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An art installation this
summer transformed an
empty lot in Houston into an
outdoor living room.

FEATURES
DISRUPTIVE TECHNOLOGIES

26

46

SOCIAL SCIENCE

COVER ILLUSTRATION: MICHELLE HAMM; THIS PHOTO: DAVID KIDD

Facebook and other social media networks are
upending the way Chicago ﬁghts gang violence.
By John Buntin

34

COLLABORATION NATION

54

Technology is changing the way citizens engage
with local government.
By Rob Gurwitt

40

WIDE OPEN
Will the most sprawling, least dense, most
automobile-dependent major city in America
ever change?
By Ryan Holeywell

NEW WORKERS,
NEW RULES
The Great Recession was hard on government
and millennials. Now, the two have to make up.
By Mike Maciag

WHAT’S MINE IS YOURS
Can cities learn to let people share?
By J.B. Wogan

Oct ob er 2 013 | GOV E R N I N G

GOV10_1.indd 1

1

9/13/13 3:30 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

DEPARTMENTS
4

Publisher’s Desk

6

Letters

OBSERVER
9

Old Enough to Vote?
One city is allowing 16-year-olds
to vote in local elections.

10 Fiscal Fights
Some states want to reduce the
role of their treasurers
DAVID KIDD

11 Online Lending
Public libraries are letting members stream movies and music.

POLITICS + POLICY

PROBLEM SOLVER

14 Assessments

58 Behind the Numbers
The Recovery Act initially saved teaching jobs.
So where are they now?

FLICKR/JOE FORJETTE

Recent school cheating shows
how little we know about testing.

24

16

60 Smart Management

16 Dispatch

Earmarking a designated stream of cash may not
always be the best way to fund a project.

Digital news struggles to ﬁll the
void left by statehouse reporters.

62 Better Government

18 Potomac Chronicle

Government must come up with a better budget
process.

With education reform, ideology
trumps consensus these days.

64 Tech Talk

19 FedWatch

A new version of a popular Boston app seeks to reward
citizens for reporting problems.

Who decides if married gay
couples get public assistance?

66 Public Money

20 Health

In light of recent bankruptcies, muni market issuers
need to change the way they tell their story.

Tuberculosis shows up again.

22 Green Government

68 Last Look

Despite a federal ban, states are
plowing ahead with hemp.

The old Tiger Stadium in Detroit has gone to the dogs.

24 Economic Engines
When is public works the
right solution?

11
1

25 Urban Notebook
Looking to cut costs, cities
consider merging police and ﬁre.

GOVERNING | O c t ob er 2 0 1 3

2

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

GOV10_02.indd 2

9/13/13 3:31 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

Do your workers
understand health
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Correspondents John Buntin, Alan Greenblatt

ast fall, Governing embarked on a special project called
“Generations,” documenting the role of our separate
population cohorts in American public life. It drew
widespread reader interest and convinced us to keep
experimenting with new ways to report on the rapidly changing
world of state and local government. Sometimes it takes more
than one story to convey the complexity of what is going on.
So moving forward, we’ll pursue some topics in a sequence of
articles stretching over several months; others will cluster in a
single issue. That is the case this month, as we take a three-part
look at emerging technologies that are disrupting the processes
and structures of public institutions.
The three stories in our “Disruptive Technologies” series run
the gamut: One story focuses on
how social media are transforming
citizen engagement; one is about
technological change in the operations of a big-city police department; and the third looks at how
cities are learning to cope with the
new digital sharing services that
dispense everything from apartments to taxi rides.
There is another story of sigErin Waters, Publisher niﬁcance in this issue, one that
is personally important to me. I
went to college at Rice University in Houston. Moving there from
Omaha, Neb., was a challenge for me in many ways—the climate,
the sprawl and the cultural diversity, but also the overwhelming
sense that the city was on the verge of becoming something new.
What Houston was becoming was never clear, but the dynamism of its leaders surely was. I was fortunate to know one of
these leaders, James A. Elkins III. A prominent Houston businessman, he was involved with almost every aspect of the city’s
public realm. I distinctly remember him spreading a stack of
blueprints for downtown Houston on his kitchen table and passionately explaining the Houston that might emerge one day. The
plans showed a true urban center, one with green space, a light
rail transportation system, pedestrian-friendly streets and mixeduse facilities for restaurants, stores and offices.
Ryan Holeywell’s story in this month’s issue is about the latest
struggles over development in Houston (see “Wide Open,” page
46), as it seeks to transition from an icon of 20th-century sprawl
to one of 21st-century urbanism. Houston right now is at the center of a national conversation about urban policy. What happens
in Houston will help shape big-city decision-making for decades
to come. I think James Elkins III, who died two years ago, would
be proud of the ways his city is changing.
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The only thing growing faster than
citizen data is the need to secure it.
Understanding why government agencies need to secure big data is the
easy part; cyber security attacks are escalating every year – putting citizen
data at an increased risk. What’s not always clear is whom government
agencies can trust to help make securing and monitoring big data simple
and efﬁcient. At AT&T, we have over 1,500 security experts dedicated to
helping government agencies increase big data security without exhausting
resources. The experience we’ve gained while protecting over 19 PetaBytes
of our own network data every business day is what makes us uniquely qualiﬁed
to help government agencies secure more – with less.
Learn how AT&T is securing the future of communications at att.com/securebigdata

© 2013 AT&T Intellectual Property. All rights reserved. AT&T, the AT&T logo and all other AT&T marks contained herein are trademarks of AT&T Intellectual Property and/or AT&T afﬁliated companies.
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LETTERS

healthy food vendors, like the African
immigrants that sell fresh produce
from the Philadelphia Wholesale
Produce Terminal? These
businessmen operate from
trucks in low-income neighborhoods that could use fresh
fruits and vegetables; they’ve
done so for decades. [This is] potentially a model to expand instead of trying
to create a new “fresh fruit corner store”
or “subway farmers’ market” model.
—Katie Brinkley
Philadelphia

On A Fitter Philly
Yes, eat healthy [“A Fitter Philly” August
2013]—but omigod, omigod, omigod that
cheesesteak made me want to hop on the
next ﬂight to Philly and down three of them!
—Allan Krauter
Kern County, Calif.

Deﬁne “Risky Behavior”
Nobody expects to need to be rescued—
even when they are being risky—so I
don’t think this will discourage any risky
behavior whatsoever [“Risky Rescues
May Come at a Price” in Observer, August
2013]. If you are willing to risk your life for
a thrill, you’re willing to risk the money
as well! It may indeed, however, discourage people who have perhaps been a little
imprudent from calling for help, and will
probably lead to needlessly lost lives. It’s
simply more vengeful cost-cutting.
—Sam on Governing.com

I’m a ﬁrm believer that old adages such
as “you are what you eat” and “everything
in moderation” still hold true and should
be guiding principles in how to live. You
can still have a Philly cheesesteak every
now and then. [But] the hard part is to
create behavior modiﬁcation in a free
market environment without becoming
“Bloombergian.” Where education fails to
create the desired results in a free market
environment though, it may necessitate
regulation to coerce the desired outcome.
One can only hope that over time, the free
market will correct itself through education and people voting with their dollars
to purchase healthier outcomes for themselves. Until then, government needs to
assist in any way it can to encourage its
citizens to eat right, exercise and engage
in healthy behavior.
—Scott Webber
on Governing.com

So who decides what is risky and who
pays? There are lots of stupid reasons
behind accidents. Emergency personnel
get paid regardless of whether they have
a call or not, and these are funded services
available to the entirety of the community.
I don’t want to support the bureaucrat
that sits idly by passing judgment, curtailing my freedom, from the safety of a
cubicle. Do you?
—Emma on Governing.com

“

I get made fun of
for my love of Governing
magazine, but it’s like the
Sports Illustrated for city
councilors. Every month
you get a magazine that
has like 50 ideas in it.
It’s awesome.”

—Boston City Councilor Rob Consalvo

A Comment on Funding
Thank you for your story on the planned
Columbia Pike Streetcar [“A Streetcar
Named Dissension” in Assessments,
August 2013]. It is important to note,
however, one inaccuracy that warrants a
correction. The state, federal and local
money that we plan to use to build the
Columbia Pike Streetcar is restricted to
use on transportation projects. The state
and federal funding cannot be used for
another project. The local funding could
only be used for another transportation project and not as the article states
“be used at least in small part on education, health care and environmental
improvement.”
—Shannon Whalen McDaniel,
Arlington County, Va.,
Communications Manager

I believe people are responsible for their
actions. Helicopters and air crew time is
expensive, and I don’t think it is unreasonable for people to be accountable for the
costs they rack up in being rescued. As far
as people not calling for help because they
cannot pay a $50,000 bill, well, they will call
for help anyway, anticipating they simply
won’t pay the bill when it arrives in the mail.
—Paul Forel
Redondo Beach, Calif.

Dylan Scott wrote, “So public health
officials are trying to bring fresh produce—apples, mangoes, pineapples, peas,
radishes—into some of its most destitute
neighborhoods. They’re opening farmers
markets next to subway stations and putting fruits and vegetables into neighborhood corner stores.” What about supporting some of our already on-the-ground

Correction: In the May issue, J.B.
Wogan’s Observer article, “For Part-Time
Lawmakers, a Question of Bias,” mistakenly
said that California enacted a law this year
that prohibits county ofﬁcials from hiring or
employing immediate family. In fact, there
is no such prohibition. The law in question
was enacted in a previous legislative session and the portion on hiring or employing
an immediate family member was struck
from the ﬁnal version of the bill.
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SUBSCRIBE TO IDEAS.
“

I get made fun of for my love
of Governing magazine, but it’s like
the Sports Illustrated for City Councilors.
Every month you get a magazine
that has like 50 ideas in it.
It’s awesome!”
— Rob Consalvo, Boston City Council member and
mayoral candidate NECN.com, August 2013

“

I have to confess I’m boring enough
to read things like Governing magazine.”
— San Antonio Mayor Julian Castro, who gave the keynote speech at
the Democratic National Convention, on where he gets job growth ideas.
The Weekly Standard blog, September 2012

governing.com/subscribe
governing.com/newsletters
governing.com/events
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Old Enough to Drive—And Vote?
edly vote the opposite of their parents.
Male says critics were fixated on the
idea that 16- and 17-year-olds are too
immature to vote.
Takoma Park has a long history of
trying new innovations in election policy. Twenty years ago, it gave noncitizens the right to vote in its elections. It
was the first community to use a new
electronic voting system called Scantegrity, which lets voters and election
officials go online to verify that a vote
was properly recorded. And it’s one
of the few cities in America to have
instant-runoff voting, whereby voters
rank their candidates instead
of picking just one.
Male notes that in about 20 other
states, 17-year-olds are allowed to

FOR YEARS, turning 16 has been a
rite of passage marked by getting a
driver’s license. In Takoma Park, Md.,
teenagers can soon start marking the
occasion with something else: a voter
registration card.
Next month, Takoma Park residents
as young as 16 will be able to cast ballots in municipal elections, thanks to a
change approved by the city council
earlier this spring. (The voting age for
state and federal elections is still 18.)
Officials hope that getting people
involved in local government at a
younger age will encourage them to
stay more engaged throughout their
life. As in most cities, turnout for local
elections in Takoma Park is very low,
around 20 to 40 percent, says council
member Tim Male, who led the push
for the change. “It’s so hard to get turnout in local elections anyway.”
The new policy also addresses a
challenge that’s common among young
voters: Eighteen isn’t a particularly
convenient age to earn the right to
vote. It’s a time when people are often
moving away from home, going to college, or both. That means registration
and voting require lots of paperwork,
like change-of-address forms and
requests for absentee ballots. Sixteenyear-olds generally have more stable
addresses—their parents’ homes.
The youth vote was one of several
reforms that the city of 17,000, located
just outside Washington, D.C., recently
passed in an effort to increase turnout.
Early voting will now be available in
every election, as will same-day registration. The city also now requires
apartment buildings to give access
to candidates who want to campaign
door-to-door within the building.
But not all residents like the new
policy. Some think teens will simply
vote the same way as their parents.
Others are convinced teens will point-

vote in primary elections if they’ll turn
18 by Election Day. If a 17-year-old
can vote for president, he reasons,
why shouldn’t a 16-year-old be able
to vote for mayor? Internationally,
the voting age in most places is 18,
although Austria, Brazil and Switzerland allow 16-year-olds to vote in
some cases.
Male says he’s spoken with
several state and local lawmakers
across the country in the wake of
the change. “You can either believe
city government is the place to try
new things, or you can believe we’re
the last place that should adopt new
things,” Male says. Clearly, Takoma
Park believes it’s the former.
—Ryan Holeywell

APIMAGES.COM

One Maryland city is
letting 16-year-olds
vote in local elections.
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State Treasurers in the Crosshairs
high enough rate of return. (According
to one independent assessment,
compared to other pension funds
over $5 billion, South Carolina ranks
in the bottom 40 percent.) The
commission says it’s comfortable
with the returns and doesn’t want to
change its portfolio.
The South Carolina skirmish
isn’t the only current clash between
a treasurer and other state money

A HANDFUL OF recent government
fights have centered on a somewhat
unlikely office: the state treasurer.
Look at South Carolina, where
State Treasurer Curtis Loftis has been
involved in a very public scuffle with
the investment commission that
oversees the state’s pension fund. He
prompted an investigation into the
commission chairman for allegedly
steering state business to his firm; he

APIMAGES.COM

South Carolina
State Treasurer
Curtis Loftis has
been involved in a
high-proﬁle ﬁght
with other money
managers in his
state.

managers. In Delaware, State Treasurer
Chip Flowers has been engaged
in an ongoing fight with the board
that oversees the state’s $2 billion
investment portfolio. Flowers has
publicly called for members of the
governor-appointed board to resign.
In an 11th-hour move at the end of the
state’s legislative session in June, Gov.
Jack Markell pushed legislation that
would have gutted Flowers’ duties and
exempted the investment board from
being required to publish and accept
public comments on policy decisions.
Then there’s Wisconsin, where
lawmakers have stripped so much
power from the treasurer’s office over

and the board have traded insults in the
media; and in March the commission
voted 5-1 to censure Loftis (he was
the sole dissenting vote). In April, the
commission filed suit against him for
holding up an investment contract; the
state supreme court threw it out once
Loftis approved the contract before it
cost the commission more money. “We
don’t appreciate trying to referee kids
in a sandbox,” said one of the justices
at the hearing.
Why the conflict? It comes down
to a fundamental disagreement over
how South Carolina’s $26 billion
retirement fund should be performing.
Loftis thinks the board hasn’t gotten a

the past decade that current State
Treasurer Kurt Schuller has been
begging them to eliminate his job
altogether. (In fact Schuller, a former
restaurant manager who was elected
state treasurer in 2010, campaigned on
a promise to get rid of the position.) At
different points in the past, Wisconsin’s
treasurer has overseen a variety
of functions, including managing
the state’s cash, running a college
savings program and directing a local
government investment program. But
in recent biennial budgets, all those
duties have been moved to other
executive agencies. Today, Schuller’s
only remaining official duty is as
chairman of the three-person Board
of Commission of Public Lands—a
position Schuller has said amounts to a
15-minute phone call twice a month.
These kinds of disagreements
aren’t new, but they’re becoming more
prominent as finances grow tighter—
and as pension liabilities have moved
into the spotlight. “Decision-makers are
becoming more and more concerned
about liabilities that are going to be
displayed in their financial statements,”
says Virginia State Treasurer Manju
Ganeriwala, the current president of the
National Association of State Treasurers.
“There’s more focus and more scrutiny,
and that brings more tension.”
This latest rash of financial fights
involves isolated incidents, Ganeriwala
says, and not a larger evolution toward
diminished roles for state treasurers.
But that’s not how Scott Feldt
sees it. Feldt, the current deputy
treasurer of Wisconsin, says he sees
a “national trend” of attempts to
move state treasurers’ duties into
the hands of boards and executive
agencies. Transferring fiscal duties to
unelected boards and commissions
isn’t good for the public, Feldt says.
“It’s not smaller government or better
government. It’s less accountable
government.”
—Zach Patton and Liz Farmer
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THE BREAKDOWN

Visiting Your Local Libary
Without Leaving the Couch

1,900

NETFLIX, HULU AND OTHER online
streaming companies have already
rendered trips to the video store—or even
to your own mailbox—a quaint thing
of the past. Now some public libraries
are following suit, allowing patrons to
access a full catalog of movies and music
without ever having to leave the sofa.
In late July, the Seattle Public
Library debuted a service called
Hoopla, providing free online access to
roughly 10,000 videos and more than
250,000 music albums. Movies and
TV shows are available for three days;
music is available for a week. Unlike
most digital e-book rentals at libraries,
there’s an unlimited number of copies,
so patrons don’t have to wait for a
particular title to become available.
“It’s been a successful experience
for us; we haven’t had anything that
quite works on this level,” Seattle
electronic resources librarian Kirk
Blankenship told The Seattle Times.
“Most of our users have experience with
commercial services and have a certain

Number of jobs the Philadelphia
School District added
with stimulus dollars—only
to eliminate all the positions
in 2012.

40

IMAGES: SHUTTERSTOCK.COM; SOURCES: U.S. DEPT. OF EDUCATION, THE SEATTLE TIMES, DENVER POST, MINNESOTA CHAPTER OF THE INSTITUTE OF JUSTICE

The cap, in metric tons, on pot
production in Washington state,
one of two states where recreational use of the drug is legal.

51

standard they expect to see, and I think
Hoopla does that in a library setting.”
Library patrons won’t be bingewatching Scandal or the latest season
of Mad Men. Roughly 80 percent of
Hoopla’s catalog isn’t available on
Netﬂix, and it doesn’t include any new
releases. But for patrons who want to
browse more obscure titles, as well
as educational fare such as grammar
videos and SAT prep sessions, the new
service will be a welcome addition
to their entertainment options.
Other city library systems are
launching similar services. Los Angeles,
Orange County, Calif., and Salt Lake
County, Utah, were also included
in Hoopla’s initial launch, and the
company expects to reach 100 library
systems nationwide by the end of
this year. Other libraries, including
Austin, Texas, and Arlington, Va., have
been introducing a similar streaming
service called IndieFlix, which focuses
on independent ﬁlms and shorts.
—Zach Patton

Number of U.S. states if
secessionists get their way
on a “North Colorado”
ballot question next month in
Weld County. (The proposed
new state would still require
approval from the legislature
and from Congress.)

1:1,850
Ratio of cabs to residents in
Milwaukee, one of the lowest
such ratios in the nation.
Milwaukee’s 1991 cap on the
number of taxis was struck
down earlier this year in court.
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Oakland Tackles Two Goals with One Card
TWO VERY DIFFERENT municipal
policy ideas have recently come together
in Oakland, Calif., and the result is something small enough to fit in your wallet.
Earlier this year, Oakland became the first
city to offer municipal IDs that also act as
prepaid debit cards.
Many cities like the idea of municipal
identification cards, which—while they
can’t be used for air travel or in place of
a driver’s license—encourage undocumented immigrants to interact with police
without fear of deportation, and increase
some citizens’ likelihood of reporting
labor and housing violations. In the past
five years, cities from San Francisco to
New Haven, Conn., have created their
own photo ID cards.
Meanwhile, many of these same
cities are also trying to get low-income
residents to open and maintain bank
accounts. Almost one in 10 American
households do not use a bank, according
to a 2011 survey by the Federal Deposit
Insurance Corp. Another 20 percent of
Americans are “underbanked,” meaning
they have bank accounts but also use
expensive alternative financial services,
such as payday lenders and pawn shops.
Those residents struggle to build credit
scores that are critical for buying a house
or car.
Seven years ago, San Francisco city
officials convinced a number of banks to

lower monthly fees, remove monthly minimum balances and accept cards issued
by the Mexican and Guatemalan consulate offices as proof of identification. Since
then, more than 70 cities have adopted the
so-called “Bank On” model from San Francisco, including Oakland.
A municipal ID card that also acts as
a debit card may be the natural evolution of these two movements. The same
people who lack official identification are
likely to be unbanked or underbanked.
Undocumented immigrants, for instance,
often become targets for robberies
because they carry cash—instead of storing money in banks—and are less likely to
report crimes to the police. Theoretically,
it makes some sense for cities to tackle
both issues with the same program.
Despite the growing interest in hybrid
debit ID cards, Oakland’s new policy has
drawn criticism for being too expensive,
especially for a product endorsed by the
government. “The municipal ID card is
a good policy,” says Lauren Leimbach,
executive director of Community Financial
Resources, a nonprofit dedicated to the
financial empowerment of low-income
residents in the Oakland metro area.
“Combining that with the banking tool
adds almost too much complexity. [It’s]
more expensive than if they just did the ID
card by itself and then directed people to
other products that do the same thing.”

