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F R O M

1

$1.5 BILLION

DAY

It’s not often you can describe a new fi nancial company as being “proven” and 

“trusted.” But right from the start, Municipal Assurance Corp. is backed by $1.5

billion in claims-paying resources. And as part of the Assured Guaranty group 

of companies, we don’t have the start-up risks you get from a start-up.

 

How else are we diff erent? We have the proven 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.

So if you’re looking for something new in muni-only bond insurance, look no

further than Municipal Assurance Corp.

Visit us online at MACmunibonds.com

INTRODUCING MUNICIPAL ASSURANCE CORP. 
FROM ASSURED GUARANTY.

Municipal Assurance Corp. New York, New York. MAC is not licensed in all jurisdictions, including California. See MACmunibonds.com/licenses for additional detail.
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PUBLISHER’S DESK 

Why Counties Matter

I
f you ask the average American citizen what part of our gov-
ernment owns and maintains 44 percent of the roadways and 
spends $68.3 billion on health-care services, I don’t think you 
will get the correct answer. If you ask a government employee 

which government entity spends a combined $472 billion on law 
enforcement, education, construction and human services, a few 
might know, but many won’t. The answer, if you haven’t guessed, 
is America’s counties. They employ 3.3 million people and have 
19,300 elected offi  cials, but knowledge of what they do is woe-
fully inadequate.  

In July, the National Association of Counties (NACo) hosted 
its annual conference in Fort Worth. The event borrowed NACo’s 
current—and relevant—campaign, “Why Counties Matter.” Matt 
Chase is closing in on his fi rst year as executive director of the 

organization, and I think his new 
perspective has helped motivate 
members to take up the charge in 
making the counties’ reach, role 
and importance better known. 

I was honored to take part in the 
event and appreciated the oppor-
tunity to host a discussion with a 
few prominent county executives 
who are achieving results, despite 
challenging circumstances. Few 
leaders serve as better examples 
than the Oakland County, Mich., 
Executive L. Brooks Patterson. 
Oakland County shares a border 

with Detroit, and Patterson has served the county for 21 years. He 
fi rst entered government service as a public defender there, and 
during those 16 years, he never lost a case. Later, as county execu-
tive, he exhibited resiliency and good judgment in anticipating 
the economic decline and holding the county to a strict three-year 
rolling budget, which resulted in a $250 million surplus during 
a time when neighboring cities and counties were experiencing 
the opposite. Patterson believes in identifying and recruiting tal-
ented people and then stepping aside to let them do their job. He, 
along with fellow county executives in Ulster County, N.Y.; Athens 
County, Ohio; and Cook County, Ill., to name a few, are the best 
refl ections of what counties do and why they matter.

During the event, former NACo president and Douglas County, 
Neb., Commissioner Chris Rodgers told me he was most proud to 
be president during a crucial time in the organization’s growth, as 
it was seeking to become one of the premier trade organizations 
in the country. We at Governing couldn’t be more supportive. We 
will continue to do all we can to share the stories of good county 
leadership.  If you have ideas of your own, please send them to me 
at ewaters@governing.com.
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Big data.
It’s not just how much you have.

It’s how fast you can act on it.

Make the AT&T network the key to your big data insights.
Big data is more than just a matter of volume. It’s about 
rapidly moving information to the right places, to get
real-time results. We understand because we move and 
utilize vast amounts of our own data every single day.
We offer the same leading data transport, secure storage 
solutions and experience in managing variable data to state 
government and agencies. Get the information you need 
when and where you need it—to gain actionable insights.
Let AT&T be part of your big data solution.

Visit www.att.com/storebigdata to learn more.

© 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 affi liated companies.
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LETTERS

Libraries Are Thriving
Thanks for the long and kind article 
[“The Once and Future Library,” July 
2013]. Two comments. First, I doubt 
there’s anything that I’ve said that others 
haven’t. Second, note that libraries don’t 
check out books to people without library 
cards. The publisher desire for “friction” 
is an answer to the problem “people 
are reading too much; we need to make 
it harder.” 

—Jamie LaRue, Director,
Douglas County, Colo., Libraries

Libraries are dynamic community learn-
ing centers. I just walked through our 
public library in Elkton, Md. I saw about 
100 busy and diverse citizens—about a 
third of them parents with enthusias-
tic children—engaged in a huge array of 
learning and fun activities, sometimes 
involving reading books, sometimes 
reading books on computers or personal 
devices, sometimes working in groups 
and sometimes working with librarians. 
Nothing desperate about this place. Last 
year, the Pew Research Center found that 
teens are the fastest growing population 
segment of library users.

