largest collegiate rowing event 
in the country and is worth an estimated 
$2 million to Philly’s economy. When the 
city tried to increase the regatta’s owed 
fees for city services—police overtime, 
fi re department emergency technicians, 
marine-police units and fees to the river-
side park—regatta offi  cials found a New 
Jersey township willing to pay it $250,000 
to change the venue. Philadelphia negoti-
ated to keep the regatta—but with compro-
mises on fees the group would have to pay.

And last, PILOTs—payments made in 
lieu of taxes that are voluntary—are an 
alternative. A survey by The Chronicle of 
Higher Education found that nearly two-
thirds of the 30 research universities with 
large endowments had no arrangements 
to make routine payments to their local 
governments. But some do, and their 
payments are signifi cant. Harvard and 
Yale pay their local hosts in excess of 
$5 million and $7 million per year, respec-
tively; and the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, Princeton University and the 
University of California at Berkeley top 
the $1 million mark.

Pittsburgh shelved its attempt to 
tax tuition in favor of pledges from the 
University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie 
Mellon University, among others, to 
donate more to the city than they had 
previously. Pittsburgh may have made 
temporary peace with its universities, but 
two state legislators—state Sen. Wayne D. 
Fontana and Rep. Timothy J. Solobay—
have introduced legislation that would 

allow for the imposition of an “essential 
services fee” on tax-exempt organizations 
that own property within a municipality. 
While municipalities could continue to 
rely on existing voluntary agreements, the 
Fontana bill would give them the option 

of imposing a fee based on total square 
footage of properties or establishing 
a limited real estate tax for properties 
owned by charitable institutions.  G

E-mail plemov@governing.com
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Take your leadership skills 
from public policy to public schools.

Change lives.

Government leaders are becoming urban school district leaders with 
the help of The Broad Superintendents Academy.  
Effective management, innovation, smart budgeting and a focus on 
results are as critical in public education as they are in government. A 
background in education is not required – leadership and vision are.

Visit our web site or email leadership@broadcenter.org to learn more.

Academy graduates have filled 156 school district leadership 
positions and are raising student achievement nationwide.

www.broadacademy.org

Pictured above:
Robert Bobb, Emergency Financial Manager
Detroit Public Schools
Former city manager of five major U.S. cities
Broad Superintendents Academy Class of 2005
Courtesy of: David Coates / The Detroit News
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 U
sing Web sites to communicate 
with the public is a brave new 
world for governments. People 
can perform all kinds of trans-

actions online that previously required 
a trip to city hall or a department of motor 
vehicles offi  ce. But as Ralph Waldo Emer-
son wrote, “For everything you gain, 
you lose something else.” 

The truth is, even as the elec-
tronic means for citizens to reach 
out to a government grow more 
sophisticated, those means 
often lead to a frustrating 
struggle. They may make 
it easier to get through to 
government, but there’s no 
human being to talk to once 
the citizen gets there. Getting 
specifi c phone numbers from “informa-
tion” lines, for instance, can be a trial of 
errors. (We tried getting a number for the 
New Haven, Conn., Department of Pub-
lic Works and wound up, initially, with 
the New Haven Public Schools.) Finding 
phone numbers on Web sites can be like 

searching for a digital needle in an elec-
tronic haystack.

This isn’t a tiny quibble. With states 
and localities suff ering from a growing
level of citizen distrust, the need to do 
whatever they can to engender good 
relationships with voters has never been 
greater. Telephones are hardly an anti-
quated technology in the pursuit of this 
goal. Researchers in Georgia discovered 
that about 27 percent of its citizens get 

“The fi rst thing people said was the gov-
ernment was too slow,” says Joseph Doyle, 
administrator of the Governor’s Offi  ce of 
Consumer Aff airs. The second point: Citi-
zens complained that they couldn’t fi gure 
out how to reach the person they needed 
to talk to. Gov. Sonny Perdue’s administra-
tion took action, cataloging some 2,000 
services that the state government pro-
vides and hitching that to a point of con-
tact for the service. When a citizen calls, 
a state operator guides him to the right 
person—as indicated by the information 
in the database—and stays with him on 
the line to ensure that they’ve reached 
that person successfully.