Consumers Union, a policy and advocacy division of Consumer Reports, sent
open letters to the National League of
Cities and the International City/County
Management Association in May, citing
Oakland as an example of what governments should not do. “I can see what
Oakland is trying to do in serving the
underserved,” says Michelle Jun, a senior
attorney with Consumers Union. “At the
same time, it is not the cheapest option.”
When Oakland residents buy their
municipal ID, they pay a flat fee of $15.
If cardholders want to use the debit feature, they have to choose to activate it,
which then incurs a host of small ongoing fees, including a monthly service fee
of $2.99, a per-call customer service fee
of $1.75, a point-of-sale fee of 75 cents,
and a $1.50 fee for each in-network
ATM cash withdrawal. Consumers Union
argues that the best prepaid products
shouldn’t charge those kinds of extra
fees. So far, Oakland has received about
4,800 applications for the municipal
cards, with 3,000 already in circulation.
About two-thirds of current cardholders
are using the debit feature.
Other cities are following Oakland’s
lead. Nearby Richmond, Calif., is scheduled to issue its own debit ID card this fall,
and both Los Angeles and New Haven are
contemplating similar programs.
—J.B. Wogan

I want to ﬁnd the
Portland Press Herald
building and blow it up.”
—Maine Gov. Paul LePage, who was asked from the cockpit of a ﬁghter jet
simulator, “What do you want to do?” LePage had previously told the Press
Herald he would no longer comment for any stories in the paper after it had
published an investigative series on Department of Environmental
Protection Commissioner Patricia Aho’s ties to lobbyists. More recently,
LePage has come under ﬁre for reportedly telling a group of fellow GOP
state lawmakers that President Obama “hates white people.”
SOURCE: PORTLAND PRESS HERALD; IMAGE: FLICKR/MAINE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
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When your customers want more from you,
this is the van that can deliver.
The all-new 2014 Transit Connect will offer exactly the kind of smart solutions you need. It will be
totally customizable, both inside and out, to help fit the needs of your business. So you can make
the most out of every mile. Find out how to get even more out of your vehicles at fleet.ford.com.

Available early 2014. Preproduction model shown.
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Politics + Policy

| ASSESSMENTS
By Alan Ehrenhalt

Too Many Tests, Too Little Wisdom
School testing ﬁascoes in Florida and elsewhere reveal how little we know about testing.

APIMAGES.COM

Florida’s education
chief Tony Bennett
resigned in July.

he downfall of Tony Bennett
as Florida’s education commissioner represents more than the
humiliation of a once-admired
school official. It marks a setback for the
widely adopted school grading system for
which Bennett was a national cheerleader.
Bennett’s misdeeds didn’t occur in
Florida, but in Indiana, where he was commissioner in 2012. According to stories in
the Associated Press, which Bennett did
not refute, he wrote an email to one of his
agency colleagues demanding a higher
grade for a school run by one of his major
campaign donors. “Anything less than an
A for Christel House,” Bennett allegedly
wrote, “compromises all of our accountability work.” The founder of Christel House,
philanthropist Christel DeHaan, had
donated $130,000 to Bennett’s campaign
for re-election as state school superintendent. The grade was quietly changed from a

C to an A. Ultimately, Bennett was defeated
in his bid for re-election, and in 2012, he
moved to Florida to take a similar position.
Bennett tried initially to ride out the
storm over his Indiana email, but that
strategy didn’t get him far. Three days
after the AP story about the email broke,
Bennett unceremoniously resigned his
Florida position at the end of July.
What’s less well known is that Bennett’s
Indiana-powered resignation wasn’t the
only embarrassment that plagued Florida’s
school grading system this summer. Early
in July, the state school board announced
that whatever this year’s Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) disclosed, no individual school would fall
more than one grade in the A-F rankings.
So if a school got a B in 2012, the worst it
could do would be a C in 2013. And so forth.
Florida had made some changes to
its annual performance exam in the past

T

year, mostly in the writing category, and
the results weren’t pretty. If the numbers
had been taken at face value, more than
130 schools would have received a failing
grade. Nine of those schools would have
dropped all the way from A to F.
You might be asking how a few
changes in a test could alter a school’s performance rating from outstanding to abysmal in a single year. Lots of educators in
Florida have been asking the same question. Many of them argued, even before
the email debacle, that the entire testing
procedure was a mess and needed to be
taken offline for major repairs. Kathleen
Shanahan, one of the original architects
of the A-F grading scheme, acknowledged
that it was time to pull the plug, if only
temporarily. “We’ve overcomplicated the
model,” Shanahan said, “and I don’t think
it’s statistically valid.”
The Tampa Bay Times newspaper
lamented that “after grading schools for
15 years, Florida’s education leaders still
cannot get it right.”
One might easily go further and argue
that changing the results to make the picture look brighter, whether it involves
outright cheating or not, is cause for
embarrassment all by itself. If new test
questions can have that much effect on a
school’s overall performance grade, then
why should anybody believe in the integrity of the system?
What’s especially humiliating is that
Florida is the birthplace of the school testing movement, the state where former Gov.
Jeb Bush decided in 1999 to begin awarding
overall letter grades to individual schools to
provide information for parents and help
assess statewide educational performance.
More than a dozen states have begun using
a similar system since then, several of them
just in the current year. Now they are being
told that the Florida model they dutifully
copied is too full of ﬂaws to be trusted.
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That matters a great deal because a
lot more is riding on FCAT test scores
than just local bragging rights. If a school
receives repeated grades of D or F, it can
be required by the state to take a variety
of drastic measures, such as making the
entire faculty reapply for their jobs, converting the school to a charter or closing it
down altogether. So public conﬁdence in
the grading process is essential if the state
is to have any credibility as a dispenser of
draconian educational remedies.
States applying or adapting the Florida model have learned that changing the
questions on the test, or switching to a
new type of test altogether, can result in
wildly ﬂuctuating school grades. School
officials in New Mexico this year were
delighted to ﬁnd out that the number of
schools receiving A grades had more than
doubled in comparison with the results
from the year before. Was this the product of innovative new pedagogical techniques? Well, no. It was because the state
had abandoned the federally designed
No Child Left Behind test and switched
to a new one designed by state education
experts. Mississippi had a similar experience. Its school test scores went up dramatically because state officials took the
expedient step of removing high school
graduation rates from the list of test criteria for some schools.
The dramatically higher scores that
resulted were a cause for initial state elation. But on further review, they raised
another serious question. If the testing
process is based on solid educational
research, then the results from different
tests ought to be reasonably congruent.
If the results are dramatically disparate,
there is a disturbing suggestion that the
people writing the tests aren’t sure what
it is they are supposed to be measuring.

were evaluated on student test scores in
reading and math; the percentage of students who had shown improvement in
their scores during the past year, especially among the bottom 25 percent; graduation rates among upper-level students;
and percentage of students who take the
national SAT exam.
When the statewide results were tallied, Maine’s schools averaged a C grade—
a reasonable enough sounding score. But
when researchers in the state began looking at the results in greater detail, they
found something that disturbed them.
What the tests were really tracking was
demographics. Schools in poorer communities around the state nearly all ﬁnished
lower than their counterparts in affluent
suburbs, regardless of academic methods.
High schools that were graded A had an
average of 9 percent of their students on
free or reduced price lunch. Schools that
got an F had 61 percent of their students
receiving subsidized lunches. To a great
extent, the test was simply a measure of
poverty, not school quality.
“We know that there is a relationship
between poverty and lower test scores,”
David Silvernail, director of the Center for
Education Policy at the University of Southern Maine, told the Portland Press Herald.
“It’s been well established. This grading
system, unfortunately, just highlights it.”
As in Florida, a special measurement of
the test progress of the lower 25 percent of
the students was supposed to reduce the
impact of demographic differences. But
it was a token gesture. A school in a highpoverty area that has to deal with a high
transient population and numerous nonEnglish speakers is unlikely to score well on
yearly improvement, no matter how hard
it tries. It has too many insurmountable
demographic factors working against it.
It is hard not to conclude in the end
that the school testing movement represents a popular fad in educational policy
that is desperately lacking in either substantive methodology or common sense.
Its fundamental assumption, underneath
all the jargon, is that schools fail because
they just aren’t trying hard enough, not
because they are being asked to educate

aine is another state that has
endured a season of controversy based on the introduction of its new school grading
procedures. Gov. Paul LePage, a tireless
advocate of school measurement, pushed
through a new system this year based
largely on the Florida model. Schools

M

pupils who are culturally and socially
unprepared to learn. Cooking the books
on the tests won’t do anything to solve this
problem. All it will do, when the extent of
the mischief is revealed, is undermine
public conﬁdence in the entire enterprise
of school testing.
We have gotten into the business of
measuring school performance with precise testing numbers because it’s something we know how to measure. In doing
so, we leave aside the subtler and more personal things that teachers and principals do
all the time to make their schools function
in an orderly way and disseminate as much
learning as they possibly can. In the words
of Roger Jones, a professor at Lynchburg
College in Virginia, one of the states that
enacted an A-F grading system this year:
“We have gotten so caught up in testing
that we have lost sight of a true education.”
But the lessons of the A-F grading
ﬁasco go beyond the assessments of
school quality. They apply to the entire
problem of measuring government performance. In the past couple of decades,
federal, state and local officials have made
signiﬁcant strides in tracking the success
of agencies they operate. When it comes
to welfare, we now have reasonably good
data on the real-life results that recipients
encounter, not just a sterile account of the
number of cases the agency staff sees in a
given month.
But the success in performance measurement in one area leads to inevitable
enthusiasm for its use in areas where it
doesn’t provide meaningful results. School
quality is one of those areas. Running a
school is not an exact science. No simplistic set of A-F grades can ever account for
all the intangible ways schools nurture
their pupils, or fail to nurture them.
We measure school performance by
test scores because it is easy to get the test
scores. Only later do we bother discussing what the test scores mean. One of the
positive results to come out of this year’s
grading ﬁascoes is the possibility that we
will now have that discussion at an earlier
point in the process. G
Email aehrenhalt@governing.com
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Politics + Policy

| DISPATCH
By Paul W. Taylor

Statehouse Reporting Loses Its Bite
Can digital news outlets ﬁll the void left by disappearing capital reporters?
his month, the American Journalism Review is taking a cue from
its brethen in the media and ceasing print publication to instead
become an online-only operation. The news
may barely register for readers in places as
diverse as Birmingham, Ala.; Cleveland;
Detroit; New Orleans; Portland, Ore.; Seattle; and Syracuse, N.Y.—cities where newspapers have already reduced or eliminated
their print and home delivery schedules.

Research Center’s Project for Excellence in
Journalism pointed to “shrinking reporting
power” as central to its concern that “a continued erosion of news reporting resources
converged with growing opportunities for
those in politics, government agencies,
companies and others to take their messages directly to the public.”
But not everyone believes the news situation is so bleak. Slate’s Matthew Yglesias
faulted Pew for making “no mention of the

DAVID KIDD

T

An all-too-quiet press room in Albany’s state capitol.

A casualty of the changes at the AJR is
the loss of its one-of-a-kind, 15-year tracking census of statehouse reporting. At this
time, there are no plans to do another. The
census documented a 30 percent decline in
the number of statehouse reporters working in the 50 states, from a high point of 524
in 2003 to only 355 by 2009.
The declines continue. In 2012, the
American Society of News Editors estimated that newspapers had shed 28 percent of their staff since 2001. In this year’s
“State of the News Media” report, the Pew

Web’s speed, range and depth, or indeed
any mention at all of audience access to
information as an important indicator of
the health of journalism.” He says that
“despite business difficulties and cutbacks,
the American news consumer has never
had it so good.”
Writing in the Columbia Journalism
Review, Steven Waldman, a consultant
to Pew, countered that the abundance
of media outlets is exceeded only by the
increasing scarcity of local accountability
reporting. Today’s news organizations, he

wrote, “have less time for enterprise journalism of the sort that anticipates problems
and uncovers information that those in
power want to conceal.”
Many news organizations have not
given up and are placing bets on their
future. Independently or in partnership,
an evolving number of media outlets have
emerged to ﬁll the void, including The
Texas Tribune, Crosscut and a loosely knit
consortium known as Local Independent
Online News Publishers.
In a relentless digital news cycle,
the Pew report laments, public officials
increasingly get to determine how events
are covered. “As news is posted faster, often
with little enterprise reporting added,
the official version of events is becoming
more important. We found official press
releases often appear word for word in ﬁrst
accounts of events, though often not noted
as such. Government, at least in this study,
initiates most of the news.”
Some more jaded public information
officers might argue that’s a good thing. But
most PIOs I know are not nearly that cynical. They appreciate the tension in the give
and take with reporters, and they recognize the role of the media in holding public
officials and institutions accountable.
The decline of the media’s statehouse
presence increases the risk of complacency. Without reporters walking the
halls, the question of whether something
would pass the front-page test begins to
lose its meaning.
An environment that lends itself to
liberty and license for policymakers also
shifts responsibility to government to disseminate information effectively, retain
public records responsibly and avoid the
expediency of playing loose with the law
or the books. G
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PAPER CHECKS
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Send your payments via U.S. Bank Visa® Prepaid Card instead.

✓ Immediate Cost Savings – No postage, printing, lost checks, escheatment, etc.
✓ More Efﬁcient – Streamline administrative processes
✓ Better for Recipients – Direct deposit without a bank account
THINK PREPAID
Electronic disbursements for any type of Government Payment:
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-- Unemployment
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-- TANF
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-- Other Government
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For more information, contact John Gable at
John.Gable@usbank.com or 612-973-2079
Or visit www.usbank.com/reliacard

Recipients get real-time account
information with our mobile app.
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ReliaCard is issued by U.S. Bank National Association pursuant to a license from Visa U.S.A. Inc. Member FDIC. © 2013 U. S. Bank.
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Politics + Policy

| POTOMAC CHRONICLE
By Donald F. Kettl

Leaving ‘No Child’ Far Behind
On education reform, ideology has trumped consensus and compromise.
othing charts the shifts in the nation’s politics better
some of the act’s toughest provisions in exchange for embracing elements of its own agenda. But that process, involving more
than a look back at President George W. Bush’s 2002
State of the Union address. In it, he acknowledged “my
than half the states, worries some Democrats, who believe that
friend, Ted Kennedy,” who had worked with the White
the waiver process is arbitrary and without a central idea.
House to pass the president’s signature No Child Left Behind
What the administration has been promoting is an aggresAct. Bush joked that the folks at the coffee shop back in Crawsive effort to advance Common Core. Rather than asking each
ford, Texas, “couldn’t believe I’d say such a thing, but our work
state to develop its own exams and standards, the administration
on this bill shows what is possible if we set aside posturing and
has been encouraging states to instead rely on testing experts to
focus on results.”
create them. Educators argue that Common Core exams provide
Fast-forward to this summer, when there was no bipartisan
some of the most sophisticated testing systems available, make
backslapping, no joking and no coalition to renew No Child. The
it possible to gauge just how much students are learning, reduce
program was left behind by the partisan rancor that has overtaken
gaming in the testing process and allow teachers to gauge their
Washington, and the battle marks just how far the center of the
students’ results against a national scale.
two parties has slid in the years since Bush’s speech.
But Republicans argue that Common Core is an excessive
federal intrusion into local schools and parental decisions. Some
In July, House Republicans pushed through a party-line vote
that gutted most of what Bush held dear. Gone were the tough
states, including Alabama, Georgia, Oklahoma and North Dakota,
have opted out of the Common Core consortium completely. In
accountability provisions, the mandate that states avoid replacing federal funds for their own and the requirement to evaluate
Utah, the debate became ﬁercely partisan. One parent charged
teachers. The House also cut funding, allowed the states ﬂexmembers of the local school board with “falling hook, line and
ibility in spending the remaining funds and prohibited the U.S.
sinker to sell our children’s souls” and said she wanted to proDepartment of Education from pressuring states
to adopt Common Core standards, a state-based
effort to develop national academic criteria.
Republican Rep. John Kline of Minnesota,
who championed the bill, said that “states and
school districts have been clamoring, clamoring
for less federal mandates.” Alabama Rep. Martha Roby added, “Let’s get Washington out of
the way to ensure a brighter future for our children.” Democratic Rep. Jared Polis of Colorado
countered that “Kline’s bill is a major retreat on
accountability. States would no longer have to
have systems that measure student growth,” he
said. “It’s a major step backward.”
In a little over a decade, education policy had
gone from pragmatic consensus to ideological
division. The Republicans have shifted from the
party of national accountability through federal
grants to a party promoting unfettered local
choice with less federal money. The Democrats,
meanwhile, have limped along, neither willing
to fully embrace the Bush legacy nor empowered to do much on their own.
As the reauthorization debate bounces
between the ideological poles, the Obama admin- President Bush and Massachusetts Sen. Ted Kennedy in 2002 put
istration has been granting states waivers from politics aside to create No Child Left Behind.
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| FEDWATCH
By Dylan Scott
tect her children from the state Board
of Education’s “tyrannical jurisdiction.
If you insist on collecting my student’s
data,” she said, “you had better come with
a warrant.”
The battle taps into the strong libertarian philosophy that’s been bubbling up
from the political right in the years since
Bush’s No Child victory. Meanwhile, centrist Democrats ﬁnd themselves ﬁghting
to hold the position that Bush staked out
a decade before. This reversal of roles
shows just how far the political spectrum
has shifted in the last decade.
It also exposes an even bigger battle
that’s brewing over broader questions of
federal-state relations, especially on Medicaid: What should the federal government
pay for? Can and should states opt out of

After DOMA: Food Stamps
Since the federal Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was struck down in June, there
has been a host of questions about what that means for employee benefits. But
the elephant in the room for state and local governments has to do with a completely different set of benefits: Who decides whether same-sex couples will be
eligible for food stamps, Medicaid and other social services programs?
Most well known social programs are administered by the states and mostly funded by the feds.
For the 13 states where same-sex nuptials have been
legalized, the answer is rather simple: Married samesex couples will be considered married for all state
and federal programs. Their incomes will be counted
together when determining eligibility for Medicaid,
food stamps or welfare.
It’s the 30-plus states that have explicitly banned
same-sex marriage, however, where the fundamental
question of eligibility will be a little trickier. Neither the
Justice Department nor the White House has issued
any official guidance about how those states should
handle the DOMA ruling. The court’s decision ostensibly left in place another part
of the law that guarantees that states where same-sex marriage is prohibited
don’t have to legally acknowledge same-sex marriages from other states.
Still, a federal judge in Ohio ruled in July that the Buckeye State must recognize the marriage of same-sex partners from Maryland so that they can be buried
next to each other at a family cemetery, a right reserved to married couples. Gay
rights advocates are expected to use the legal victory as a springboard to challenge same-sex marriage bans in other states. It is possible that some states
could pass laws recognizing same-sex marriages from other states, even if they
don’t take the next step of legalizing gay marriage outright.
Either way, David Hansell, who advises state and local governments on social
services programs for the consulting firm KPMG, says to expect more litigation.
“In the meantime, my guess is that state agencies will feel bound by state laws
and probably act according to them.”
In addition to these philosophical questions, states also have to prepare for
how the DOMA decision will affect their programs’ caseloads and spending. It
could cut a couple of ways. Here’s one hypothetical: A gay man’s income is low
enough that, as a single person, he qualifies for Medicaid. But if he’s married
and his husband makes more money than he, they might make too much as a
couple to qualify for the public insurance program. That’s one less case and less
expense for the state. It could go the other way, too. A married gay woman makes
too much to receive food stamps, but her wife is unemployed. Taken together as
a couple, they both qualify for assistance. That’s an additional case and higher
expense for the state.
Private consultants like Hansell say state actuaries are likely already working
to determine whether the ruling puts their state more in the black or the red, but
no official projections have been released.
Find out what the
Meanwhile, states will continue to grapple
feds are up to at
governing.com/fedwatch with the effects of the DOMA repeal.