—Denise Davis, Director,
Cecil County, Md., Public Library

People also need to realize that the pub-
lic library is so much more, and has much 
greater importance to individuals, com-
munities and society as a whole than just 
as a “warehouse” for books. Understand 
too that not everyone can aff ord e-readers, 

and there are still many of us who simply 
do not like them—personally, I hate them!

—Cynthia Jones, Library Reference 
Assistant at Bowling Green 

State University

Is a ‘Paradox’ Good?
If the population is ‘inverting’ toward city 
centers, then why did Chicago lose nearly 
10 percent of its population in the last 
Census and has only recovered 58 percent 
of all the jobs it lost during the recession 
[“The Chicago Paradox” in Assessments, 
June 2013]? Why does the exurb county 
of Kendall remain the fastest growing area 
in the Chicago metropolitan area? Is this 
transition good, since the city continues 
to bleed longtime middle-class families 
and only gains higher-income singles (a 
more transient population)? There is a 
complete and utter loss of culture in Chi-

cago—formerly ethnic communities and 
middle-class areas have been decimated 
by the push of gentrifi cation. Places like 
Wicker Park are indistinguishable from 
Williamsburg in New York. Greek Town, 
Little Italy and other faux ethnic enclaves 
are as ethnic as Pizza Hut. Cities are now 
just depressingly white and indistinguish-
able from one another, sprinkled with 
pockets of poverty.

—J.D. on Governing.com
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I think sitting here 

and ignoring it is not a 

good move. We have to 

show from our actions 

and our words that that’s 

not the case.”

—Raleigh, N.C., Councilwoman Mary-Ann 

Baldwin commenting to the News & Observer 

on Governing’s Better Government column, 

“Overdoing Hands-On Government,” (July 2013). 

Baldwin put the discussion of the column on 

the city council’s agenda after columnist Mark 

Funkhouser wrote that it was meddling in day-to-

day operations. Noting that Governing “serves as 

the bible for city managers,” she worried it could 

impact the city’s search for a new city manager.

 “

Governing received fi rst place honors for 

our Generations feature series on aging in 

America, at the annual Azbee Awards of Excel-

lence. The magazine also received bronze for 

Government Coverage and silver for a profi le 

on Boston Mayor Tom Menino in the January 

2012 issue. Given by the American Society 

of Business Publication Editors, the Azbee 

Awards honor editorial, design and 

digital excellence.
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Better data.  
Better decisions.

Better results.

Get a more complete picture of your
Medicaid enterprise.
Optum® Government Solutions can help transform your state’s data into useful information 
and enable better decision-making for the long-term sustainability of your health programs. 
Find out how states are putting analytics and insights to work to improve care 
and contain costs today. Download our new white paper “Embracing a New Data 
Culture” and state case studies by visiting www.optum.com/results or scanning 
the QR code below.

Call: 1.800.765.6092
Email: innovate@optum.com
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“ 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

Subscribe to Ideas
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Government Discrimination: 
Equal Protection Law 
and Litigation
by James A. Kushner

Consult this work for 

detailed analysis of 

discrimination arising 

from disputes with 

local, state, and 

federal government 

authorities. This 

guide:

•  Examines equal 

protection standards 

in general, as well as specific cases

•  Discusses major cases, emerging trends, 

and recent developments

•  Emphasizes the evidentiary obligations 

of the prima facie violation and defense, 

together with analysis of remedies

 Three softbound volumes, replaced annually.  

Print: #13514427  $867

Disabilities and the Law, 4th
by Laura F. Rothstein and Julia Irzyk

One softbound volume, replaced twice annually.  

Print: #14947029  $87

NEW EDITION!

HDR Handbook of Housing and 
Development Law
by Barry G. Jacobs

One softbound volume, replaced annually.  

Print: #14816226 

e eBook: #41357032  

Print or eBook:  $589

Civil Actions Against State and Local 
Government: Its Divisions, Agencies, 
and Officers, 2d
Trial Practice Series

by the publisher’s editorial staff

Two looseleaf volumes, updated twice annually.  

Print: #13972623

e eBook: #41357024  

Print or eBook:  $408

Subdivision Law and Growth 
Management
by James A. Kushner

Two softbound volumes, replaced twice annually.  

Print: #13517098  $502

Representing Municipalities in 
Litigation
Inside the Minds™

by multiple authors 

One softbound volume, issued annually.  