There’s an obvious hazard in con-
structing a falsely positive picture of the 
good old days. Certainly at a time when 
there were many people who could be 
reached on the telephone, there were 
annoying busy signals, frustratingly long 
waits on hold and seemingly endless 
transfers from one offi  ce to another. Still, 
the potential effi  ciency of phones seems 
to have been forgotten in the e-mail era. 
How many times have you tried to make 

By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Don’t Hang Up
The low-tech telephone plays a key role in keeping government connected to citizens.
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their needs met through a face-to-face 
encounter; 20 percent use the Internet; 
and a whopping 37 percent are still using 
the phone.

Daryl Frey, who works in the Human 
Resources Enterprise at the Department 
of Administrative Services in Iowa, says 

he’s sure many citizens feel like their gov-
ernment is trying to avoid talking to them. 
He feels that way, too—and he works for 
the government. “After 30 years and with 
retirement coming in June,” he says, “I 
marvel at how diffi  cult it is for me to navi-
gate to the correct person who possesses 
the information I seek.”

Georgia has emphasized customer ser-
vice in recent years, in part because when 
offi  cials started researching the subject, 

In this era of Web sites and e-mail, many 

citizens feel their government is trying to avoid 

talking to them. 

 “
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an appointment with someone using 
e-mail, which involved exchanging four or 
fi ve or six messages? The same transac-
tion is much simpler on the telephone.

What’s more, the ever-growing reli-
ance on electronic communications con-
tinues to disenfranchise some. An FCC 
survey recently found that more than 
one out of fi ve U.S. adults doesn’t use the 
Internet with any frequency. And one out 
of 10 doesn’t even see the point of being 
online. These non-onliners, the survey 
found, are likely to be older and see the 
Internet as a dangerous place. 

Bob Schilling, a director of the 
Human Capital Network, a group of 
coaches and consultants who serve 
client organizations through the devel-
opment of eff ective leadership, agreed 
that it’s frustrating to only reach a pub-
lic offi  cial’s offi  ce via e-mail, but says 
there are reasons why the public sector 
has shied away from supplying easily 
accessible phone numbers:

Prospective suppliers who try to cir-
cumvent the procurement process.
People “who are sure they saw Elvis 
in the building or that aliens have 
landed near a transit station.” 
Mouth breathers calling to make 
exotic social off ers to the person 
answering the phone.
Organized protesters “who will com-
pletely jam a phone number if they 
fi nd a particular government action 
not to their liking.”

So-called 311 lines go a long way in 
helping. An ICMA study of 311 technol-
ogy from March 2008 found that 64 
U.S. cities and counties had 311 systems 
designed to help citizens report potholes, 
malfunctioning streetlights or backed-up 
storm drains, according to project direc-
tor Cory Fleming. Still, 311 “won’t replace 
your calling the council president and 
saying, ‘Don’t cut our school adminis-
tration budget,’” says Fleming. “It’s not 
a replacement for policymakers by any 
means, but it does take some burden 
off  our policymakers in responding to 
concerns and requests.”  G

E-mail greenebarrett@gmail.com
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By Elizabeth Daigneau 

The Librarian Social Worker 
Public libraries have long been a daytime sanctuary for the homeless. Now 

they’re starting to see even more of the down-and-out among the bookshelves: 

As the economy languishes and cities shut down social programs, public libraries

increasingly function as drop-in centers for the homeless. The San Francisco 

Public Library, where hundreds of homeless people can be found every day, 

has taken a one-of-a-kind step to address the needs of its patrons in crisis. 