“

In a little over a
decade, education
policy had gone from
pragmatic consensus
to ideological division.”
the national policy, even if it hits them in
the wallet? In the absence of compromise,
to what degree can a step-by-step, stateby-state process of administrative waivers
keep the system from ﬂying apart? And
can the president—Republican or Democrat—use the waiver process to sidestep
congressional battles, even if it infuriates
ideologues all the more?
Fashionistas in the 1980s could never
believe that people just a decade before
wore polyester leisure suits to dance
disco. It’s even harder to believe now that
the party that championed No Child is
seeking to gut it, that the party that reluctantly joined to pass it would ﬁght to save
some of its shreds or, for that matter, that
compromise between a Bush and a Kennedy was once possible. G
Email kettl@umd.edu
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Politics + Policy

| HEALTH
By David Levine

New Worries Over an Age-Old Disease
Once considered tamed, tuberculosis is lurking again.
or there will be strains that are much more difficult to treat. We
are still doing a good job as indicated by the overall declining number of cases, but I must admit I am concerned that we still have a
number of suspects that have not declined. I hope state and federal
government will realize that and contribute [more money].”
Ohio recognized the lurking TB problem back in 2009 and
added a TB module to its disease reporting system. “We expanded
beyond just the required data elements to include note and case
management sections,” says Maureen Murphy-Weiss, TB con-

I

Money Down, TB Up

60%
60%
63%

of states reported decreased
TB budgets since 2009. Among
federally funded cities, 100%
had decreased budgets.

of states had decreased
TB stafﬁng since 2009. Among
federally funded cities, 100%
had decreased stafﬁng.

of states with decreased
budgets experienced an
increase in TB cases
since 2009.

troller with the Ohio Department of Health. “As TB has declined
nationally, so has the lack of expertise. A large number of workers
are retiring and that is where our knowledge base has been. TB
requires a very speciﬁc skill set and knowledge base.” By building
in real-time surveillance and case management, Ohio’s state health
office will be able to monitor for TB and intervene early, mitigating the potential for further transmission of TB in the community.
Because overall TB control has been successful, “our guard is
down,” says Murphy-Weiss. “We have to become creative in maintaining the infrastructure because history has shown us that when
we believe we have conquered this disease, it comes back—and it
comes back with a vengeance.” G

SOURCE: NATIONAL TUBERCULOSIS CONTROLLERS ASSOCIATION SURVEY OF STATE AND LOCAL PUBLIC HEALTH TB STAFF BETWEEN DECEMBER 2012 AND JANUARY 2013.

t is arguably the most devastating disease in human history. It
was found in the mummies of ancient Egypt; it was common
in the time of Plato and Caesar; and it has taken the lives of
the poor, the rich, the unknown and the famous for centuries.
When the poet John Keats contracted tuberculosis in 1820, he
knew there was no cure and called it his “death warrant,” dying
at the age of 25.
Since then, antibiotics have largely tamed tuberculosis (TB) in
the developed world. Over the past hundred years, consumption,
as it was once known, has steadily declined. TB is now at an alltime low in the U.S., with fewer than 10,000 new cases reported in
2012. But in recent months, outbreaks have been reported among
the poor, homeless and immigrant populations of several communities, including Jacksonville, Fla.; Sheboygan, Wis.; and Los
Angeles County. A conﬂuence of factors has public health officials
worried that these outbreaks may become more widespread and
harder to contain.
Could TB be coming back?
Federal support for health security research is heavily
weighted toward preparing for bioterrorism and other unnatural
biological threats, leaving signiﬁcantly less funding for epidemics. “After 2001, a bunch of money went to bioterrorism,” wrote
Shoshana R. Shelton, senior project associate with the Rand
Corp. “I believe the money that goes toward bioterrorism should
be used for more all-hazards performance.” While bioterrorism
is an undeniable threat, she wrote, “naturally occurring disease
outbreaks happen every day.”
What’s more, budget cuts and staff reductions continue to
plague state and local health departments, making it harder
for them to provide basic services and prepare for and respond
to these everyday emergencies. Controlling a disease like TB
depends signiﬁcantly on rapid identiﬁcation and reporting
of active cases, but, Shelton wrote, “decreased staffing means
decreased capacity to conduct disease investigations and fewer
astute clinicians trained in TB.”
Dr. Jonathan Fielding, director of the Los Angeles County
Department of Public Health, admits that a 37 percent reduction in funding since 1996 and about a 55 percent cut in staffing
have been “problematic.” The county has answered the recent
outbreak there with new TB guidelines for homeless shelters,
including designating TB liaisons, creating “cough alert” logs
for tracking patients with persistent coughs, and recommending that shelters screen incoming clients and refer them to
health providers.
Will that be enough? “We are very concerned about drug-resistant TB,” Fielding says. “It is really important to treat people fully
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GOVERNING | O c t ob er 2 0 1 3

20

GOV10_XX.indd 20

9/13/13 3:46 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

Crossing the
street shouldn’t
include crossing
your ﬁngers.

Real Possibilities is a trademark of AARP.

As an area’s population evolves, so must its community. But not
every public leader knows how to keep pace. AARP can help you
keep your community more livable. By taking advantage of our
expertise and support, a richer quality of life can be possible for
everyone. Another way AARP promotes Great Places for All Ages.
Learn, plan and act today at aarp.org/livable
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| GREEN GOVERNMENT
By Elizabeth Daigneau

Fields of Green
Despite a federal ban, several states are plowing ahead with hemp.
hen Colorado legalized the use of marijuana last
fall, voters also approved a provision that opens the
door for farmers to once again grow and harvest
hemp. Unlike marijuana, hemp can’t get you high.
It can give you a massive headache, but it can’t get you high. And
that’s the problem. In many people’s minds, hemp is erroneously
intertwined with marijuana.
It’s an association that led to the plant’s ban in 1970 under the
Controlled Substances Act. Hemp and marijuana are both part of
the cannabis family, but they’re different varieties. Hemp—ﬁrst
grown in the U.S. by Jamestown, Va., colonists—can be used to
make several products, including food, fuel, paper, textiles and
plastics. It contains very low levels of THC, the chemical in marijuana that produces a high. But after the passage of the Marihuana
Tax Act by Congress in 1937, the federal government started to
crack down on the plant, fearing marijuana and hemp were one
and the same. The last legal hemp crop grown in the U.S. was in
Wisconsin in 1958.
But with the legalization of marijuana in Colorado and Washington state, the federal ban on hemp cultivation is being tested. This
summer, a farmer in Colorado became the nation’s ﬁrst commercialscale hemp grower in almost 60 years when he sowed a 60-acre
ﬁeld with the plant. At the same time, other farmers in Colorado
planted another two-dozen hemp crops, on smaller plots, and there
are dozens more in eight other states. Colorado, Kentucky, Maine,
Montana, North Dakota, Oregon, Vermont and West Virginia now
have laws to promote the growth and marketing of industrial hemp.
And earlier this year, bills were introduced in the U.S. House and
Senate that, if ever passed, would remove federal restrictions on the
domestic cultivation of the crop.
Why the push to grow hemp now? Economics, for one thing.
Hemp is still used in a host of things produced by major manufacturers, such as Ford Motor Co., Patagonia and The Body
Shop. These companies have been importing hemp from Can-

ada, China and Europe, leaving a lot of money on the table for
American farmers.
But probably one of the strongest reasons to grow hemp again
in the U.S. is an environmental one. In the quest for more sustainable crops, many see hemp as a no-brainer. Its cultivation does not
need any particular climate or soil—it can be grown anywhere.
It’s a dense plant, meaning sunlight cannot penetrate the leaves
to reach the ground, so it’s free of weeds. It’s naturally resistant
to pests so growing it doesn’t require pesticides or herbicides. It
can be harvested just 120 days after planting, and it’s so leafy that
it produces more oxygen than other crops. It could replace trees
as the main source of raw material for wood and paper, thereby
preserving forests. Fabrics made of hemp don’t have any chemical
residue, making them safer for consumers and the environment.
And hemp products can be recycled, reused and are 100 percent
biodegradable.
But unless Congress passes a bill to allow its cultivation, states
and the federal government are at an impasse. The Controlled
Substances Act doesn’t distinguish between marijuana and hemp.
And while the Obama administration has said it will not challenge laws legalizing marijuana in Colorado and Washington, any
farmer who opts to grow hemp is still at risk. Growing it could
mean the loss of agricultural subsidies, farm equipment and livelihoods if federal agents raid a farm.
Indeed, the last word from Washington on the hemp issue
was two years ago, when Gil Kerlikowske, director of the Obama
administration’s Office of National Drug Control Policy, warned
states in response to a petition seeking to legalize industrial hemp
that, “Hemp and marijuana are part of the same species of cannabis plant. While most of the THC in cannabis plants is concentrated in the marijuana, all parts of the plant, including hemp, can
contain THC, a Schedule I controlled substance.” G
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Politics + Policy

| ECONOMIC ENGINES
By Alex Marshall

To Dig or Not To Dig?
Public works projects can be valuable—when they have a purpose.
have long backed government spending on public works as a useful way
to employ people and get stuff done
in tough ﬁscal times. But once upon a
time—and with dreadful consequences—
the British drove this idea into the ditch. It
was during the Irish potato famine a century and a half ago.
As John Kelly tells in The Graves Are
Walking: The Great Famine and the Saga
of the Irish People, it was an anathema to
the British to give any sort of direct aid
to the poor. This was thought to cause
dependence on government, to weaken
self-responsibility and to hurt the workings of the free market.
“If the Irish people were taught to
rely on government for a supply of food,
it would become not only a great but a
growing evil,” said then-Chancellor of the
Exchequer Charles Wood.
So even when thousands began to
starve in Ireland in 1846 as a fungus
attacked their potato crop, the English rulers in London were reluctant to do what
might seem obvious: feed starving Ireland.
Politically, it was as if the people in Mississippi or Minnesota had suffered a natural
disaster and the federal government just
stood by wasting time deciding whether
and how to respond.

Instead of giving food to the starving,
the British gave them shovels to begin
building roads. Lots of them. Often, the
roads went nowhere in particular. Worse,
they damaged good agricultural land.
Kelly speaks of “decapitated hills and an
ugly tangle of unﬁnished roads that made
the once-lovely Irish landscape look like
it had been strip-mined.” But it didn’t
matter. If people were to be fed, the British reasoned, they would need to work,
and building roads was the easiest way
to put them to work.
To make matters worse, laborers were
paid meager wages. Often a half-starved
peasant would walk ﬁve to 10 miles, sometimes in the snow and icy wind, to do hard
labor on an unnecessary road, only to ﬁnd
that in the end, the wages were often not
enough to buy sufficient food.
Don’t forget that in the 1840s only
horse-drawn carriages and wagons
would use those roads. Ireland, with its
rural-based economy, had few carriages
or goods to move by wagon in the ﬁrst
place, so the roads had little impact on
development or economic growth. Trains
were replacing carriages elsewhere, yet
the British apparently never considered
developing a network of rail lines in
Ireland. Better harbors and canals were

FLICKR/JOE FORJETTE

I

options as well, but somehow the money
ended up going into roads.
Even worse than their lack of utility, the road building effort was ineffectual as a way to stave off starvation.
Public works could not deliver cash
quickly enough. Tragically, hundreds of
thousands began to die. Eventually in a
country of 8 million people, more than a
million Irish would die of starvation and
disease within a few years, and another
2 million, according to Kelly, would emigrate in “coffin ships” that had a mortality rate approaching that of slave ships.
Many died in transit or upon arrival to
Canada or the United States.
After a year or two of this, the British
opted to do the once unthinkable: set up
a network of soup kitchens around the
country and feed people. They worked
well for a few months. But so great was
the English fear of government dependence that the kitchens were closed at
the ﬁrst sign of a decent potato crop. The
starvation resumed.
All this happened 165 years ago, but
politics and public policies have familiar rhythms. While the Irish starved, the
Whigs and Tories, like the Republicans
and Democrats today, debated far less
important concerns. The leading news-
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| URBAN NOTEBOOK
By Tod Newcombe
paper of the day, The Times, acted as a
mouthpiece for the government, publishing let-them-starve propaganda. The
public was concerned about the starving,
but ultimately they were more concerned
about paying taxes.
Ireland’s misplaced road effort in the
1840s got me thinking. What other public works efforts have been so badly misconstrued as to do more harm than good,
including wasting taxpayer money?
I can think of one clear-cut example:
the highways built through the middle of
America’s downtowns after World War II
as a component of the Interstate Highway System. These concrete monsters
tore apart vital street systems and neighborhoods in nearly every major American city. The highways became unwieldy
objects that made downtown planning
more difficult, including mass transit.
Undoing the damage these highways
have caused has taken decades, there’s
still a long way to go. I bet more cities
will follow San Francisco, Portland, Ore.,
and Milwaukee in tearing them down,
while other cities, like Seattle and Boston, will spend billions more to hide them
underground.
It’s important to remember that
spending on public works is not valuable
per se. Infrastructure projects have to be
designed and carried out well, and have a
mission that is appropriate. If a yes can’t
be given to all three of these conditions,
they shouldn’t be built. G

The Price of Protection
Jersey City, N.J., Mayor Steven Fulop did something only a small number of cities
have attempted: In July, he introduced a measure to establish a Department of Public
Safety, which would effectively merge the city’s ﬁnancially strapped police and ﬁre
departments. Granted, the proposed merger only involves administrative operations
and shared services, but mergers like this are still highly controversial.
Before Jersey City, Bay City, Mich., went a step
further and merged both police and ﬁre departments from top to bottom, cross-training officers
in each profession’s duties. Three other cities in
Michigan—Grand Rapids, Kentwood and Wyoming—are considering following suit, forming
a metropolitan public safety agency that would
consolidate police and ﬁre operations, cutting
costs by $17 million per year.
Only 128 jurisdictions have merged police and
ﬁre administrations out of the more than 18,000
agencies in the U.S., according to a study by Michigan State University (MSU). Even
fewer cities have attempted to cross-train police and ﬁreﬁghters. Part of the reason mergers happen so infrequently is the upfront cost. But outright resistance to
change, especially among ﬁreﬁghters, is another huge barrier, says Leonard Matarese of the International City/County Management Association’s Center for Public
Safety Management.
Interest in the consolidation and merging of police and ﬁre operations has ebbed
and ﬂowed with economic conditions, but, says Matarese, there appears to be a real
“reset” taking place. For much of the 20th century, police and ﬁre departments have
been low-cost, labor-intensive operations. But that has changed as pay and beneﬁts
for public safety have grown. The cost of running separate police and ﬁre departments with large staffs has become increasingly unsustainable.
At the same time, operations have changed, especially for ﬁre departments. With
fewer ﬁres, thanks to better building codes and ﬁre alarms, ﬁre departments are
increasingly responding to medical emergencies, not blazing structures. “Something
like 80 percent of calls to ﬁre departments are for ﬁrst response to a medical emergency,” says Matarese. Calls like that don’t need a fully manned pumper to respond.
Still, mergers continue to meet stiff resistance. The International Association of Fire
Chiefs (IAFC) and other related associations have criticized consolidations and mergers as costly, morale-busting measures that break up the team-building concept that
is the root of how ﬁreﬁghters work. They argue that the activities of law enforcement
officers and ﬁreﬁghters require different training, education and exercise. “There’s a
real difference between the job description and the mission of these two disciplines,”
IAFC President Hank Clemmensen told MSU’s The State News. “Although we have
the same public safety ﬁrst responder titles, our job descriptions are much different.
When you try to combine them and do the same thing, there’s a conﬂict.”
That conﬂict, they say, is that a single public safety officer cannot be adequately
cross-trained to do two highly specialized jobs. However, Matarese points out that in
smaller jurisdictions, most ﬁreﬁghters are volunteers, which means they hold down
a full-time job in addition to their work as a ﬁreﬁghter. In other words, he argues,
cross-training can work. G

Email alex@rpa.org
The remains of a famine road on
the west coast of Ireland, a legacy
of Britain’s ill-fated public works
project in the 1840s.
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Looking to cut costs, cities consider merging police and ﬁre.
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Barbara West,
commander of
the Chicago Police
Department’s
15th District
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DISRUPTIVE

TECHNOLOGIES

Social
Science
Facebook and other
social media networks
are upending the
way Chicago ﬁghts
gang violence.

By John Buntin
Photographs by David Kidd
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SOCIAL SCIENCE

I

t’s Friday afternoon on the far West Side of Chicago, and Barbara West, a petite, soft-spoken African-American woman, is out knocking on doors.
West isn’t a salesman or solicitor; she’s the commander of the Chicago Police Department’s 15th
District. Today, she is visiting a special subset of
her constituents—the 20-plus people who are likeliest to shoot someone or be shot themselves. She’s
accompanied by Chris Mallette, a 6-foot, 2-inch,
250-pound former linebacker and football coach
who now heads the Chicago Violence Reduction
Strategy, an anti-violence initiative funded by the
MacArthur Foundation and supported by the John
Jay College of Criminal Justice in New York.
The 15th District—like Chicago as a whole—has
a murder problem. In cities such as New York and Los Angeles,
homicides have fallen by nearly 80 percent since the early 1990s.
Crime in Chicago has fallen too, but its murder rate has remained
stubbornly high. While the homicide rate today is only half of
what it was a generation ago, Chicago residents are twice as likely
to be killed as New Yorkers or Angelenos. For young AfricanAmerican men that likelihood is higher still. One out of every 400

young black men is killed each year in Chicago’s highest-crime
neighborhoods. Much of the violence is associated with the city’s
gangs. Chicago Police Department officials estimate that 50 to 80
percent of the city’s shootings and murders are gang-related.
It isn’t just Chicago. Some 80 percent of the nation’s largest
cities and half the country’s suburbs report signiﬁcant gang problems. But Chicago’s gangs are different. First, there’s the scale of
the problem. With some 100,000 documented gang members,
Chicago has more gang members than any other city with the
possible exception of Los Angeles. (Researchers estimate that
gangs account for at least half the homicides in those two cities, a
number so large that together they make up about 20 percent of
all gang-related homicides nationwide.)
Last year, Chicago experienced a spike in homicides that
brought national—indeed international—media attention. The
15th District’s murder rate surged in 2012, due in part to a feud
that broke out within one of the area’s largest gangs, the Four Corner Hustlers, a faction of the Gangster Disciples that controls the
area’s lucrative marijuana trade. Most police departments would
have responded by “ﬂooding the zone” with additional officers,
a tactic known as “hot spot” policing, and perhaps targeting the
Four Corner Hustlers for narcotics operations. In fact, the Chi-

Sociologist and former Guardian Angel Andrew Papachristos: “You don’t rob a bank with a stranger.”
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cago Police Department (CPD) has done just that. But it’s also
doing something far more unusual. It’s ﬁguring out exactly who
is likeliest to kill and be killed in each district.
The 20-some people that West and Mallette are visiting all
have connections to the neighborhood’s 48 active gang factions.
But what makes these individuals extreme risks is whom they
associate with—in other words, their networks.
We live in an age of social media, where companies such as
Facebook and LinkedIn assiduously map our friendships and use
that knowledge to shape our preferences and behavior. Today,
the Chicago Police Department is doing something similar with
gangs. Using a tool academics call “network analysis,” the CPD is
mapping the relationships among Chicago’s 14,000 most active
gang members. It’s also ranking how likely those people are to be
involved in a homicide, either as victims or offenders. In the process, the CPD has discovered something striking: Cities don’t so
much have “hot spots” as “hot people.” That ﬁnding is transforming the way the police do business in Chicago and has signiﬁcant
implications for how other cities should be policed.