Print: #41419466  $85

National Public Employment Reporter
by Virginia Kretschman

Newsletter, 12 issues annually.  

Print: #30572914  $481.56/yr.

Matthews Municipal Ordinances
by the publisher’s editorial staff

12 hardbound volumes, updated annually; one 

softbound index volume, one forms CD-ROM, 

replaced annually.  

Print and CD: #13515818  Call for price.

Police Misconduct: Law 
and Litigation, 3d
by Michael Avery, David Rudovsky, and Karen Blum

This title examines 

each step in the police 

misconduct proceedings 

process, from initial 

case evaluation to the 

court’s charge to the 

jury. Coverage includes:

•  Actionable conduct 

under federal civil 

rights acts

•  Jurisdiction and 

liability of particular defendants

•  Case investigation and evaluation

• Drafting complaints 

•  Jury selection and instructions

•  And more

One softbound volume, replaced annually.  

Print: #13516318  

eBook: #41387001  

Print or eBook:  $581

State and Local Government 
Employment Liability
Liability Prevention Series

by John Sanchez and Robert D. Klausner

Two looseleaf volumes, updated annually.  

Print: #13971848  $376

State and Local Government 
Retirement Law: A Guide for Lawyers, 
Trustees, and Plan Administrators
by Robert D. Klausner 

One softbound volume, replaced annually.  

Print: #40460466  $273

State and Local Government 
Land Use Liability
Liability Prevention Series

by Michael A. Zizka, Timothy S. Hollister, 

Marcella Larsen, and Patricia E. Curtin

One looseleaf volume, updated annually.  

Print: #15241257  $226

State and Local 
Government Civil 
Rights Liability
Liability Prevention Series

by Ivan E. Bodensteiner and 

Rosalie Berger Levinson

This updated set surveys 

the latest relevant cases and 

statutory changes relating to public sector 

labor and employment relations. 

The authors include: 

•  Advice on jurisdiction, immunities, 

procedure, enforcement, and more

•  Summaries of prohibited conduct

•  A wide range of cases treating 

discrimination by race, religion, 

sex, national origin, age, or disabil-

ity in the context of employment, 

housing, education, and public 

accommodation

Five looseleaf volumes, updated twice annually.  

Print: #13975495

eBook: #41335569  

Print or eBook:  $1,049

Tracking #690931

© 2013 Thomson Reuters  L-384621/8-13 

Prices subject to change without notice. Sales to federal government 

customers may be subject to specifi c contract pricing.  

For personal assistance, call 1-800-228-0828 
or visit legalsolutions.thomsonreuters.com 

McQuillin Municipal 
Corporations, 3d
by the publisher’s editorial staff

This important set covers 

all aspects of municipal law. 

It provides:

•  The historical development 

and background for each 

topic along with current law 

and citations 

•  Majority and minority positions with 

federal and local case annotation, 

arranged by jurisdiction 

•  Official and parallel citations and detailed 

footnotes – helpful for complex litigation

•  References to West Key Numbers, law 

review articles, ALR® annotations, and 

Am Jur®

30 hardbound volumes, one softbound index 

volume, updated by supplement annually and by 

replacement volumes as necessary.  

Print: #13515834  Call for price.

State and Local Government 
Debt Financing, 2d
by multiple authors 

Two looseleaf volumes, updated annually.  

Print: #13517077 

e eBook: #41404023  

Print or eBook:  $984

State and Local Government 
Solid Waste Management, 2d
Liability Prevention Series

by James T. O’Reilly

One looseleaf volume, updated annually.  

Print: #13517136  $243

State and Local Government 
Environmental Liability
Liability Prevention Series

by Joel A. Mintz

One looseleaf volume, updated annually.  

Print: #13973093  $181

BECAUSE YOU PULL 
FOR EVERYONE.
 INSIDE:  Essential legal resources from Thomson Reuters Westlaw™ 

help you keep your community moving forward.



NEW EDITION!

Prosecutorial 
Misconduct, 2d 
by Bennett L. Gershman

In this work, you’ll find 

the tools you need for 

bringing or defending a 

charge of prosecutorial 

misconduct.

With citations to thousands of cases, this title 

examines investigative misconduct; prosecu-

torial grand jury misconduct; charging abuse 

in selective, vindictive, and demagogic prose-

cution; evidence suppression; plea-bargain-

ing misconduct; delay; forensic misconduct; 

prosecutorial-provoked mistrials and double 

jeopardy; and more. 