In partnership with the city’s Department of Public Health, the library hired a 

social worker. On hand fi ve days a week, the social worker handles referrals 

to social services for the newly and 

chronically homeless, mentally ill

and those struggling with sub-

stance abuse. Since the position’s 

creation in January 2009, more than 

150 people have been directed to 

social services, according to the San 

Francisco Chronicle. In addition to 

handling complaints from staff and 

patrons about people’s behavior, 

the social worker also trains library 

staff on what to do if they witness 

unpleasant behavior, and trains for-

merly homeless people to work at 

the library and guide others to ser-

vices. An ongoing survey adminis-

tered by the library has found that 

staff and patrons cite fewer incidents 

of negative behavior.

| IDEA CENTER

Property Blitz
Selling any kind of property in this economic climate is a challenge, which is why a 

recent property sales blitz by Missouri’s Department of Transportation is generat-

ing so much interest. Missouri offi cials 

found that selling properties in a con-

centrated block rather than one parcel 

at a time was more effective in attracting 

investors and generating revenue. The 

fi ve-day sales blitz in November 2009, 

dubbed Realty to Roads, brought in 

more than $675,000 for road and bridge 

projects in the state. All but four of the 

21 properties—which had been identi-

fi ed as highly marketable and no longer 

needed by the department—were sold 

by auction or sealed bid. The event was 

so successful that a second sales event 

was scheduled for April 26-30. The 

department listed 32 properties, rang-

ing from a quarter-acre lot to a 200-acre 

plot of land.

Find more ideas for
creative programs at
governing.com/ideas
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By Steve Towns

Moving from Cool to Useful
Recently created government “apps” contests are popular, but are they worth doing? 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

calls Apps for Democracy a “great idea” 
for getting citizen software developers 
involved with government, but he also 
hints that the applications spun up 
by these contests tend to be more 
“cool” than useful to the aver-
age city resident. 

“If you look at the appli-
cations developed in both 
of the contests we ran, and 
actually in many of the 
contests being run in other 
states and localities,” he 
says, “you get a lot of appli-
cations that are designed for 
smartphones, that are designed 
for devices that aren’t necessar-
ily used by the large populations 
that might need to interact with these 
services on a regular basis.” 

Another problem is maintaining 
the new applications over the long term. 
As technology changes, these services 
must be updated and modifi ed so they 

continue working—and Sivak wonders 
what happens when these applications’ 
private-sector creators lose interest in 
keeping them running. Does the city 
government need to take them over? 
Should cash-strapped jurisdictions spend 
resources to maintain, say, an iPhone app 
used by a sliver of the population?

Sivak, however, isn’t giving up on the 
idea of engaging smart and creative soft-
ware developers for the public good; he 
simply wants a more meaningful rela-
tionship with them. Instead of incenting 
software entrepreneurs to create fringe 

I
n 2008, Washington, D.C., launched 
one of the hotter trends in public-
sector technology: the “apps contest.” 
The idea—introduced by Federal CIO 

Vivek Kundra when he was the district’s 
chief technology offi  cer—was simple and 
innovative: The District government 
made the raw data it collects—such as the 
number of crime incidents and current 
construction project locations—publicly 
available on the Internet, and then chal-
lenged local software developers to create 
innovative uses for the information. The 
best software application, or “app,” using 
the data won a $50,000 prize.

The contest, dubbed “Apps for 
Democracy,” energized D.C.’s local 
software developers when it launched—
developers created almost 50 software 
programs in 30 days, including apps that 
let residents check demographic data in 
their neighborhoods and plot routes for 
walking tours of the city. The contest was 
so well received that D.C. government held 

another Apps for Democracy contest in 
2009. What’s more, the idea quickly caught 
on around the country, and soon New York 
City and others were holding their own 
versions of it.

But even as more jurisdictions jump 
on the bandwagon—Portland, Ore., 
became the latest, unveiling “CivicApps 
for Greater Portland” in late March—D.C. 
is jumping off . “I don’t think we’re going 
to be running any more Apps for Democ-
racy competitions quite in that way,” says 
Bryan Sivak, who became the district’s 
chief technology offi  cer in 2009. Sivak 
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I don’t think we’re going to be running any 

more Apps for Democracy competitions quite in 

that way. 

 “
applications, he wants their talent focused 
on solving core government problems—
what Sivak calls the grand challenges 
of improving government effi  ciency and 
eff ectiveness. 

But that will mean becoming even more 
transparent about the inner workings of 
city government. “We don’t tend to release 
a lot of information about how things work 
internally,” he says. “Once we start to do 
that and start to get some of that informa-
tion out there, and start to get interest from 
citizens and developers in how the inter-
nal processes of government can be shaped 
and changed, I think we can actually start 
to leverage a lot of value.”