“These groups have agency.
They have structure. And it’s not
random. In fact, the big thing
there was that they’re inheritable,” says Papachristos.
That is, gangs don’t necessarily know why, generation after generation,
they shoot one another.
Papachristos likens it to
why he “hates” Green
Bay Packer fans—something he and his neighbors do and his parents
and their neighbors did. “I
don’t actually hate Packers
fans, but that sort of structure actually dictates what
I wear, who I watch football
with, who I tease on Facebook.
That’s the same sort of things that
gang members inherit, and it leads
to murder.”
Sociologists and anthropologists have
long talked about murder as a “gift,” something to be “given” with the full expection that
it will be reciprocated. Papachristos wanted to
know exactly how giving the gift of murder worked, who
“gave” it to whom. Boston had done something similar in the
early 1990s. In response to a surge in youth violence, an interagency group there mapped gang feuds and identiﬁed the most
active players. The group then called those gang members in for
meetings with police, probation officers, prosecutors, gang workers and social service agency representatives to deliver a message:
“We know who you are. We want to help you stop shooting. If you
don’t, we’re coming after you.”
The initiative, known as Operation Ceaseﬁre, dramatically
reduced violence and inspired widespread interest in an approach
to crime reduction known as “focused deterrence.” Papachristos
wanted to do something similar using arrest records and contact
cards, which record police encounters with citizens. When an
arrest occurs, the police generate a unique event ID. That ID
includes the names of the people arrested. Papachristos assumed
that people arrested or stopped together were linked. After all, he
says, “You don’t rob a bank with a stranger.” He hypothesized that
many of the people killed would appear in the network. By seeing
who was connected to whom, police could better understand who
might retaliate and who was at risk.
In 2008, Papachristos began experimenting with ways to take
this idea and make it operational. Working with data from a bigcity police department in the Northeast, he demonstrated that
charting networks of homicide victims not only successfully identiﬁed individuals that police were already aware of; it also identiﬁed people connected to gangs in more surprising ways. That
work captured the attention of the Chicago police. Soon Papachristos was doing similar analyses for the 11th and 15th police

Sociologists
and anthropologists have
long talked
about murder
as a “gift.” But
how exactly
does giving the
gift of murder
work, and who
“gives” it to
whom?

T

he idea is closely connected to the department’s
enthusiastic embrace of network or link analysis, an
embrace that began with the work of an unorthodox
Chicago-born sociologist, Andrew Papachristos.
For Papachristos, Chicago’s gangs were not an
abstraction. He grew up in the 1980s on the city’s
North Side, in Rogers Park, one of the few neighborhoods in
Chicago with roughly equal proportions of black, Hispanic and
white residents. His father, a Greek immigrant, ran a neighborhood diner. His mother worked with the Guardian Angels
(as Papachristos would years later), a group of volunteers that
assisted police in patrolling high-crime neighborhoods, and
she ran a small nonproﬁt that provided kids with after-school
activities and jobs. It was the height of the crack epidemic, but
gangs didn’t limit their activities to drug dealing. Extortion
was also a favorite activity. Diners like the one operated by the
Papachristos family were a favorite target. Papachristos’ father
refused to pay the neighborhood tax. And worse, his mother’s
work with the Guardian Angels helped get kids off the street.
Some kids got jobs washing dishes at the diner. Others sat in
the back of the restaurant and did their homework. That made
the family a target.
“They warned us,” says Papachristos of the local neighborhood
gang. “Eventually they torched the place.”
Not surprisingly, Papachristos thought about becoming a cop.
But as a student at Loyola University, he took a course in criminology. He was immediately intrigued. Although he had a job offer
from the police department in suburban Oak Park, a former high
school teacher encouraged him to instead get a Ph.D. in sociology.
At the University of Chicago, he began to conduct ethnographic
studies on the West Side and came to the conclusion that attempts
to explain urban violence in terms of factors such as poverty and
race did a disservice to many of the people in the highest-crime
communities. Most residents of even the poorest neighborhoods
didn’t kill or commit violent crimes. Most gang members didn’t
either. But when they did, it was often as members of a group.

Oct ob er 2 013 | GOV E R N I N G

GOV10_26.indd 29

29

9/13/13 3:59 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

SOCIAL SCIENCE

M

districts. What he found was striking. People who were friends or
friends of friends with homicide victims were approximately 100
times more likely to be involved in a future homicide than people
who weren’t. Moreover, the people within this network appeared
as future homicide victims and offenders at roughly equal rates.
They weren’t perpetrators or victims. They were both.
The implications of these ﬁndings were intriguing. For generations, the Chicago Police Department, like most police departments, had thought about certain areas as dangerous. The area
from which Papachristos was pulling data—the Harrison District
of North Lawndale—was one of those dangerous areas, or hot
spots. The homicide rate for Chicago as a whole at that time was
14.5 per 100,000 residents. In North Lawndale, it was signiﬁcantly
higher—44.5 per 100,000. But when crime was considered in the
context of networks rather than places, the picture changed in
interesting ways. Papachristos found that people who had been
arrested within the previous ﬁve years were 50 percent more
likely to be killed than people who were not arrested during that
period. Even more interesting were the heightened risks faced by

cCarthy grew up in the Pelham Bay area of the
Bronx, the youngest of three kids. His father
was an NYPD detective; his mother, a nurse.
McCarthy joined the department in 1981. He
rose quickly, making sergeant in 1985 and
captain in 1992. McCarthy began to make his
mark after then-Mayor Rudolph Giuliani tapped Bill Bratton to
head the NYPD. Bratton and his successors believed that precinct captains should be given the resources to address crime
in their districts and then be held accountable for results, using
CompStat, the department’s computerized crime tracking and
accountability system. Officers who failed to accept the new
rules were transferred or sidelined. Officers who thrived were
promoted. McCarthy thrived. By the mid-1990s, he was running
CompStat; by the time of the 9/11 attacks, he was the department’s deputy commissioner for operations with responsibility
for crime control strategies.
In 2006, Newark Mayor Cory Booker lured McCarthy across
the Hudson River. McCarthy brought CompStat with him, as well
as a willingness to innovate rapidly. When
a wave of carjackings hit the city, McCarthy deployed plainclothes police academy
cadets to the hot zones. McCarthy’s sometimes-brusque style occasionally rubbed
Newark City Council members the wrong
way, but he maintained Booker’s support by
presiding over a signiﬁcant drop in violent
crime even as his department was forced to
absorb budget cuts.
Emanuel, himself a public ﬁgure with a
hard-charging, get-things-done style, saw
in McCarthy a kindred spirit. He needed a
tough, smart guy to not only reduce crime
in Chicago, but also to focus on police-community relations.
In the years following his departure from
New York, the NYPD had relied increasingly on a tactic known as stop, frisk and
question. By ﬂooding high-crime neighborhoods with police officers and encouraging
those officers to interact with residents, the
This mural in southwest Chicago is titled “A Mother’s Greatest Fear.”
department hoped to deter young men from
carrying guns. By making it riskier to carry
guns, the police hoped to prevent disputes
people within two degrees of association with a homicide victim:
from escalating to shootings. In Chicago, McCarthy’s predecesThe homicide rate for that group was a shocking 554 per 100,000,
sors had used two large task forces to ﬂood hot spots. Citywide
or 900 percent higher than the average Chicagoan. For people
units were also frequently used to target drug dealing.
who had never been arrested, the homicide rate fell to just 15 per
But such tactics came with a price. Because most crime
100,000, a rate virtually identical to that of the city as a whole.
occurred in majority black and Latino neighborhoods, huge
Papachristos continued to work with the police from the 11th
numbers of young minority men were being stopped by police.
and 15th districts. However, it wasn’t until 2011, when newly
The sheer scope of the stops raised questions about whether residents’ constitutional rights were being respected. (In August of
elected Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel announced the hiring
this year, New York City Judge Shira Scheindlin ruled they were
of a new police superintendent—Garry McCarthy, an alumnus
of the New York City Police Department (NYPD)—that network
not, a ﬁnding the department is appealing.) Even if the stops were
legal, however, many residents believed they were not legitimate.
analysis became one of Chicago’s primary tools in responding to
A growing body of research, much of it conducted by Yale Unigang violence.
GOVERNING | O c t ob er 2 0 1 3
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Once Superintendent Garry McCarthy embraced network analysis, the department moved quickly to ﬂesh out the idea.

sive housing projects that were the home base of Chicago’s most
powerful gang, the Gangster Disciples. At the same time, federal
prosecutors also went after the leadership of the gang. The result
was a proliferation of new smaller gangs that were nominally
Gangster Disciples but that frequently feuded with one another.
The disputes that resulted were often settled with guns.
Guns were Chicago’s other problem. New York state’s restrictive gun laws gave police officers numerous tools to use against
people who sought or used ﬁrearms. California has similarly
restrictive gun laws. In both states, people apprehended carrying
a concealed ﬁrearm illegally face severe punishments. Not so in
Illinois, and in Chicago, there was easy access to ﬁrearms.
“We seize more guns than any city in the country every single
year,” McCarthy says. “That’s because of the structure of the gun
laws in the state of Illinois, which we’re trying to get ﬁxed.”
Faced with this upsurge in violence, McCarthy turned ﬁrst
to the NYPD playbook. He launched Operation Impact, which
ﬂooded 20 high-crime areas of Chicago with police officers. It
was a classic example of hot spot policing. But McCarthy also
wanted to understand what was happening at a more granular
level. To get a comprehensive overview of the city’s gang situation, he commissioned a gang audit. In addition to document-

versity psychology professor Tom Tyler and Yale Law School professor Tracey Meares, suggested that perceptions of fairness are
critically important to ensuring compliance.
For these reasons, McCarthy wanted to repair relations with
residents. He disbanded the specialized units his predecessors
had used to ﬂood crime hot spots and reorganized patrols so that
officers spent more time on their beats, another step intended
to build knowledge and cooperation. Crime in Chicago fell by 10
percent in McCarthy’s ﬁrst year in office. In early 2012, however,
CompStat revealed something disturbing. While overall crime
was falling, homicide was spiking. Moreover, most of the violence
was associated with something McCarthy and other members of
his N.Y.-centric team had relatively little experience with—gangs.
“In New York, we have Bloods and Crips, but they’re really
narcotics gangs,” says McCarthy. “They don’t shoot each other
[just] because they’re on another team.” But they were shooting
each other in Chicago, which was “a very substantial difference
from what I was accustomed to,” McCarthy says.
Gangs in Chicago were involved in the drug trade too, but
the dynamic in Chicago was quite different. In many parts of the
city, gangs were changing in ways that increased the number of
conﬂicts. During the 1990s, Chicago began to dismantle the mas-
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ing that Chicago had 59 main gangs, all of them familiar to law
enforcement authorities, the audit also found that the city had
630 gang factions, about a hundred more factions than police had
previously believed they were dealing with. “That was driving
up the violence,” says Deputy Chief Robert Tracy, “[the factions]
going back and forth with each other.”
As one of the strategies for addressing this violence, McCarthy launched an initiative modeled after Boston’s Operation
Ceaseﬁre, which relied on calling in gang members to deliver

Then law enforcement worked with prosecutors to draw up a customized letter, telling the recipients exactly what would happen
to them if they were involved in a future act of violence. Since
High Point began its custom notiﬁcation process ﬁve years ago,
the city has seen violent crime fall sharply.
McCarthy wanted to do something similar in Chicago. The
scope of the challenge, of course, was much greater. A preliminary
analysis indicated that it had 14,000 “hot people.” However, it also
had greater resources.
Once McCarthy embraced the idea of network analysis, the
Chicago Police Department moved quickly to ﬂesh out the idea.
They started by revisiting two years’ worth of murder victims.
Police then looked for instances where those victims had been
arrested and whom they’d been arrested with. Working with
Papachristos and Illinois Institute of Technology professor Miles
Wernick, the department built a model to help it identify Chicago’s “hottest” residents—that is, the likeliest to be involved in
violence. The model includes such variables as how many times
a person had been shot, how many times a person had been contact-carded, whether he had any gun convictions and whether he
was on probation or parole. By the spring, they had identiﬁed a
top 20 list for each of the city’s 22 police districts.
Being on the list means extra scrutiny. “Identify them,” says
McCarthy. “Where appropriate, you take all enforcement action.”
But McCarthy wanted to do more than bring greater scrutiny to
bear on “hot people.” He wanted to prevent them from resorting
to violence in the future. To do that, police officers needed to do
something even more unusual. They needed to talk to them.

O

n a Friday in late July, West and Mallette, along
with two district intelligence officers, kicked off
the new approach by visiting the 15th District’s 20
“hottest” residents. Not all of them were at home,
but West and Mallette were happy to talk with socalled “inﬂuentials”—parents, grandparents, aunts,
uncles and girlfriends. In those conversations, they explain why
people’s criminal histories and networks have put them on the
department’s hot list. For many of these friends and family members, the status of their loved one comes as a surprise.
Many times the family members and loved ones have no idea
how close these people are to violent crime. “They don’t know
that he has been classiﬁed as an armed habitual offender,” says
Mallette. “They don’t know probation is a conviction. They don’t
know that the next time he could face federal prosecution, that
Illinois has state [rackteering and corrupt organizations] laws
now, that he has been identiﬁed as a known gang member. Then
all of a sudden the family is like, ‘We don’t want that. We need to
talk with you.’”
Sometimes, the people themselves don’t know. West and Mallette visited one man who’d been arrested 32 times. When they
presented him with that information, he protested, insisting he’d
only been convicted half a dozen times. They showed him his rap
sheet. “Gambling counts?” he asked in response.
All told, only one person refused to answer the door. West and
Mallette left people with letters that explain why they received a
visit, what the consequences for continuing to offend will be and

An audit discovered 59 gangs and 630 factions in Chicago.

the “we know who you are” message. But call-ins suffer from
a problem. Only a small percentage of gang members regularly
resort to violence. Police call these individuals high-impact
players. But the only gang members who can be required to
attend a call-in are those under court supervision. As a result,
authorities are sometimes unable to deliver the message to the
person who most needs to hear it. No message, no deterrent.
High Point, N.C., of all places, ﬁgured out how to get around
this problem. First, the police identiﬁed the high-impact players.
GOVERNING | O c t ob er 2 0 1 3
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Chicago police have begun focusing not just on “hot spots,” but on “hot people”—and their social networks.

what opportunities exist to help them make positive changes to
their lifestyle.
Just before dinner, West and Mallette knock at the door of
someone on the hot list. He’s inside cooking shrimp. He invites
them in and listens with evident amazement as West explains
why they are visiting him. It’s her job to play the heavy, something she does well. West is a forceful presence. The man listens
carefully while she explains what they know about him and why
they are visiting him. If he gets arrested with his associates again,
he will face different consequences.
“They could go to Cook County,” she tells him. “You face a
federal prosecution where the conviction rate is 96 percent.”
Then Mallette steps in to deliver the community message.
“We don’t care who you are affiliated with or what your rank is,”
he says. “We don’t care how many times you’ve been arrested.
What we are concerned about is you—you living. We love you;
we value you; and we need you in the community to stand in
your rightful place.”
It doesn’t always work. After Mallette delivered this message to the aunt of one person on the hot list, she just shook
her head. “He’s just a bad seed,” she replied. Another woman, a
grandmother, said she was just waiting for the knock on the door

informing her that her grandson was dead. But this time at least,
the guy in the kitchen seems to be open to what West and Mallette
are saying. Two people he knew well have recently been shot. His
network is risky.
Whether such approaches will change offenders’ behavior
remains to be seen. But it’s already changing how the CPD operates. It used to be that when a shooting occurred, all the police
converged at the scene of the crime. No longer. Now, they also
deploy around the people and locations where network analysis
suggests the next shooting is likely to occur.
“There’s a saying in baseball, ‘You’ve got to know what you’re
going to do with the ball before it gets hit to you,’” says McCarthy.
“If you don’t have that information in your hands before [a shooting occurs], you can’t possibly get out in front of it.”
As of late July, Chicago had experienced 76 fewer murders
than it did in 2012. Victims of gunﬁre were down by an even
greater number—350. Summer wasn’t over, but if the trends continued, Chicago’s violent crime level would fall to levels not seen
since the early 1960s. And that would suggest that social-network
policing is the future of crime ﬁghting. G
Email jbuntin@governing.com
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TECHNOLOGIES

Collaboration

Nation
Technology is
changing the way
citizens engage
with local
government.

© FREDERIC CIROU/ÈS/CORBIS

By Rob Gurwitt
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C O L L A B O R AT I O N N AT I O N

he unofficial motto of Austin, Texas, may
be “Keep Austin Weird.” But surely “Oh,
and One More Thing ...” deserves space on
its T-shirts too.
The city is famously argumentative. It took residents almost three decades to come to terms on a
new airport after the Federal Aviation Administration
advanced the idea in 1971. A water treatment plant
ﬁrst proposed in the 1970s sparked such a drawnout battle that, although construction ﬁnally began
in 2009, it is still not ﬁnished. Mass transit, highway
projects, a new city hall—all are grist for robust public
consideration. “Local government is close to citizens
generally, but in Austin it’s really close,” says assistant
director of planning Garner Stoll. “Austin folks have a
long history of being blunt and outspoken.”
So it seemed like the blink of an eye when Austin needed
only three years to arrive at a new comprehensive plan,
approved last year. Especially since the planning effort, known
as Imagine Austin, reached far beyond the usual crowd of community players.
Criticized initially for a public engagement process that roped
in the usual land-use participants, the city’s planning department
got creative. It developed “meetings in a box” that allowed groups
in the community to use their own meetings to discuss questions
that planners wanted asked. It worked with African-American
pastors and the Asian Chamber of Commerce and took out ads
on Spanish-language television network Univision to attract participants who didn’t usually show up at official city gatherings.
It held countless workshops and four different series of community forums. It used social media to reach younger residents,
and developed an online site, SpeakUpAustin, to solicit ideas and
encourage public feedback on them.
The response was gratifying. Some 18,000 people wound up
getting involved in the plan. It was a public-participation enthusiast’s dream. Except for one thing.
“When you have 10 people,” says Stoll, “they can discuss
things in depth to their heart’s content. But if you have 18,000,
you have to ﬁgure out how to manage those numbers. We hadn’t
really thought about the consequences of having that many people involved. It’s like, what does happen when the dog catches
the bus?”
This is not an idle question. Citizen engagement is coming
of age. Local governments are experimenting as never before,
pushed by the excruciating decisions that come with tight budgets, the ubiquity of social media and the development of new
online deliberation tools. Behind it is a recognition that the timeworn public hearing may not be the best and is certainly not the
only way to interact with the public.
There’s so much interest, in fact, that the International City/
County Management Association’s new Center for Management
Strategies—which focuses on what its director, Cheryl Hilvert,
calls “emerging and trending practices”—has chosen citizen
engagement as the ﬁrst subject it will help members navigate.
“There are opportunities to involve the community,” Hilvert says,
“in a whole gamut of ways we haven’t traditionally done.”

Some cities are involving residents more fully in budgeting
decisions—sometimes through “budget challenges,” which are
mostly designed to help residents understand the complexities
of what city officials have to face, but also through the interactive processes required by priority-based budgeting and participatory budgeting. Many of them are turning to startups like
Peak Democracy and MindMixer to develop websites that let
residents weigh in on issues confronting their cities. The open
data movement is seeking to harness the creativity and talents of
citizen-technologists to create applications that, in ways big and
small, improve residents’ quality of life.
A number of cities—among them Philadelphia; Kansas City,
Mo.; and San Francisco—have created “chief innovation officers”
whose job descriptions include spearheading open data efforts
and exploring new frontiers of engagement. Just as Austin has
done, cities are beginning to create staff positions focused on
helping their agencies deepen and broaden engagement efforts.
In what may be a sign of things to come, one candidate for secretary of state in California next year—Pete Peterson, director of
Pepperdine University’s Davenport Institute for Public Engagement and Civic Leadership—is running a campaign based explicitly on using the office to promote civic engagement and civic
health statewide.
Community engagement isn’t new, of course. Groups like the
National Civic League and Public Agenda have been plowing
this ground for decades. More recently groups pushing “study
circles” and “deliberative democracy” have joined them. St. Paul,
Minn., and Dayton, Ohio, for example, long ago developed formal structures for encouraging citizen participation. But local
governments across the country now seem to be at a tipping
point. “We’re in a period of great ferment,” says James Svara, a
political scientist at Arizona State University who studies public
engagement efforts. “Governments are trying all these things,
and eventually it will become a standard practice and we’ll see a
new consensus about what it all means.”
For the moment, though, it is anything but a standard practice.
To put it in Garner Stoll’s terms, they’re just setting out now to
solve the problem of the dog and the bus.

T

ight off the bat, two things should be made clear.
The ﬁrst is that “engagement” is in the eye of the
beholder. As Swarthmore College political scientist
Ben Berger put it in a paper on the subject a few
years ago, “Like other buzzwords, civic engagement means so many things to so many people that
it clariﬁes almost nothing.”
The second is that there is a wide spectrum of public participation. The International Association for Public Participation,
known as IAP2, says that spectrum runs from a bare minimum
of informing the public about problems and alternative solutions,
to collaborating with them and empowering citizens to make the
ﬁnal decisions. Countless city officials still think that giving residents three minutes at the microphone makes for citizen engagement. They are “stuck in the check-box era,” says Larry Schooler,
Austin’s civic engagement consultant—a city staff position—and
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president of IAP2 USA. “They develop a policy and put it out
for comment but are not willing to incorporate those comments
into the policy.”
City officials are, in fact, of two minds on the subject. This
became abundantly clear in the study “Testing the Waters,”
released earlier this year by the nonproﬁt group Public Agenda
and the Davenport Institute. Surveying 900 local officials in California, the study found that on the one hand, a full 88 percent
of respondents said that the public already has “ample opportunity” to participate in local decision-making and that they
considered typical public meetings to be effective. On the other,
the vast majority also believed the public to be too busy to participate, too disengaged or ignorant to understand the issues
facing their communities, and too angry and distrustful of local
officials to be reliable partners. Three-fourths of the local officials surveyed believed that public meetings are dominated by
people with narrow agendas. Nearly two-thirds said that public
hearings “typically attract complainers and ‘professional citizens’” and don’t give the broad public a voice. Only half said that
their typical meetings “generate thoughtful discussion among
ordinary residents.”
Yet like it or not, city officials are being pushed to expand
their engagement horizons—and not just because dire budgets
are forcing them to go to the public for help or because citizens
are demanding it. They are also, says Pepperdine’s Peterson,
confronting well organized lobbying efforts on a range of issues.
“The deeper engaged groups are louder than ever and better organized,” he says. Some city managers, he suggests, want to expand
public engagement “to involve people who are more moderate or
might have a common-sense perspective on these issues.”
They are also coming to believe that part of their distaste for
what they’ve seen of public engagement in the past—the harangues,
the parade of the same dozen faces at every public meeting, the
angry exchanges with frustrated citizens—may stem not from the
fact of public engagement, but from the public hearing model. “In
our training sessions,” Peterson says, “we’ve heard public-sector
officials say, ‘Wait, this three-minutes-at-a-microphone is enabling
the behavior and inviting the kind of participation we’ve been
seeking to avoid.’ That means the people aren’t necessarily the
problem. Maybe it’s the process that needs changing.”
For many cities, new online applications offer an easy way to
explore this idea. One of the earliest cities to do so was Omaha,
Neb. A few years ago it created an online site, Engage Omaha, to
provoke its residents to share their thoughts. The city happens to
be home to MindMixer, one of the small crop of public engagement startups that are transforming how governments interact
with their citizens.
“When I ﬁrst got to city hall,” says Aida Amoura, who was
communications director for former Omaha Mayor Jim Suttle,
“they were afraid of public forums because the administration
had been burned by them. I’d been thinking that there’s got
to be a way to reach out to people who want to be involved in
their community, where it’s not the same 20 people who always
come in to complain.” It was around this time that she met Nick
Bowden and Nathan Preheim, MindMixer’s founders, who were
hoping Omaha would help them test their idea for a site that

estions and for residents
would allow city officials to pose questions
not just to respond, but also to respond
ond to others’ thoughts and
sult was Engage Omaha. “We
to propose their own ideas. The result
increased the number of people engaging by the thousands,”
Amoura says. “We got moms on there, we got people whose
schedules never permitted them
m to go to public meetings.”
But there are also risks to new initiatives, and Omaha
stumbled on two of them. After
fter an initial burst of energy, the
site languished—mostly, Amoura
moura says, because city officials
weren’t focused on using the
he site to ask questions that were
relevant to departments or to residents. This past spring, she
and others in city hall were discussing how to refocus the site
artment heads speciﬁcally wanted
to better capture what department
urdle emerged: Suttle lost his reto know, when the second hurdle
an Stothert. Since then, the city’s
election bid to challenger Jean
n put on hold. “We are currently
engagement efforts have been
exploring all options and how
w they relate to the administration’s objectives,” is all that Cassie
ssie Seagren, Stothert’s deputy
chief of staff, would say.
Meanwhile, other cities are forging
ging ahead with online tools,
using them to stoke conversations on everything from broad
community visions to speciﬁc challenges.
nges. St. Paul, for instance,
has been using its Open St. Paul site—this
—this one powered by
another leading engagement startup, Peak Democracy—to
gauge citizen sentiment on bringing streetcars
rs back to the city,
and to solicit thoughts on how to make its recycling
ling program
more effective.
For the most part, these are baby steps. Cities
are simply using technology to enhance, but not
fundamentally change, the input local governments get from their citizens. “We’re
deﬁnitely in the infancy of shaping
how these technologies intermediate interaction between a government and its people,” says Jay
Nath, San Francisco’s chief
innovation officer.
San Francisco has taken a
broad view of how to use its
ImproveSF site, mounting
“challenges” for citizens
to tackle. Its ﬁrst venture
asked people to create a
new visual identity for the
city’s transportation agency,
and though the agency is
happy with the result, Nath
says it’s not something he’d
do again. “What we learned
is that the process should not
be used to crowdsource efforts
that we could pay for,” he says.
“Instead, we should be focused on
challenges that enlist people from
—POLITICAL SCIENTIST
the community in thinking about
JAMES SVARA
them and in solving them.”

“We’re in
a period of
great ferment.
Governments
are trying all
these things,
and eventually
it will become
a standard
practice and
we’ll see a new
consensus
about what it
all means.”
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Toward that end, his office asked citizens to help design a new
public library card. “Our library,” he says, “wanted a creative way
to enroll more students and adults in building the library community.” The challenge drew thousands of responses, and even
expanded to an effort that asked people to come up with ideas to
improve access to fresh food in the Tenderloin, a low-income central-city neighborhood. “It’s really about harnessing the capacity
to do good in our community,” Nath says. “These emerging technologies give us a great way to do that. They allow people from a
geographic distance and with different time constraints and with
different backgrounds to collaborate.”

Perhaps nowhere has this been tested more fully than in Vallejo,
Calif. In 2011, the city of 118,000 north of San Francisco—known for
its 2008 bankruptcy—voted to institute a 1 percent sales tax. A new
city council majority decided to make the city the ﬁrst in the country
to use participatory budgeting to allow citizens to propose and vote
on their own priorities for a portion of the proceeds. “After everything
the citizens of Vallejo had been through, this gave them a chance to
step up themselves and say how this money should be spent,” says
Marti Brown, the city council member who proposed the idea.
Not surprisingly, the venture was not embraced by the city
staff. “I was dismayed,” says Dan Keen, Vallejo’s city manager,
who’d been brought in to dig the city out of its ﬁscal mess. “Given
my quick read of the needs of the city, this was not one of the
things I was going to put at the top of my list.”
Nonetheless, the city went ahead with the process last year,
which involved a volunteer steering committee and a set of citizen-run task forces sifting through ideas gathered online and
at nine public assemblies on how to spend $3.6 million in new
tax money. There were hiccups. Some city staff members still
believe the money should have been used to rebuild an organization that had been decimated by the bankruptcy. The process
took far more effort on the part of city staff than they’d anticipated. And while some of the spending ideas citizens ultimately
approved were straightforward—expand library hours, ﬁll potholes, put money into science and technology education in the
public schools—others have been more controversial, such as
providing four-year college scholarships to needy students.

or any local government interested simply in engaging
more people, there is plenty to learn. Not least, says
Austin’s Larry Schooler, is how to frame things in a
way that compels people to turn out. “If you say, ‘We
want to talk about bonds,’ people yawn,” he says. “But
you’ll get a different reaction if you say, ‘We have $1.5
billion in capital needs but only $400 million in money, so how do
we spend it?’”
This suggests what may be most intriguing about current
citizen engagement efforts: They offer the prospect of rewriting
the relationship between citizens and government. As Svara, the
political scientist, puts it, new forms of collaboration “involve a
level of communication and a type of communication that is different from what we’ve known in the past.”

F
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But those issues can be dealt with on the next go-round, Keen
says, by more narrowly deﬁning the projects that will be eligible for funding. More important, he says, the budgeting process
brought the city some crucial beneﬁts, and he now counts himself a guarded supporter. “Our staff was engaging with ordinary
members of the public at a level we don’t typically get to,” he says.
“Traffic engineers were engaging with residents who asked for
information about what does it cost to ﬁll potholes, or how far
would this amount of money go for paving or for new streetlights.
It created a forum for a conversation that typically doesn’t happen
between the city staff and the community.”
The result, Marti Brown believes, is that the process has
changed the relationship between city staff and residents. “City
staff are used to the public being angry, and in this process they
were curious, patient and good listeners,” she says. “It’s increased
the public’s understanding of how government works.”

city council or the planning commission,” Garner Stoll says. “The
problem with following only the values of your elected officials
is they will change. This plan needed to have continuity.” The
challenge, of course, is what the city does with what it learned.
Toward that end, City Manager Marc Ott has been driving a ﬁvepart process to implement Imagine Austin, including wide-ranging
efforts to simplify and align the city’s land development regulations
and to continue reaching out to residents. Ott has also created a
series of teams, made up of staff from a mix of departments, to make
sure the city’s departments are talking to one another about how
best to pursue the eight overarching priorities produced by the
plan, such as keeping the city compact and connected, investing in
the city’s creative economy and keeping housing affordable.
The result, he argues, will be a city that has a “collective understanding of who we are as a community and how we see ourselves
growing over time.” When city officials propose a bond program
or put together its annual operating budget or consider transportation investments, “people will understand better and be better
able to participate,” Ott says, “because that understanding and
those conversations will be based upon the set of shared values
that are embodied in Imagine Austin.”
Ott doesn’t say this, but it’s hard to avoid one other thought. If
he’s right, perhaps the real payoff of Imagine Austin will be that
the next time the city undertakes a big project, it won’t take three
decades to get it done. G

he biggest payoff for communities may, in fact, lie
in changing how public conversations work. That is
what Austin is exploring now.
After a time-consuming effort to distill the
thoughts of 18,000 people and use them to shape the
city’s priorities for the next few decades, city officials
are convinced that they have a comprehensive plan that reﬂects
the city’s enduring concerns. “We were following the idea of a
plan driven by the values of residents—not staff or consultants or

T
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FLICKR/ALFREDO MENDEZ

Lyft, a ridesharing company,
requires a hot
pink mustache
on the grille of
each driver’s
personal vehicle.
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f you want to become a taxi driver in Seattle,
there’s a host of things you need to do before getting behind the wheel. You’ll have to take a citymandated English proﬁciency exam, as well as a
written test on your knowledge of local geography,
municipal regulations and appropriate driver conduct. You’ll have to get liability insurance, which
usually costs around $7,000 a year. You’ll be subject
to an annual criminal background check, a review
of your driving record and a physical exam. Your
meter rates will be set by the government, which
also caps the number of taxis and for-hire vehicles
allowed in the area. If you’re lucky enough to own
your own cab—and most drivers can’t afford to—
then you’re subject to yearly vehicle inspections.
If, on the other hand, you want to be a driver
for Uber or UberX or Sidecar or Lyft or any other myriad new
app-based ride-share services, here’s what local government
requires you to do: nothing. Technically, local code says that
anyone receiving payment for providing a ride must have a commercial driver’s license, but Seattle officials have so far opted not
to enforce those regulations for ride-share companies.
Taxi drivers, not surprisingly, are up in arms. “As it stands,
there’s not a level playing ﬁeld,” says Dawn Gearhart, a union
representative for the drivers in Seattle. “There’s one group
that’s very tightly constricted and another group that faces no
restrictions.” In August, when the city council was scheduled to
debate possible changes to its commercial vehicle regulations,
dozens of city cab drivers protested by circling city hall, honking
and blocking traffic.
For consumers, ride-share services offer a variety of new ways
to get from Point A to Point B. If you’re a Lyft user, for example,
a smartphone app will ping participating drivers nearby and

respond with an estimated time of arrival. Soon a personal vehicle
rolls up, identiﬁed by a hot pink mustache affixed to the grille.
Per company training, the driver greets each passenger with a
ﬁst bump and an invitation to sit up front. At the end of the ride,
your phone suggests a “donation” amount and asks you to rate
the driver. At the same time, the driver rates you. Sidecar follows
a similar procedure, although it allows users to plug in their destination as well, since that might attract drivers already intending
to head in that direction. Uber often gets mentioned alongside
the other two companies because it’s also a competitor of existing taxi and for-hire driving services. But Uber’s premium brand
of black Lincoln Town Cars with full-time professional drivers
isn’t so much a ride-share business as a traditional for-hire driving
service with an app for a switchboard. (Uber does operate a Lyftlike service in some markets, however, called UberX.) All three
companies require drivers to have valid driver’s licenses, vehicle
registration, safety training and a vehicle inspection. The companies make money by skimming a percentage of fares received by
their drivers.
Nearly everywhere these companies have moved in, it’s been
a story similar to Seattle’s: Cities don’t know how or whether to
regulate the new upstarts, and that uncertainty leads to protests
and pushback from operators who say they’ve been following the
rules for decades. Los Angeles has issued cease-and-desist orders
to Uber, Sidecar and Lyft. Philadelphia went further, impounding a few ride-share vehicles. Officials at the San Francisco International Airport claim to have actually arrested drivers for ride
sharing because it didn’t meet airport regulations for cabs or
limousines. In mid-August, the taxicab commission in Washington, D.C., adopted strict new sedan regulations tailored to keep
Uber and its ride-sharing competitors out of the local market.
It’s not just transportation upstarts that are challenging cities’
status quo. Consider Airbnb, a site that allows people to rent out

I

Care to Share? A sampling of the collaborative economy
Lyft. Launched in
2012. Now in 10 cities.
Recently surpassed a
million rides. Part-time
drivers using their personal
vehicles (with a hot pink
mustache on the grille)
respond to ride requests
through a smartphone
app and charge
a suggested
donation fee.

Uber/UberX. Launched
in 2010. Now in 21 U.S.
cities, plus Orange County,
Calif., and 20 cities outside North America. Use
a mobile app to hail for-hire
drivers of luxury sedans and
midsize hybrids.

Sidecar.
Launched in 2012. Now
in six cities. Similar to Lyft,
except the passengers plug in
both the pick-up and drop-off
locations. Also, the cars lack
pink facial hair.

RelayRides. Launched in
2010. Now nationwide. Owned
by General Motors. Rent your car to
strangers for short-term trips.

Carma. Launched in 2008.
Now in four U.S. cities. A
carpooling app that allows commuters to give one another rides
for the cost of gas.

Airbnb. Launched
in 2008. Now in more
than 33,000 cities in
192 countries. Rent your
apartment as a hotel room.

Getaround. Launched
in 2009. Now in ﬁve
cities. Allows drivers to rent
cars from private car owners,
and owners to rent out their
cars for payment.
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their empty apartment bedrooms as short-term hotel rooms. A
New York administrative judge in May found one Airbnb innkeeper in violation of the city’s occupancy code and a 2010 state
law that bans apartment rentals shorter than 29 days. The ruling
seemed to outlaw Airbnb in New York, but its actual impact has
been unclear.
The informal commercial relationships cropping up with
Sidecar or Airbnb will continue to give cities heartburn. Never
in history have individuals had so many choices about how to
get the services they need—and how to share those services by
pooling together with total strangers. In addition to the explosion
of options for sharing rides and rooms, the economy of “collaborative consumption” now encompasses everything from renting
someone else’s bike (Splinster) or borrowing somebody’s buzz
saw (NeighborGoods), to passing around ﬁne art (Artsicle) or
boarding your pet in someone else’s home (DogVacay). Apps like
TaskRabbit even let people share their time—everything from
preparing someone else’s tax returns to helping assemble an
IKEA bookcase. And the sharing business is booming. In Europe,
Paris-based ride-share service BlaBlaCar is set to outpace Eurostar rail lines in terms of monthly passengers. Fon, a company
from Spain that encourages people to share their home wireless
Internet connections, has become the largest Wi-Fi network in
the world, with more than 12 million hot spots in 100 countries.
According to a recent Forbes estimate, revenues for the sharing
economy could exceed $3.5 billion this year, an annual growth
rate of 25 percent.
For cities, there’s the short-term—and important—question
of regulation. How should governments balance entrepreneurial
freedom with the need to set baseline health and safety standards?
But there’s also a more fundamental question. How will the sharing economy change the way cities function? Proponents say sharing can create jobs, cut greenhouse gases, reduce traffic (along with

Launched in 2006.
Nationwide. Share
used books for free, plus
the cost of postage. The
company has facilitated
book trades for members
across the country, from
Maine to Hawaii.

Launched in
2012. Now in two
cities. Share things
(camping gear, old
clothes, even your
dog) with strangers
for free.

he list of shareable stuff is endless, but most of the
focus right now is on transportation. Why? Because
that’s where the greatest potential is, say people like
Lyft co-founder John Zimmer. Among all the cars on
the road on any given day, about 80 percent of the seats
are empty, according to Zimmer. “There are idle cars.
There are even idle people,” he says. “It’s an information problem.
We need to collect all the information about who needs these things
and who has these things, and then we’ll have a much more efficient
economy. I think that’s what all these services are about.” Transportation as a system is riddled with inefficiencies, Zimmer says, so
that’s where the sharing economy is ﬂourishing ﬁrst.
Some forms of transportation sharing have been around for
years. The car-sharing company Zipcar was founded 13 years
ago—an epoch in the world of sharing apps. Today it has offices in
24 U.S. cities and cars on 300 college campuses. For a small annual
fee, Zipcar members have access to specially marked vehicles,
parked throughout a given city, that they can rent by the half-hour.
Zipcar and other newer car-sharing companies, such as Car2Go,
have largely been embraced by city governments, which see these
shared vehicle ﬂeets as a way to reduce roadway and parking congestion. If 10 people can share one car in one parking space, the
thinking goes, that’s nine parking spaces the city doesn’t need to
worry about. Cities from Baltimore to Los Angeles have turned
over public parking spaces to these car-sharing networks.
But the newest crop of ride-share services is proving more
vexing for cities. Networks like Zipcar and Car2Go—calll them

T

ioby. Launched in 2012. Now in more
than 85 cities. A nonproﬁt crowdfunding
website—it’s an acronym for “in our backyard”—that allows communities to pool
together small donations for local environmental projects, such as an urban garden
or a beach clean-up. More than 20,000
members have already helped fund
about 200 projects.