Apps for Democracy introduced the 
idea that private-sector talent could be 
harnessed in innovative ways for the 
good of the community. Now the District 
of Columbia is ready to take what could be 
a much more meaningful next step.   G

E-mail stowns@govtech.com
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By John E. Petersen

 T
hese are ticklish times. A sus-
tained recovery from the deepest 
decline since the Great Depres-
sion is uncertain. A critical, but 

usually overlooked, factor in the arc of that 
recovery is state and local government.

These governments now employ 
22 million workers—teachers, cops, fi re-
fi ghters and sanitation personnel—who 
rent apartments, buy houses, shop locally 
and pay taxes. The governments procure 
goods and services, and make assistance 
payments to the old, sick and disabled, 
and their caretakers. We are talking about 
one-eighth of the U.S. economy. 

The sector’s fi nances are complex, 
multi-tiered and interdependent. Most 
federal aid payments fl ow to state govern-
ments, and states relay much of it, along 
with their own source revenues, down to 
local governments. This fi scal interrela-
tionship is now being tested by the depth 
of the Great Recession.

States and localities are experiencing 
unrelenting pressure from unceasing 
waves of budget gaps, which stem not 
from impetuous increases in spending, but 
from plummeting revenues—a deteriora-
tion unseen since the Great Depression.
Gaps fi rst appear while drafting a bud-
get, when spending projected for next 
year’s programs is compared to expected 
revenues. While the initial shortfall may 

be closed as the budget is adopted, both 
sides of the ledger are aff ected by the 
economy’s ensuing performance. In 
bad times, expenses go up as the unem-
ployed demand more services; revenues 
go down as tax bases shrink. During the 
fi scal year, a government may see new 
gaps and have to revise its budget, usu-
ally by cutting expenditures. 

 The macroeconomic worry is that 
widespread cutbacks by states and locali-
ties will create a drag on the economy. 
The most immediate concern is the rap-
idly approaching disappearance of federal 
stimulus money. A big chunk—$140 bil-
lion of the $787 billion stimulus program 
enacted in early 2009—is being passed 
onto the states for Medicaid and general 
budget support. According to the Wash-
ington, D.C.-based Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, the stimulus funds—and 
other federal aid increases—have clipped 
$100 billion out of the $200 billion in bud-
get gaps states are experiencing in fi scal 
2010. Reserves and some $30 billion in tax 
hikes will cover much of the rest, so total 
spending is estimated to decline by only 
$40 billion.   

For fi scal 2011, 48 states (all except 
Montana and North Dakota) face budget 
gaps estimated to total $180 billion. Mean-
while, state reserves have been drained, 
and federal stimulus funds will be con-
sumed by this calendar year’s end. States 
and localities are cutting spending to live 
within their faltering revenues—their 
employment rolls have fallen by 180,000 
jobs since 2008, and thousands more 
losses are in the wings. Issuing bonds 
to cover current spending gaps is pretty 
much off  limits, but it can happen. In New 
York state, a $9 billion defi cit is leading 
to calls for borrowing to solve cash-fl ow 
needs and the creation of a state fi nancial 
control board along the lines as used for 
New York City in the 1970s. 

We know little nationally about rev-
enues and spending in local government, 
except that their source revenues are, at 
best, fl at, and that state payments, par-
ticularly for public education and social 
services, are plunging. After the intergov-
ernmental transfers are fi gured in, local 
governments represent about 55 percent 

of the sector’s fi nal spending, so much of 
the cutback pain will end up there.   

Depending on political persuasion, one 
can either bemoan or applaud the states’ 
and localities’ fi scal destitution. But it is 
folly not to recognize the impact on the 
broader economic recovery. Roughly 
50 percent of current state and local spend-
ing (net of intergovernmental payments) 
is on salaries and benefi ts, 20 percent on 
transfer payments, and 30 percent on 
purchases of goods and services. Cutting 
state and local spending by $180 billion or 
by 10 percent (about the size of the gaps 
relative to projected revenues), would be a 
substantial drag on the national economy. 
It would transmit a 10 percent unemploy-
ment rate to the government sector and 
the various vendors that supply it.  