PaperBackSwap.

Yerdle.

wear and tear on roads and bridges), ﬁght crime and lessen the
impact of natural disasters. In a world in which “ownership” is
a rapidly changing concept—and, some argue, a dying one—can
cities learn to let people share?

ParkatmyHouse. Launched

Poshmark.

Launched in 2011.
Nationwide. Cleaning out your closet?
Sell your old clothes
directly to other network members. The
company provides prepaid, pre-addressed
shipping labels ready
to stick on a box.

TaskRabbit. Launched in
2008. Now in 14 cities. Hire someone to perform small, short-term
tasks, such as picking up groceries
or dry cleaning, but only after they’ve
undergone the company-mandated
interview and background check.

in 2006. Nationwide. Earn money by
renting your empty
home or business
parking space to
drivers. More than
30,000 Americans
have signed up.

Octob er 2 013 | GOV E R N I N G

GOV10_40.indd 43

43

9/13/13 4:07 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

W H AT ’ S M I N E I S Y O U R S

Sharing 1.0—are really more akin to rental car companies.
(Indeed, Zipcar was purchased in March by the Avis Budget
Group, under which it now operates.) The latest group of appenabled sharing companies operate under a different model.
Drivers, using their own vehicles, are charging other people for
rides. And that’s been causing problems.
In Seattle, Uber, Sidecar and Lyft knew when they moved in
that their drivers would be in violation of local laws. But they set
up shop anyway. “In many ways, that makes sense because often
cities have trouble envisioning what they’re regulating,” says
Janelle Orsi, executive director of the Sustainable Economies
Law Center in Oakland, Calif., which provides legal counsel to
sharing-economy businesses. “A lot of change does come when
people break laws.” Seattle hasn’t issued a new taxi vehicle license
in more than 20 years. Given the latent customer demand and the
likely drawn-out process of revamping city rules, why wouldn’t
a ride-share company skirt regulations? “I certainly wouldn’t
encourage anyone to do this, but it’s probably exactly what you
[would] do,” says Seattle City Council President Sally Clark.
Hypothetically, the deterrent to breaking local rules should
be ﬁnancial and legal penalties. But Seattle doesn’t have the manpower to enforce the rules. With 3,200 registered cabs or other
for-hire drivers in Seattle and the surrounding King County area,
and only three full-time city inspectors, public officials are already
struggling to enforce regulations. Adding hundreds of new rideshare drivers makes the task almost impossible.
The logistical challenges in regulating the existing taxi and forhire industry—not to mention these new app-enabled entrants—
might prompt some city officials to throw up their hands and
allow for an entirely deregulated market. In fact, Seattle did just
that for ﬁve years, starting in 1979, as a way to create jobs, lower
taxi fares and eliminate the administrative burden of controlling
for quality in the taxi industry. Predictably, consumer complaints
followed. Residents encountered dirty cars, inconsistent (yet
always higher) fare rates, drivers who didn’t know the area and
drivers who refused to give short-haul rides. The public outcry
convinced local public officials to once again set fare restrictions
and limit the number of taxi licenses.
So if deregulation won’t work, and the current system appears
inadequate, what’s the sweet spot? At least one government
agency is already working on a solution: The California Public Utilities Commission released a proposal in July that could
become a model for cities and states across the country. Under the
proposal, the commission would create a new category of prearranged for-hire companies called transportation network companies. Each company (not the individual drivers) would need
to be licensed by the commission. The company would have to
conduct criminal background checks for each driver, establish a
driver training program, implement a zero-tolerance policy on
drugs and alcohol, and require an insurance policy of $1 million—
more stringent than what for-hire limousine companies pay. In
the short term, the regulation would only apply to California cities, but other localities will certainly be watching.
According to the companies themselves, the greatest regulator could be word of mouth. Allowing drivers and riders to rate
one another enables a self-selecting market, says Lyft’s Zimmer.

Taxicabs circled Seattle City
Hall in August to protest the
lax rule enforcement around
ride-sharing services.

“When you’re building a platform, think eBay, Airbnb and Lyft.
The platforms that succeed have created the safest and best experience for their users.”

hampions of ride sharing say the industry will spark
all sorts of great beneﬁts, from lowering greenhouse
gas emissions to creating shorter commutes to
improving social cohesion. But it’s not really clear
that ride sharing actually addresses any of that. If a
woman who used to walk to work now hails a ride
on Lyft, there’s no real positive effect for the city. And what if
the lure of additional fares causes a Sidecar driver to take more
trips than he otherwise would have? Ride-share companies are
frequently hailed as innovators that offer more consumer choices.
But right now you could just as easily characterize them as black
market businesses that save money by breaking local laws.
Some cities, though, are warming to the idea of sharing. At
the U.S. Conference of Mayors’ annual meeting in Las Vegas this
summer, 15 city leaders signed on to a plan to study regulatory
hurdles facing the emerging sharing industry. The resolution
they signed—“In support of Policies for Shareable Cities”—
describes sharing-economy companies as “engines of innovation” that empower citizens.
San Francisco has been one of the more enthusiastic cities
about sharing. In July, Mayor Ed Lee declared “Lyft Day,” in honor
of the company, which was founded there. Last year, the city
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formed a Sharing Economy Working Group, the ﬁrst of its kind
in the U.S. and perhaps in the world, to “take a comprehensive
look at the economic beneﬁts, innovative companies and emerging policy issues around the growing ‘sharing economy.’” This
August, when San Francisco’s Metropolitan Transportation Commission announced that the Bay Bridge would close on Labor Day
weekend for repairs, the agency actually recommended Carma, a
carpooling app, to help alleviate the added congestion.
While cities debate whether to embrace sharing or ﬁght it,
collaborative consumption isn’t going away. Particularly among
millennials, the notion of ownership doesn’t seem to have the
same cachet it once did. In 2010, adults ages 21 to 34 bought just
27 percent of all new cars sold in America, down from a high of
38 percent in 1985. There’s a similar drop-off when it comes to
buying a home: Between 2006 and 2011, homeownership among
adults under 35 dropped by 12 percent. Some of that undoubtedly
has to do with the Great Recession, but the fact is that people
seem to like the notion of pooling resources, and thanks to ubiquitous smartphones, it’s easier to share than ever before.
Widespread sharing has the potential to redeﬁne personal
belongings from “mine” to “ours”—your front yard becomes a
communal garden, your empty driveway becomes daytime parking for rent. The public policy applications are less obvious, but
some unforeseen beneﬁts have already appeared: In the wake of
Hurricane Sandy last year, some New Yorkers used Airbnb to offer
free accommodations to displaced residents. When Highland
Park, Mich., removed 1,000 streetlights to cut utility costs, local

residents pooled their money together for a solar-powered streetlight, the ﬁrst of more than 200 they plan to install. “The crowdfunding piece,” Orsi says, the legal counselor, has the potential to
ﬁll gaps in any number of government services and “could almost
transform everything.”
But the truth is that it’s impossible to guess what the real
impacts of sharing might ultimately be. This year the John S.
and James L. Knight Foundation funded a “Shared City” website
to report on the sharing movement and how it’s changing local
communities. Carol Coletta, vice president for community and
national initiatives at the foundation, notes that in some ways,
the public policy dimensions of the sharing economy are actually
quite old. She points to things like neighborhood watch groups—
even government itself. “Cities are the original sharing mechanism,” Coletta says. Pooled tax revenues fund everything from
subway cars to police departments. “We often think of government as the other, but it’s just the way that you and I get together
to get these things done.”
The more commercial aspects of the sharing economy, however, will continue to draw scrutiny from government. If you sell
your clothes using a sharing app, should you pay sales-and-use
taxes? If your company facilitates the hiring of temporary workers, as TaskRabbit does, should you pay employment taxes? Sharing may well transform communities for the better, Coletta says.
But right now, she adds, public policy is still catching up. G
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Will the most
sprawling, least
dense, most
automobiledependent major
city in America
ever change?
By Ryan Holeywell
Photographs by David Kidd
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or years, few Houstonians paid much attention to the
city’s East End. Home to German immigrants in the
early days, the area morphed into a destination for
Mexican immigrants, and today it continues to be overwhelmingly Hispanic. Despite being prime real estate—
it sits on the edge of downtown—the East End is sparsely populated, and few outsiders visit it except to grab a bite at Ninfa’s,
the legendary Mexican restaurant where some Houstonians are
convinced fajitas were invented.
The East End has a broad mix of housing, from shotgun shacks
that rent for $300 a month to new townhomes worth upward of
$300,000. Still, huge swaths of its 16 square miles are empty, with
nearly a third of the land considered industrial and a quarter of it
entirely undeveloped. As a result, there’s wide open prairie just a
short distance from the city’s skyscrapers and stadiums.
That’s about to change. Next year, a new four-mile light rail
line will open and run through the heart of the community. More
than $7 million has been spent on sidewalks and other pedestrian
improvements. A newly opened pedestrian “esplanade” featuring
cafe seating and dozens of stalls for vendors just opened in the
center of Navigation Boulevard, the community’s Main Street.
Parks and trails are set for a makeover. A new cultural center is
in the works. Public art is starting to dot the area. Officials are
even planning for the possibility of a streetcar to link the northern
reaches of the East End to the rest of the transit network.
“At my age, I’m asking God to please leave me just a few more
years because I’m happy with what I’m witnessing,” says Jessica
Castillo-Hulsey, 62, a longtime local civic leader. “Finally, I’m seeing what I want to see as a resident and a homeowner.”
The work is largely a result of the Greater East End Management District, an entity funded by local businesses that’s getting
accolades citywide for ﬁnally making things happen in a place
where there’s been a long history of redevelopment talk with little
to show for it. But the progress happening today also represents
a new approach to planning Houston’s future, an approach that
values urban compactness and density as a viable alternative to
the near-ubiquitous reality of car-dependent suburban sprawl.

zoning. That doesn’t make development here a free-for-all the
way some outsiders assume. Self-regulating deed restrictions created by developers maintain some neighborhoods’ character. But
the situation does create unusual development patterns. “You’ll
see vacant lots adjacent to transit, and mixed-use development
20 miles out,” says Jeff Taebel, director of community and environmental planning at the Houston-Galveston Area Council, the

F

hile oil made Houston boom, a more complicated
set of factors made it sprawl. State annexation laws
allowed the city to aggressively absorb surrounding
areas, earning it the nickname of “the blob that ate
East Texas.” A mechanism exists that allows developers to easily create quasi-governmental authorities to ﬁnance far-reaching
utility extensions. Meanwhile, it’s always been cheaper for developers to build horizontally than vertically, and because Houston
faces few physical impediments such as rivers, lakes or mountains—save for the Gulf of Mexico 50 miles to the southeast—there
isn’t any physical reason stopping them. “That’s one of the reasons
you don’t have a massive number of high-rises,” says Ric Campo,
CEO of the national real estate ﬁrm Camden Property Trust,
based in Houston. “It’s all about land availability and cost, and it
costs a whole lot more to go up than out.”
In addition to being the country’s most sprawling city, Houston also has another distinction that has long fascinated planners
in the rest of the country: It’s the largest American city that lacks

W

Having a car is a necessity in Houston. That’s something even ard

regional planning agency. That’s because it’s often easier for a
single developer to plan a site he wholly owns than enact changes
based on the visions of multiple property owners.
Essentially the city relies on the market to dictate development patterns, and these patterns are sometimes at odds with
what conventional planning might dictate. Even so, advocates,
developers and city leaders who don’t always see eye to eye generally believe the arrangement has worked in Houston’s favor
over the years, allowing developers to respond quickly to market
conditions and keep housing costs low. Regardless of individual
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Houstonians’ views on zoning, that part of the system is probably
not changing. Four attempts at altering it have all failed.
What is changing is Houstonians’ attitude toward urban life.
Historically, as Rice University’s Kinder Institute for Urban
Research succinctly puts it, Houston has been viewed as “the
most sprawling, least dense, most automobile-dependent major
city in America.” And for many years, Houstonians seemed to be

advocates for density buzzing. “It’s not a ﬂash-in-the-pan trend,”
Campo says.
The trend seems to be driven by three factors: young adults
who are less attracted to suburbs, rising transportation costs, and
a concerted effort by Mayor Annise Parker and her predecessor
Bill White to promote amenities in the city and especially its core.
Houston, of course, is by no means the only city experiencing a
renewed interest in urban living. But it may be the most unlikely,
and the trend is especially notable given the poor reputation
Houston has historically had in the urban planning ﬁeld. Now,
city leaders are trying to respond to market demands they didn’t
encounter just a short time ago. As the Kinder study notes, “the
challenge today is not in ﬁnding residents who want to live in
more compact, urbanized communities, but in building places
across the region that can accommodate them.”
ouston’s old style of growth—annex the suburbs to get
tax revenue that supports the core—has worked rather
well, so long as highways could be built to accommodate
a growing periphery. But now, Mayor Parker says it’s time
for something different. “At some point, it’s not enough to keep
grabbing the suburbs and roping them in,” she says. “You’ve got to
make the system as a whole function, and you do things to bring
people back to the inner core.”
Houston competes for residents with the suburbs and exurbs,
which over the last decade have handily defeated it at the growth
game. While the greater Houston region saw its population
increase 26 percent between 2000 and 2010 to 5.9 million, the
city itself grew by only 7.4 percent, and some observers note that
the true ﬁgure may be even lower, since that growth rate includes
large numbers of Louisianans displaced by Hurricane Katrina.
That’s still extremely strong growth for a major city. But Houston
leaders face a situation in which sprawl and densiﬁcation are happening simultaneously; their challenge is to capture for the center
a greater portion of the growth that’s happening regionwide.
One way to do that, some say, is to do a better job of playing
up the city’s strengths. Many suburbs and even exurbs of Houston are advertising an urban experience, even though they’re far
away from Houston and its core. Sugar Land, 20 miles southwest
of downtown, and The Woodlands, 30 miles north of downtown,
are among the fastest growing places in the country, buoyed in
part by the so-called “town centers” they offer. Officials in those
places have explicitly pitched mixed-use, walkable offerings,
with The Woodlands advertising a downtown with “shopping,
dining, commerce, urban living and entertainment,” and Sugar
Land developers touting a city center that has “an inviting mix of
Main Street activity.”
While there is plenty of activity happening within the city,
says Taebel, the regional planning director, in some ways, “when
we talk about walkable places, some of the best examples are not
in the urban core.” Houston has long embraced development of
single-family homes, for fear of becoming uncompetitive with
the suburbs. But others believe that perhaps Houston should
instead try to focus on its strong suits: compactness and social
contact. “[The city’s] competitive advantage,” Taebel says, “is on
the urban side.”

H

ven ardent transit advocates acknowledge.

perfectly content with that. But there’s evidence that’s no longer the case. The institute’s annual survey of Houston-area residents last year found that half the residents of Harris County, of
which Houston is part, would prefer to live “in an area with a
mix of development, including homes, shops and restaurants”
as opposed to a “single-family residential area.” Even if you look
at the farthest parts of the metro region—the nine counties surrounding Harris County—more than 40 percent of residents prefer the mixed-use option. The results, which are also reﬂected in
recent development patterns, have city leaders, developers and
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In many parts of the city, shotgun shacks are being replaced by new development.

But the problem is that even parts of Houston well within its
core, like the East End, feel like the suburbs to an outsider, best
illustrated by the fact that it’s almost impossible to navigate these
areas without a car. A growing cadre of voices is calling on city
leaders to do more to transform Houston into a place that more
closely resembles a “real” city, not a place ringed by manufactured
“town centers” and “Main Streets.” “The only way to stop sprawl
is to compete,” says David Crossley, president of Houston Tomorrow, which advocates for density and transit.
Unfortunately, that’s easier said than done in Houston, where
market conditions have sometimes undermined that goal. While
there’s plenty of inexpensive housing in Houston—nearly 40 percent of units cost less than $130,000—the majority of high-quality
houses at that price point are outside the central portion of the
city known as the Inner Loop. Mayor Parker and others acknowledge that they need a better mix of housing types at varying prices
in the city core to make their plans a reality.
They argue that offering more amenities within the city isn’t
just a real estate issue, it’s an economic one. Case in point: The
Houston Chronicle reported that, at a conference last year, an
official with local software company Datacert announced that

the ﬁrm was struggling to recruit from places like Stanford and
Princeton, largely because prospective employees were not happy
with the idea of calling Houston home. The company’s solution
was to allow telecommuting, ensuring that new recruits wouldn’t
have to live anywhere near Houston (many of them chose to live
in Portland, Ore.). “Houston will not make it if it’s perceived by
people outside of Houston to not only be ﬂat and hot for much of
the year, but also ugly and dangerously polluted,” says Stephen
Klineberg, co-director of Rice’s Kinder Institute. “The business
community knows that, and there’s a business case for planting
trees, cleaning the air and downtown revitalization.” So not only is
Houston competing against the suburbs for a tax base, but it’s also
in competition against big cities nationwide for a workforce. City
leaders believe an urban push can help them win on both fronts.
s a result, in recent years, city leaders have proudly
rolled out a seemingly endless list of programs and policies they say will make Houston denser and more “livable” in an effort to capitalize on the growing fascination with urban living. Planning officials here tend to avoid terms
like “smart growth” and “New Urbanism”—long in vogue in the
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New townhomes are rising in the East End, an area that’s not heavily populated despite its proximity to downtown.

planning community but often saddled with political baggage. Yet
those terms convey the spirit of what Houston civic leadership
is trying to do. While city officials also don’t like offering up suggestions about which cities they think Houston should emulate—
no doubt aware of their residents’ independent streak—advocates have an eye toward Denver, a car-oriented city which has
nevertheless built walkable communities around transit stops.
“This is fundamental municipal development, but it’s never happened in Houston,” says Bobby Heugel, a popular restaurateur
operating businesses in some of the most rapidly changing parts
of the city.
The city is building new bike trails and has launched a 22-station bike-share program. Voters last year approved a $100 million bond to launch a project called Bayou Greenways that will
develop 150 miles of trails along Houston’s long-neglected waterways. There’s been a ﬂurry of activity downtown which, since
2000, has welcomed three new professional sports stadiums, an
11-acre park called Discovery Green, a convention center expansion and a major performing arts venue.
To encourage living in the core, an incentive program offers
developers up to $15,000 per unit for building multifamily hous-

ing in and around downtown. That’s a departure from the city’s
historic reluctance to offer money to developers who already
enjoy lax regulations. More controversially, the city is allowing
developers to build at the same density level citywide that they
previously only enjoyed within the Loop, the 96 square miles of
the city’s core within the boundaries of Interstate 610, generally
considered the most urban part of the city. “I think we’re begging to move toward a critical mass of the right mix of activities,
juxtaposed with each other to really create the urban place that
people want,” says Bob Eury, who leads the management district
that oversees downtown. “We’re not there yet, but clearly, you can
feel that we’re moving there.”
But the biggest challenge facing Houston’s quest to go urban is
the state of its transportation system, which could be critical not
just to recruit young residents but also to manage future congestion. By 2035, if present trends continue, Houstonians are forecast
to be spending 145 percent more time in their cars than they do
today. The problem, outlined in a recent regional planning document, is that by almost every conceivable metric, the area currently lacks the density needed for successful transit-oriented
development. “The single most powerful constructor of cities
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is transportation systems, and if you depend on cars, you cannot have density,” Klineberg explains. “So the great Catch-22 for
Houston is we want density, but you can’t have density with a car
[and] there’s no density to support light rail. You build light rail
on the faith that if you build it, they will come.”
After 20 years of political battles, Houston’s ﬁrst light rail system broke ground in 2001 and began operating in 2004. Weekday
ridership is slight, at around 38,000 passengers per day, but supporters say the 7.5-mile line connecting downtown to the Medical
Center carries more passengers on a per-mile basis than almost
any American light rail system today.
Over the next year and a half, three new light rail lines will
open, including the $756 million North Line slated to launch
before Christmas and two others, the East End Line and the
Southeast Line, scheduled for 2014. Groups such as Houston
Tomorrow say the city is on the cusp of a “second transit era,”
a reference to the streetcars that ran throughout the city during
its nascent days. But beyond 2014, light rail’s future in Houston
is uncertain.
In an unusual legal arrangement, 25 percent of the tax revenue
collected by Metro, the regional transit agency, goes to Harris
County and many of its cities, largely to be spent on road projects.
The long-standing agreement is something of a political compromise to help appease the competing interests of the region’s urban
and suburban voters. As a result, Metro has actually spent more
money on roads than it has on transit infrastructure.
Last year, voters had the option to scrap the revenue-sharing
plan—which might have meant an extra $2.5 billion for Metro
transit work through 2025. Instead, they passed a referendum
that keeps the arrangement in place. Though it potentially
increases Metro’s portion of the revenue share, it also bars Metro
from spending new tax revenue it captures on rail. The deal forces
Metro to shift its focus back toward buses, which lost ridership
while Metro pursued light rail. Advocates say the deal—endorsed
by Parker and Metro itself—threatens the future of light rail in
Houston at a time when two planned lines don’t have a funding
mechanism. For her part, Parker says she was only acknowledging
the political reality that most voters in Metro’s service area don’t
use light rail. Some observers say even if voters had repealed revenue sharing, state lawmakers might have overruled them.
Meanwhile, Republican Congressman John Culberson, who
represents western Houston and its suburbs, is ﬁghting to include
language in federal appropriations bills that would block federal
funding for the University Line, the only part of the light rail
system that would connect the east and west parts of the city.
Either way, there’s no funding plan in place for another projected
light rail line through Houston’s Uptown, an area where “offduty police officers feebly try to direct jams that reach Calcutta
levels,” according to the Houston Chronicle. A bus rapid transit
scheme organized by the local management district is instead in
the works.
On a broader scale, it’s unclear whether Houston will ever
support the long-distance commuter rail system that is probably
critical to moving the 3.5 million new people expected to come to
the region by 2035. A commuter rail network would be expensive,
exceeding $3 billion, and a plan to run it along existing freight

lines may be difficult. Metro’s park-and-ride bus system that sends
commuters from the suburbs to downtown gets high marks from
many, but the system doesn’t work well for commuters trying to
reach any of the area’s seven other major employment centers. “If
you want to continue to grow, and make it attractive for people
who want that [transit] option, then you need to have rail,” says
former Mayor Bill White.

Last year, Houston voters approved spending $100 million to bu

espite their push to redesign Houston, city leaders ﬁnd
themselves taking criticism from residents who have
two vastly different visions for their community. On one
side, more strident urbanists say the current plans are not
nearly bold enough; defenders of the current arrangement say the
city should avoid the temptation to change at all.
The most vocal urbanists complain that Parker has failed to
articulate an overarching vision of what the next version of Houston will look like. Despite big initiatives coming out of city hall,
they say that simple things—like properly designed and main-
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tained sidewalks—are still not being implemented effectively.
“We have no clear standards for the kind of character we want in
the urban environment,” says Peter Brown, a former city council
member who lost the mayoral race to Parker and has become one
of the leading voices for pedestrian improvements in the city.
Others, best represented by geographer Joel Kotkin, say
Houston should embrace its historical style of development.

urbanists and planners should avoid a heavy-handed approach to
promoting density and should instead allow the market to continue to dictate development patterns that have made Houston
a destination for those seeking affordable middle-class housing.
Complicating things are Houston’s previous attempts at density, which haven’t gone swimmingly. The city increased density
limits inside the Loop in 1999. But critics say some neighborhoods, like those along the Washington Avenue corridor west of
downtown, are a case study on density run amok. Lots that once
had one home now have three, and the area is prone to congestion
and ﬂooding. The roadways there are too narrow for emergency
vehicles. Or take the case of the Ashby High-Rise, a 21-story apartment building that drew outcry for its position in the middle of an
upscale neighborhood full of single-family homes. Planning officials say their newer density ordinance includes protections for
neighborhoods, and a new high-rise ordinance steers those buildings toward main thoroughfares. Still, Houston’s track record so
far shows that it has growing pains whenever areas get dense.
The city also has an unpleasant history in general with gentriﬁcation that critics say has been reignited by efforts at increasing density. Freedmen’s Town, an African-American neighborhood within the city’s historic Fourth Ward near downtown, has
essentially has been absorbed by trendy Midtown, largely because
the land became expensive and poor black residents didn’t own
their property. Just a few dozen of the more than 500 historic
structures that existed as recently as 1985 remain today. Basically,
the neighborhood no longer exists. Opponents of gentriﬁcation
warn that a similar process could soon begin in the adjoining
Third Ward, which also sits next to downtown. “As gentriﬁcation
occurs, can it be managed so it doesn’t displace the poor, or will
we end up [like] European cities, where all the poor are pushed
to the suburbs?” Klineberg of the Kinder Institute asks. “That’s
the great question.”
ack in the East End, officials with the Greater East End
Management District say even their residents are worried about gentriﬁcation. The say they’ve heard residents
complain when their sidewalks are repaired, saying the
work will eventually increase their rent or property taxes. Mayor
Parker, presented with the criticism that some of the changes in
Houston could price people out of their homes, does not seem
overly concerned. “We’re already the most affordable big city in
America,” she says.
It’s unclear what the next version of Houston will look like,
but given the millions expected to move here in the next 20 years,
one thing’s for certain: The city will look different. “A lot of people
may be viewing Houston through more of a backward lens, saying,
‘This sort of stuff has never worked here; we don’t want to put all
our eggs in the basket of something that’s new,’” explains Taebel,
the regional planner. Still, he says, “sometimes you need a jolt,”
and he thinks it may be coming, if it’s not already here. “I’ve been
here for 30 years, and the stuff we’re talking about today would
have been unthinkable then. The fact that we’re even debating
this stuff is huge.” G

B
to build 150 miles of parks and trails along the city’s bayous.

He paints Houston’s sprawl in a more ﬂattering light—opting
instead to call it “dispersed urbanity”—noting that the opportunity for good housing at a cheap price is part of why Houston is
thriving. He cites data from the National Association of Realtors
indicating that nationally, nearly four of ﬁve buyers still want to
buy a single-family home. Kotkin argues that if Houston wants
to remain attractive, it should embrace its unique ability among
the country’s largest cities to continue offering those homes at an
extremely low price, a rarity among the country’s biggest cities.
While he applauds quality-of-life improvements, he says Houston
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New
Workers,
New
Rules
The Great
Recession was
hard on government
and millennials.
Now, the two
have to make up.
By Mike Maciag
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NEW WORKERS, NEW RULES

hris Howell was dead set on working in local
government. He had been a graduate student in
business school and decided that wasn’t what he
wanted his career to be about. So he began doing
just about everything conceivable to prepare for a
change in direction. He earned a master’s degree
in public administration. Through volunteering and internships,
he worked with a dozen municipalities—from a small town’s ﬁre
department to a regional chamber of commerce. Howell, then 30,
hit the job market in late 2008.
It wasn’t the best time to be looking for public employment.
By networking, though, Howell eventually succeeded in ﬁnding
a job with the Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission. “It was
hard, but I knew it was what I wanted to do, so I kept at it,” he
says. “If you really want to make local government your career, it’s
a matter of persistence.” Now he works as
a budget and management officer for the
town of Dedham, Mass.
Breaking into the public sector isn’t
a whole lot easier now than it was when
Howell started out. Young people wanting
to pursue government careers face a series
of barriers. States and localities hard hit by
budget pressures often lack the resources
to offer them entry-level positions.
But it isn’t just the tight job market for
new applicants that is changing the nature
of state and local employment. Governments need to make adjustments of their
— Chris
own. It’s hard for agencies to compete with
the private sector for top talent when they
have to freeze pay or trim beneﬁts. Millennials who do end up in
the public sector bring their own perspectives and a different set
of job expectations they want employers to accommodate. At the
same time, the workforce continues to experience shifting roles
as nonproﬁts and contractors take over more tasks traditionally
performed by public employees.
Taken together, these realities are sending a signal that the
next generation of public servants will be fundamentally different from those who make up much of the workforce today.

C

Recent signs do point to a slowly improving outlook in the
public job market. A survey of mostly state and local government
members of the International Public Management Association for
Human Resources conducted this spring reported that 26.5 percent
incurred hiring freezes, down from 41.6 percent the year before.
But there’s a catch. Hiring managers are so focused on immediate concerns that they’re ignoring workforce needs for the long
term, McManus says. When governments are allowed to ﬁll a single position after eliminating multiple jobs through layoffs or attrition, they tend to hire veterans who can hit the ground running.
When opportunities do exist, job applicants are in for a long
wait. While the federal government expedited its hiring process
in recent years, it still takes agencies around 100 days on average
to hire. State and local governments typically ﬁll vacancies faster,
but lag far behind the private sector. “The private sector over the
last 20 years has developed clear and better pathways to employment,” says Laurel
McFarland of the Network of Schools of
Public Policy, Affairs and Administration
(NASPAA). One of the more common
complaints levied against governments is
that they often don’t update applicants on
where they stand in the process, leaving
job seekers in the dark as they hunt for
other opportunities.
The lengthy hiring process and lower
entry-level pay are obstacles that governments have long fought to overcome
as they’ve recruited against the private
Howell
sector. Offering generous beneﬁts and
pension plans helped agencies compete.
However, many can no longer afford these incentives in an era
of cutbacks. “Now that they’re not there, the public sector has
to really work harder to be more attractive,” says Rex Facer, a
Brigham Young professor who studies workforce issues.
An increasing number of new graduates hoping to work in
government aren’t ﬁnding immediate openings or none that
offer much job security, so they are taking their talents elsewhere.
Young graduates entering the workforce are discovering that they
don’t need to work in government to serve the public. As agencies at all levels continue to expand their use of contracting with
private ﬁrms and nonproﬁts, students are adjusting their job
searches accordingly.
At the University of Kentucky, about 20 percent of public administration and public policy graduates took jobs with businesses or
private associations over the past two years. It’s a ﬁgure that has
increased as students broaden their wish lists. “We’re experiencing a much greater diversity of placements, and part of it is due to
the reduction of opportunities in state and local government,” says
Merl Hackbart, director of the university’s Martin School of Public
Policy and Administration. With an understanding of the public sector, Hackbart says, the school’s graduates serve as valued additions
to a government relations staff or other corporate offices.
Similarly, when J. Edward Kellough started teaching at the
University of Georgia 25 years ago, it was unusual for public
administration graduates to end up at nonproﬁts. Now, he esti-

To make local
government
a career, “it’s
a matter of
persistence.”

he Great Recession hit young people particularly hard
in all sectors of the economy. The unemployment rate
among people ages 20 to 24 hovered between 15 and
16 percent for much of 2009 and 2010. Some aiming at
careers in government still haven’t caught up.
Tim McManus from the nonproﬁt Partnership for Public
Service says he has seen a dramatic reduction in paid summer
internships, with federal agencies either providing only unpaid
positions or eliminating slots altogether. “Young people looking
at jobs face one of the more challenging times that we’ve seen in
quite some time,” he says. Depending on how well they weathered the economic downturn, state and local governments may
or may not have managed to preserve internships and other
entry-level programs.
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NEW WORKERS, NEW RULES

mates that about a third of students go to work in that sector, typically in management, performance measurement or related roles.
It’s clear that the lines dividing the roles of government, private ﬁrms and nonproﬁts have blurred. So rather than conﬁne
themselves to a single job sector, students tend to focus on an
issue or policy goal regardless of where they’ll end up. “The sector distinction coming in is becoming less and less of a driver,”
says Mary Beaulieu, Harvard Kennedy School of Government’s
assistant dean and director of career advancement.

hile recent graduates navigate a difficult job market, employers are adjusting to the new mindset
that millennials are bringing to the workplace.
For one thing, they don’t stay put for long. A
national survey conducted by the research ﬁrm
Millennial Branding found that 45 percent of companies experienced a turnover rate among their younger ranks double that of
older employees. Along with job hopping, academics say younger
workers expect to move between sectors as well.
“More than ever, I think students are coming back and are
very interested in having an organizational culture that meets
their needs,” says Bryan Kempton, career services director for the
University of Maryland’s School of Public Policy. Research also
indicates that millennials desire work they consider meaningful
right away. Employees decide how long they’ll stick around early
on in new jobs, so it’s crucial for managers to give them at least a
taste of something challenging soon after they sign on.
Jamie Gwynn, a 26-year-old University of Pennsylvania graduate, focused his job search on local government, where he best
felt he could directly implement programs without waiting long.
Northampton Township in Pennsylvania was prepared to give
him what he wanted. After a few months, he has worked on a
budget, an employee handbook and employee pay classiﬁcation.
Seeing ﬁrsthand results as simple as a newly paved road are a
source of great motivation for him. “We get to do a lot of the dayto-day things that really make people’s lives move,” Gwynn says.
Like others of his generation, Gwynn wants to be in a position
where he can grow and quickly learn. “We don’t set ourselves for
30 years,” Gwynn says. “We want to make a difference, otherwise,
we’ll want to move on.”
North Carolina is one of the places where the turnover rate
for state government workers ages 18-30 is approximately double
that of older employees. Sondra Chavis, an HR consultant, says
the state recognized a need to retain these workers and transfer
to them vital knowledge from their peers. “Not only do we need
young people to come in and take on these positions, but we need
their brain and innovative ideas on the table,” she says.
The state responded by launching its Young Employees Initiative, not only to better understand the needs of millennials, but to
actually address them. Employees mostly in their 20s from various
state agencies serve on an advisory committee, conducting studies
and making recommendations on issues important to their peers.
Chavis, who leads the initiative, says the committee has pushed
long-neglected workforce concerns to the forefront. Online job
applications, for example, were ﬁnally implemented by all state

agencies last year. The group also made strides in encouraging
agencies to allow for more ﬂexible work schedules. “The energy
level from the initiative and the fact that they can bring in a new
perspective is really the kicker,” Chavis says.
What’s more, governments are realizing they’ll need to ﬁnd
new ways to connect with prospective employees. Chief among
these are social media websites, such as Facebook and LinkedIn.
To further reach candidates, more state and local governments are posting openings on GovernmentJobs.com, a national
recruiting website with an integrated applicant tracking system.
Nearly 700 agencies in 44 states were advertising positons in
August, the website reports. Before the North Carolina Department of Transportation began advertising positions on the site,
the agency received about 125 applicants for an entry-level training program. Now, it’s getting about 400. “It has really made our
recruitment pool become nationwide,” says Barry Bridges, the
department’s career services manager, “where before it was very
much a localized effort.”

W

f particular concern for HR managers is the brain
drain set to occur as a large segment of baby boomers exits the workforce. “Potentially, we have a talent
crisis just as much as was talked about for the ﬁnancial
crisis,” says Elizabeth Kellar, president of the Center
for State and Local Government Excellence. Partnerships with
academic institutions are gaining prevalence, she says, along with
peer mentoring. “The governments ahead of the curve have been
doing pretty serious workforce development work.”
In Wyoming, state health director Tom Forslund is employing a twofold approach to developing talent. A fellowship program places some recent public administration graduates in the
department’s policy unit before they’re brought on as full-time
employees. For others, the department recently kicked off a
leadership development program in partnership with a local
community college, providing talks by college instructors and
other state employees over the course of nine months. “Governments need to respond to this changing world and be in a better position to compete and retain talent,” Forslund says. He is
counting on this new crop of leaders to stay on and move up in
the agency, a critical need since a quarter of the workforce will
retire or be eligible to do so within the next ﬁve years.
The good news about all this change is that despite the drawbacks, millennials don’t seem to be discouraged from seeking
careers in the public sector. Young up-and-comers continue to
sign up for schooling in public administration and policy. The latest NASPAA ﬁgures indicate no dip in graduate school enrollment.
Will Miller, dean of the University of Illinois’ public administration program, says his students continue to want to pursue
public service, despite all the negativity surrounding that state’s
political environment and insolvent pension system. “In spite of
it, we still have all these kids coming into the program,” he says.
“That’s impressive.” G

O
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Problem Solver
STIMULATED

8.1

The Recovery Act initially
saved teaching jobs.
So where are they now?
8.0
ack in the summer of 2009, as
the school year was ending in
Arizona, thousands of teachers statewide were notiﬁed that
their contracts wouldn’t be renewed. But
within a few months, many of those laidoff teachers were called back in, thanks in
part to a timely injection of stimulus funds
courtesy of the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act.
ARRA played a large role in propping
up schools nationwide in the immediate aftermath of the recession as state
and local tax revenues plummeted. The
U.S. Department of Education reports
that the money funded about 4,400
education-related jobs throughout Arizona during the 2009-2010 school year.
Nationwide, the stimulus funded an
average of 370,000 total education jobs
and 53,000 other positions throughout
the school year.
Since then, federal data show that
local education employment has stabilized nationally after years of gradual
cuts to payrolls. But the fate of teaching
jobs in many districts, particularly ARRAfunded positions, remains uncertain as
many municipalities cope with the ongoing reality of sizable budget gaps.
The Recovery Act, mostly via the
State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF)
program, provided money to schools
to preserve some jobs slated for cuts, at
least temporarily. A survey conducted
by the Center on Education Policy illustrates just how much ARRA bolstered
the sector: About 69 percent of surveyed

B

7.9

December 2007:
Recession begins

Spring 2009:
U.S. Department of
Education disburses
ARRA funding

(MILLIONS OF JOBS)

7.8

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
EDUCATION EMPLOYMENT
7.7
2007

2008

school districts reported that stimulus
funds saved or created jobs in 2010. Of
those with funding declines, SFSF funds
helped stanch the majority of the bleeding in 52 percent of districts. So how are
ARRA-backed teaching jobs faring now
that funding is depleted?
In short, not well in some districts.
Some initially hoped ARRA funding
would set a new baseline for federal education aid, but districts soon realized that
wouldn’t be the case. “When it was clear
this was a one-time infusion of funds,”
says Noelle Ellerson, assistant director
of policy analysis and advocacy for the

2009

American Association of School Administrators, “it shifted the conversation.”
That conversation included making
some tough staffing decisions. On the one
hand, accepting ARRA funds meant keeping student-to-faculty ratios down. But by
doing so, districts faced the possibility of
future layoffs. And the reality is that when
ARRA funding expired so too did many
teaching jobs. The Philadelphia School
District actually used ARRA funding not
to save jobs, but to create approximately
1,900 new jobs—only to eliminate all the
positions in 2012. This phenomenon, says
Joe D’Alessandro, the district’s chief grant
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| BEHIND THE NUMBERS
By Mike Maciag

RECOVERY ACT JOBS
The Department of Education administered ARRA
grants funding an average of nearly 370,000
education jobs nationwide during the 2009-2010
school year, along with an additional 53,000 other
jobs allocated to government services. Funds
supported the most jobs in the following states:

June 2010:
Property tax revenues
begin to decline nationally

June 2009:
Recession ends,
recovery period begins
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CHART: U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS, SEASONALLY ADJUSTED DATA; RECOVERY BOX: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