The implicit hope is that the private 
sector’s rapid recovery will buoy the 
sinking state and local ships of state. 
If not, the other seven-eighths of the 
economy may get sucked down in the 
undertow. G

E-mail jep@gmu.edu 

Sinking Ships of State
Deep cuts in state and local spending may exert an undertow on the nation’s recovery.

Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY

States and localities 

are under unrelenting 

pressure from unceasing 

waves of budget gaps.
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TheFutureNeedsUs.com

The future needs less highway congestion, easier 

commutes and safer roads. Part of the solution 

involves transporting more of the nation’s freight 

by train. In fact, this effort is already under way. 

It’s called the Crescent Corridor, and you need 

to know about it.

©2010 Norfolk Southern Corp., Three Commercial Place, Norfolk, VA 23510  www.nscorp.com 
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welve years ago, Denver’s public hospital was in a clinical 

condition that could only be described as critical, with falter-

ing public support and a $39 million defi cit. Today Denver 

Health is widely regarded as a model public health system, 

thanks in large part to its CEO, Dr. Patricia Gabow.

A native Pennsylvanian, Gabow grew up in a family of teachers. 

At 12, however, she formulated a different goal for herself: becoming 

a doctor. After studying to become a nephrologist or kidney specialist 

at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine, Gabow moved to 

Denver in 1973 to establish a nephrology program at its public hospital. 

In 1997, she took over as CEO.

Gabow’s fi rst step was reconstituting the public hospital as a 

stand-alone hospital authority. She used her new autonomy to build 

a network of clinics that could serve needy residents before they 

reached the emergency room. Using process improvement techniques 

pioneered by Toyota, she strengthened operations while making huge 

investments in electronic health records and health IT. In the process, 

Gabow put Denver Health in the black—and made the city a national 

model of integrated care.

Recently appointed to a new federal commission on Medicaid and 

the Children’s Health Insurance Program, her new focus is on Medicaid 

challenges post-health-care reform. One, Gabow says, is, “How does 

one create a reasonable fl oor for access coverage and quality across all 

the states?” Another challenge is the fee-for-service nature of Medicaid, 

“which is a problem not just for Medicaid,” she says. “It’s a problem 

with our whole delivery model.”   

—John Bunti n

52

Dr. Patricia Gabow
Position: CEO, Denver Health and 

Hospital Authority

 Age: 66 

  Previous position: Chief, Denver Health 

and Hospital Authority Renal Division 
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To put our Government Services expertise to work for you, call us today.

You want a bank with a history of government expertise.
Tighter budgets and shrinking revenues are issues facing government agencies. That’s why you want a financial partner with in-depth 

government banking expertise. Union Bank® has a team of government specialists who can help show you more efficient ways to 

streamline your operations, reduce fraud and manage your investments with a suite of treasury management, trust and financing 

services designed exclusively for government agencies. For nearly 150 years, we’ve helped public servants like you understand the 

complexities of banking for the government sector. That’s the strength of a bank that puts the public’s best interests first.

unionbank.com
©2010 Union Bank, N.A.     

Government Services:

Lisa R. Cavallaro

Senior Vice President 
800-298-1276

Financing Alternatives: 

Kenneth E. Huff

Senior Vice President
800-833-4758

Corporate Trust and Custody Services: 

Vicki Elnick

Senior Vice President
800-490-8262
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Microsoft Dynamics® CRM enables us to serve the public 

by building our services around them.”

deploy resources where 

they are needed most

 share knowledge across departments

update our service center with 

real-time information

manage the details of our events 
and hospitality programs

have a single view ofconstituent databases

DQG

DQG

DQG

DQG

DQG

DQG

“WeKDYH�WRoversee 19 different departments…

To learn more about the efficiencies Microsoft Dynamics CRM can create for your government agency, 
go to microsoftdynamics.com/government 

Microsoft Dynamics® CRM fits the way government works and helps your people better serve the 
public. It can streamline the flow of information with flexible, easy-to-use tools that help employees 
give the best possible service to citizens.
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