$300 million budget shortfall. “We wanted
to adopt a budget with the resources we
had, not what we wanted or needed,” says
D’Alessandro. Meanwhile, Chicago Public
Schools recently eliminated about 3,000
teaching and staffing jobs and closed 50
schools. Mayor Rahm Emanuel attributed
the layoffs to an approximately $1 billion
deﬁcit, lower enrollment and ballooning
pension expenses.
(Now, some are worried that further
cuts stemming from federal sequestration could trickle down to school districts
if states don’t step up to ﬁll the ﬁscal gaps.)
While Arizona school districts haven’t

development and compliance officer, was
caused by one of the imperatives of ARRA
money: the federal government’s mandate requiring it to be spent quickly.
The degree to which school districts
have staved off job cuts during the recovery varies, says Diane Stark Rentner,
deputy director of the Center on Education Policy. “Things are starting to get
better, but there are many more districts
that haven’t quite recovered yet.”
Indeed, a few of the nation’s largest
districts did have to make painful staffing
cuts this summer. Philadelphia schools
laid off 3,800 employees to help plug a

incurred the sudden wave of layoffs that
other districts have, they’re reeling from
gradual cuts compounded over the past
ﬁve years, says Andrew Morrill, president of the Arizona Education Association. Coaches, maintenance workers and
others were often the ﬁrst to receive pink
slips. He fears further cuts to school payrolls could be on the horizon absent any
additional state funding. “They’ve got to
make an increase in funding,” Morrill says,
“or we’re going to be vulnerable to cyclical
recessions.” G
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Problem Solver

| SMART MANAGEMENT
By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Pots of Money
Is earmarking a designated stream of cash the best way to fund a project?
here are many issues in government management where
things aren’t black and white,
where gray is the color of the
day. One particularly important ﬁeld in
which answers often live in the gray zone
is in the funding of projects. Should they
be ﬁnanced with direct, designated ﬂows
of cash or is it better to have as many
projects as possible use monies from the
general fund?
The former route—in which a project’s funds are dedicated, often from a
special revenue stream—has the advantage of guaranteeing consistent funding.
This so-called earmarked fund protects
or buffers a program from the powerful
wind of a changing political climate.
But before we go on, we need to
address a semantic issue associated with
the word “earmark.” At the federal level,
earmarks are frequently associated with
targeted dollars for speciﬁc programs
that may beneﬁt a political representative or his district or constituency. Generally, the funds are distributed outside
of the regular competitive award or formulas that usually govern how money is
distributed among the states. That’s why
earmarks at the federal level have come
to be identiﬁed with pork. “The practice
is a form of ‘quid pro quo’ where one legislator obtains an extra helping of pork
with the expectation of a return favor,”
wrote Wiley Brooks, the Alaska director
of Americans for Fair Taxation, in the
Anchorage Daily News several years ago.
At the state and local level, we’re not
talking about pork when we refer to earmarking funds for services that potentially beneﬁt the population as a whole.
It’s a ﬁnancing tool rather than a political
one, and it’s transparent.
There is nowhere that the state version of earmarking has been taken to
as dramatic an extreme as Alabama,

where the general fund makes up only
about 16 percent of total state generated dollars. The majority of tax revenues flow into different earmarked
pots, the largest one being for education, which automatically gets the
state’s income and sales taxes. “If
money isn’t protected, you’re very
much exposed to getting it taken away
from you,” says Jim Williams, executive director of the Public Affairs
Research Council of Alabama.
There’s another potential beneﬁt
to providing dedicated funds to speciﬁc
programs: It can sometimes be easier to
get the citizenry to go along with funding an operation that it particularly
cares about—rather than just sending a
few more million bucks to city hall to
use as the council wishes. This can even
help to gather funding for some generally unsexy areas, like road maintenance,
which are easily cut in bad times but
which offer immediate beneﬁts to taxpayers in the form of disappearing potholes and fewer accidents.
On the other hand, the one-fund-ﬁtsall approach gives managers and lawmakers far more ﬁnancial ﬂexibility. Both
legislators and managers beneﬁt from
systems where funds can be moved to
correspond with changing needs. “I can
see the pluses [to dedicated funds],” says
Maria Doulis, director of city studies at
the Citizens Budget Commission in New
York, “but it’s generally better to have
ﬂexibility in your budget. You don’t want
to have all these separate pots of money.
It doesn’t allow you to adjust to changing
circumstances.”
In extremis, when an emergency
funding shortage occurs, legislators may
be forced to change a law if they can or
subvert it by ﬁguring out convoluted
ways of diverting money. This is well
recognized everywhere, including in
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A New Initiative from GOVERNING
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| BETTER GOVERNMENT
By Mark Funkhouser
Alabama. “If you want to ﬁx something,”
Williams says, “you can’t ﬁx it honestly
and objectively.” Instead, you’re forced
to deal with problems as they arise in a
piecemeal way.
One good example of the unintended
side effects of dedicated funding comes
from Louisiana, where a $1 billion trust
fund was set up a decade ago that can
only be used for nursing homes. Interest from the trust fund protects nursing homes from cuts in annual state
funding. Good? Yes, to a point. But it
also delayed the rebalancing of longterm care service—the shift from institutional care to home and community
care—that has taken place more rapidly
in other states.
Also in the gray zone, there are
instances in which the lack of ﬂexibility
in dedicated revenue streams can accomplish the opposite of making sure there
are enough dollars to run a program for
years to come. The most recognized issue
here falls in the realm of gas taxes. The
idea that gas taxes should go directly to
transportation needs may seem like a
wonderfully justiﬁed way to make sure
there’s always money in the bank.
But over the course of time, as
vehicle miles driven decline and fuel
efficiency improves, overreliance on
gas taxes can be extremely painful to
departments of transportation. As a
December 2011 article from the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy
reads, “Thirty-six states levy only a
ﬁxed-rate tax that collects the same
number of cents in tax, year after year,
on every gallon of fuel purchased. But ...
inﬂation has been eating away at these
ﬁxed-rate taxes as the price of asphalt,
concrete and other transportation
construction inputs continues to grow
almost every year.”
Unfortunately, there’s no overridingly
best practice here—no black or white.
But understanding the pros and cons of
both routes to funding holds out the hope
of coming to the right answer for a particular project. G

The Enemy of Good Management

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com

Email mfunkhouser@governing.com

A new book has it right: We need to change the way we budget.
Nearly every discussion of public budgeting is really about policy and politics.
There is drama in deciding what should be done by government and in getting those
decisions adopted through the political process. But these machinations mean little
if we can’t ﬁgure out how to implement policy decisions efficiently and effectively.
The University of Kansas has one of
the top city management training programs in the country, and for several years
I taught its public ﬁnance class. The students were smart and committed, but the
only reason they took my class was that
it was required—they saw it as drudgery
to be gotten out of the way so they could
go on to the important stuff. I made it my
mission to show them that they could not
manage an organization well if they did
not understand its ﬁnances.
These ideas are the central premise
of a recently published book, The Human
Side of Budgeting: Budget Games and How
to End Them. Its author, Scott Lazenby, a
longtime city manager well known for his
work in the wider ﬁeld of public administration, argues that traditional governmental budgeting systems work against everything we know about good management.
He provides a road map for how to link management and budgeting in a way that
allows governments to meet today’s challenges with a minimum of drama.
Throughout the book, Lazenby uses the concepts of “Theory X” and “Theory Y.”
Students of management will recognize these. Theory X, built around the industrial
efficiency ideas of Frederick Taylor from the 1900s, has command and control as its
central premise. In this view, workers must be directed to perform in the “one best
way” because they’re motivated only by money and will do as little as possible.
By the 1960s, these concepts had been discredited and replaced by Theory Y: The
idea that employees like having control over their work and see a job well done as a
reward in itself. But despite everything we’ve learned about human behavior in the last
50 years, Theory X still is woven through our organizations. “Most governments—and
large private bureaucracies, for that matter—are governed by rules and systems that
assume employees are lazy and stupid,” Lazenby writes.
Jumping onto the latest trendy management philosophy or style, in Lazenby’s
view, “won’t make any difference in an organization with the same old plumbing.” He
argues against nearly every aspect of the traditional budget process. In his system, for
example, budget control would be distributed to the lowest possible level within line
departments, such as police and public works, empowering unit managers to work
toward a bottom-line target.
Managers who take on the challenge of developing this kind of budgeting approach
must have courage. When a serious mistake occurs or a scandal erupts, a claim that it
was because employees were empowered won’t cut it. The risk for the manager is big,
but real innovation and performance improvement are always going to involve risk. G

“

Jumping onto
the latest trendy
management
philosophy or style
‘won’t make any
difference in an
organization with the
same old plumbing.’”
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Our City Congratulates
City Manager,
Ted Gaebler, on
his retirement!

8LERO]SYJSVEREQE^MRKXIR]IEVWEWXLI½VWX
City Manager of Rancho Cordova 2003-2013.
8SKIXLIV[ILEZIGVIEXIHE½WGEPP]WSYRH
award-winning new City government based
on the principles outlined in the book you
co-authored, “Reinventing Government: How the
Entrepreneurial Spirit is Transforming the Public
Sector.” The City Council and staff will continue
to build upon this foundation for success.

Now, we are looking for a new
City Manager. Could it be you?
Rancho Cordova is looking for a unique City Manager to move the City forward.
The City is located in Northern California near Sacramento, with a current population
of 67,000 (build out projected to 200,000) and home to many Fortune 500 companies.
The City offers an unusual and exciting opportunity to:
• Continue exploring the frontiers of local government
• Work with a stable and collaborative City Council
• Engage a talented staff that is empowered and innovative
• Partner with a community that demonstrates a high sense
of volunteerism and cooperation to make things happen

ONLY LOCAL GOVERNMENT TO
BE NAMED ON FORTUNE MAGAZINE’S
GREAT PLACE TO WORK® LIST

You must be a thought leader and visionary in local government and place
a high value on the people implementing the mission of Rancho Cordova.

www.cityofranchocordova.org

Please email your resume to: RecruitEight@cb-asso.com

Filing deadline

Additional details at: www.cb-asso.com

for resumes:
October 25, 2013

RANCHO CORDOVA IS
LOCATED CENTRALLY
IN THE STATE OF
CALIFORNIA
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Problem Solver

| TECH TALK
By Steve Towns

Looking for Trouble
A new version of a popular Boston app seeks to reward citizens for reporting problems.
hen Boston launched Citizens Connect in 2009—a
mobile app designed to
make it easier for citizens
to report problems to the city—there were
fears that city hall would be buried in
complaints about burned out streetlamps,
potholed streets and crumbling sidewalks.
Fortunately, these concerns were unwarranted, and now the city plans to launch
what amounts to a loyalty program to
reward the app’s most frequent users.
Under Mayor Thomas Menino, who
retires in January after 20 years as the
top executive, Boston has become one of
the savviest users of mobile technology
in government. In its latest move, the city
is using apps to underscore the idea that
citizens can be an extension of city staff.
A new version of Citizens Connect,
which launches later this year, will
include an experimental feature called
Street Cred that lets citizens create proﬁles and earn recognition as enthusiastic
users of the service request system. “It
will allow us to sort of credential folks for
being active reporters of issues in their
neighborhoods,” says CIO Bill Oates.
These power users will be invited to join
special programs—like monthly “pothole
patrols”—that target speciﬁc problems or
particular areas of the city.
Street Cred exploits an interesting
phenomenon created by the mobile app,
says Oates. “We got a great response
when we ﬁrst launched the app, and
when we asked people why they liked
it, they said, ‘When we call, we feel like
we’re complaining, but when we use the
app, we feel like we’re helping.’”
The new release of Citizens Connect also
includes a few other novel features designed
to forge closer ties between constituents
and city workers. For instance, once workers complete a repair on a malfunctioning
stoplight, they can snap a photo of the ﬁx

W

FLICKR/GONZALO BAEZA; CITYOFBOSTON.GOV

Boston’s Citizens Connect
app gets a big update.

and send it to the citizen who submitted
the service request. Citizens will receive
the photo along with the names of the city
workers responsible for the job, and they’ll
be able to respond to workers with virtual
high-ﬁves or other forms of recognition.
All of this is meant to further cement the
notion that citizens can be the eyes and ears
for city repair crews. In September, The
Boston Globe noted that service requests
coming into the city’s constituent service
program have risen 35 percent since 2010,
driven largely by a spike in requests submitted by mobile app users. At the same time,
the paper says mobile technology helps the
city handle requests more efficiently by
sending work orders directly to road crews
in the ﬁeld, cutting travel time.
Closer interaction between citizens
and city workers is possible because the
city is merging Citizens Connect with a
parallel mobile application used by city
workers to receive work orders and document repairs. Oates adds that city workers
were a driving force behind some of the
new features, including the ability to send
citizens snapshots of completed repairs.

The latest makeover marks the fourth
release of Citizens Connect, and those
upgrades are one key to the application’s
ongoing success. Much like a commercial software company would, the city
has continually revised the app since its
launch four years ago to take advantage
of new technology and react to consumer
trends, say Oates. “This has been a real
focused effort on product management
that keeps things fresh and functional.”
It’s no secret that mobile device use
is exploding and that a growing number
of citizens expect to interact with government using their smartphone or tablet. For cities searching for ways to use
mobile technology effectively, Citizens
Connect offers a case study on how to
do it right. The application literally is
helping Boston transform the citizen/
government relationship.
“The mayor always says he wants to
use technology to bring people closer
together,” says Oates. “We think this is a
great example of how that can work.” G
Email stowns@governing.com

GOVERNING | O c t ob er 2 0 1 3

64

GOV10_64.indd 64

9/17/13 2:39 PM

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

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

25

50

75

BLACK

95 100

__________Editorial __________Prepress
5

25

50

75

95 100

YELLOW

5

25

50

75

95 100

5

25

50

75

MAGENTA
CYAN

95 100

Page #

__________Other ____________OK to go

Problem Solver

| PUBLIC MONEY
By Justin Marlowe

The Murky Muni Market
In the post-Detroit bankruptcy era, issuers need to change how they tell their story.
or when its yields are more volatile. To
hedge a spread bet, most investors will bet
on some asset with spread characteristics
similar to the bond in question.
For the past 50 years municipal bonds
were a wonderful duration bet. Regular
folks bought and held them to generate taxexempt savings for retirement or for college.
Insurance companies used them to shore
up their own long-term risk exposures. It
wasn’t ﬂashy, but this duration strategy produced solid investment returns over time.
By contrast, it has been tough for muni
investors to make money on a spread bet.
The reason: There’s no good answer to the
question, “Spread to what?” As it stands,
there are bonds in the muni market from
more than 50,000 state and local governments. Those bonds are backed by hundreds of different revenue sources governed by a dizzying array of state laws.
Slightly different bonds from the same
issuer routinely trade at wildly different
prices. At the moment there’s no broadly
accepted method to compare bonds to one
another to compute meaningful spreads,

t’s far too soon to know how bankruptcy
will affect Detroit’s bondholders, pensioners and taxpayers. It’s not too soon,
however, for issuers coming to market
to glean deﬁnitive insights from what’s
happened so far. Key among them is what
this experience tells us about changes
under way in the municipal bond market.
Before talking about Detroit, let’s look
at bonds from the investor’s viewpoint.
There are basically two ways to make
money in the municipal bond market. One
is a “duration bet.” Here an investor buys
a long-term bond expecting that interest
rates won’t change or will decline. If interest rates go up, the interest payments from
that bond become less valuable. To protect
against this, many investors make a simultaneous and opposite bet—or “hedge”—
with, say, short-term U.S. Treasuries.
The second way to make money is with
a “spread bet.” An investor buys a bond
with some expectation about the future
spread between the yield on that bond
and a benchmark yield. Spreads narrow or
widen when a bond’s credit risk changes

I

DAVID KIDD

A new approach to the
muni market is taking
ﬂight in Detroit.

much less bet with or against those
spreads.
Yet much of this has changed since
the recent ﬁnancial crisis. Greater volatility and a prolonged period of record
low interest rates have wreaked havoc on
duration bets. Many muni investors have
gone back to the drawing board. In pursuit
of a new strategy, they are rethinking the
feasibility of spread bets.
To that end, an army of municipal analysts are working to organize the many
shades of muni market gray. They’re
applying sophisticated data mining techniques to uncover hidden patterns in muni
yields. They’re combing through state
and local governments’ annual ﬁnancial
reports. They’re developing statistical
models to predict how prolonged longterm interest rates will continue to shape
the municipal market.
That’s why Detroit is important. It
gives us a ﬁrst glimpse into how sophisticated investors are applying their new
insights. Mom-and-pop investors, worried about losing their nest eggs, have
exited the market in force. At the same
time, a separate and more sophisticated
group of investors ﬁgured out how to keep
the good Detroit debt—namely the bonds
backed with dedicated and protected revenues—and ditch the bad. They built portfolios around a far more nuanced understanding of how to manage the unique
risks inherent in such a delicate situation.
While everyone else is running scared,
they’re properly hedged for the long term.
To thrive in this changing marketplace,
state and local governments need to tell
their own unique stories in the language of
spreads. They need to articulate to investors who to use as their benchmark, why
they’re better than that benchmark, and
how they’re hedging their own risks. G
Email jmarlowe@washington.edu
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RBC Capital Markets has a long-standing history of working with municipal issuers across the
country and a successful track record of helping clients achieve their goals. We offer highly-rated
balance sheet solutions coupled with superior execution and a global distribution network. This
dedication to our clients is a key reason we are ranked #5 Senior Managing Underwriter nationally.
Take Conﬁdence in our Approach

Corporate & Investment Banking | Sales & Trading | rbccm.com/municipalﬁnance
Source of Rankings: Thomson Financial. Rankings from 1/1/2012 – 12/31/2012. True economics to Bookrunner. This advertisement is for informational purposes only. RBC Capital Markets is a registered
trademark of Royal Bank of Canada. RBC Capital Markets is the global brand name for the capital markets business of Royal Bank of Canada and its afﬁ liates, including RBC Capital Markets, LLC (member FINRA,
NYSE and SIPC); RBC Dominion Securities Inc. (member IIROC and CIPF) and RBC Europe Limited (authorized and regulated by FSA). ® Registered trademark of Royal Bank of Canada. Used under license. ©
Copyright 2013. All rights reserved.
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Last Look

DAVID KIDD

Once home to the Detroit Tigers, the corner of Michigan Avenue
and Trumbull Street has now gone to the dogs. The old block that
housed the iconic Tiger Stadium, where six World Series were
played, has been vacant since the building was demolished in
2009. But once a month, the area teems with activity when scores
of pooches and their owners descend on the space for a regular
“pop-up dog party.” After all, it’s the perfect spot for a herd of
canines: It’s big, it’s grassy and, most important, it’s fully fenced
in. For now, the stadium site is a temporary stand-in. Detroit dog
lovers are raising money for a permanent dog park nearby. As for
the old baseball ﬁeld, plans for the city-owned land remain up in
the air. —Ryan Holeywell

governing.com/lastlook
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IT’S NOT OFTEN
A

NEW
FINANCIAL
Municipal Assurance Corp. New York, NY | MAC is not licensed in all jurisdictions, including California. See MACmunibonds.com/licenses for additional detail.

COMPANY
CAN BE

PROVEN

&

TRUSTED

INT R O DUCIN G MUN ICIPAL ASSURAN CE C ORP.
F R OM ASSURED GUARANTY.
Municipal Assurance Corp. is new, but we’re nothing like a start-up. From day
one, we’re backed by $1.5 billion in claims-paying resources. And as part of the
Assured Guaranty group of companies, we are built on a rock-solid foundation.

Unlike a newcomer, we have disciplined underwriting and surveillance capabilities
already in place. We have the experience and the economy of scale you’d expect
from a proven leader that’s helped over 11,000 municipal credits reduce financing
costs. And our investments and insured portfolio generate positive earnings, from
day one and for years to come.

We may be the new choice in muni-only bond insurance, but as a group, we have
over a quarter century of experience providing safe, predictable investments.

Visit us online at MACmunibonds.com

ASSURED GUARANTY
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