One softbound volume, replaced annually.  

Print: #13516369

eBook: #41357013  

Print or eBook:  $441

NEW EDITION!

Checklists for Searches 
and Seizures in Public 
Schools
by Melvin M. Sakurai and Jon M. Van Dyke

Here’s the essential information on the 

limitations placed on investigative activities 

in schools. Showing how officials can 

conduct searches without violating 

students‘ rights, this volume includes: 

•  Complete, in-depth 

discussion of pertinent 

laws and cases

•  Timely, practice-proven 

guidance in civil rights cases

•  Forms that can be used to 

maintain an inventory of 

items seized from students

•  Fully updated state and 

federal caselaw

One softbound volume, replaced annually.  

Print: #13517292  $678

NEW TITLE!

Excellence in 
Cross-Examination
by F. Lee Bailey and Kenneth J. Fishman

This title provides in-depth guidance and 

tactics for developing and enhancing your 

cross-examination skills.

A substantial section of the text is devoted to 

pretrial investigation and preparation, including 

Web and other computer-based search 

methods that put critical facts and data right at 

your fingertips. The authors 

also delve into the cross-

examination of experts, 

including experienced 

witnesses who spend a 

substantial part of their 

time on the witness stand.

One hardbound volume, 

updated annually.  

Print: #41224836  $150

NEW EDITION!

The Law of 
Electronic 
Surveillance
by James G. Carr and Patricia L. Bellia

This resource provides objective 

analysis of issues related to 

the government’s gathering of 

evidence through electronic 

devices. 

Providing more than 2,500 case 

citations, it covers major developments 

and important cases. Key topics include:

•  Challenging court-ordered wiretaps 

•  Electronic search warrants

•  Foreign intelligence surveillance 

•  Suppression of evidence obtained 

•  Voice exemplars and other 

identification evidence 

•  Electronic surveillance of a 

defendant’s attorney

•  Legal uses that may be made of 

evidence obtained from electronic 

surveillance

•  Confronting and challenging 

electronic surveillance

Two softbound volumes, replaced twice annually.  

Print: #13515237  

eBook: #41350494  

Print or eBook:  $662

School Law Bulletin
Quinlan™

Learn how other districts are coping with 

today’s toughest educational dilemmas. 

For this bulletin, legal experts monitor court 

decisions around the country, summarize the 

cases, and then demonstrate how the laws 
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Are Casinos Still a Safe Bet?
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THE HOUSE ALWAYS WINS. Except 

when it doesn’t. That’s a lesson learned 

recently in Delaware, where the state’s 

three racetrack casinos have seen 

major revenue declines in recent years, 

falling from $230 million in 2011 to 

$217 million last year, a 5.5 percent 

drop. (Only neighboring New Jersey 

saw a bigger fall-off, losing 8.2 percent 

of gaming revenues in 2012.)

In the wake of the declines, Delaware 

racino owners pushed for lower taxes, 

but they got something else: a bailout. 

In June, Gov. Jack Markell took the 

unusual step of giving a one-time $8 mil-

lion payout to be split among the state’s 

three racinos.

The problem? Oversaturation. When 

Delaware’s fi rst casino opened in 1995, it 

was essentially the only gaming in town. 

Gamblers drove from Pennsylvania, 

Maryland and Virginia to try their luck in 

Delaware. But the fi rst of Pennsylvania’s 

11 casinos opened in 2007; the fi rst of 

three Maryland facilities opened in 2010. 

Delaware was surrounded.

It’s become a familiar trajectory 

in the mid-Atlantic and elsewhere, 

as legalized gambling has expanded 

in the past couple of decades. New 

casinos open big, but revenues level 

off or decline when other options open 

nearby. In the early 1990s, six states 

allowed commercial casinos. Today, 

18 states do, and a total of 30 offer 

some kind of commercial gaming, 

including on tribal lands.

Too often, says Jim Butkiewicz, an 

economics professor at the University 

of Delaware, states are overly optimistic 

about the impact of casinos. “The gov-

ernment, in a sense, has been gambling 

on gambling,” he says. Rather than a 

bailout, Butkiewicz says it may make 

sense for Delaware to allow one of its 

racinos to close, in order to help de-

saturate its own gaming industry.  

“Not everybody is going to survive 

this market.”

But despite oversaturation in some 

locales, casinos on the whole still 

represent a rather good bet for states, 

says Douglas Walker, an economics 

professor at the College of Charleston 

and an expert on the economic effects 

of gambling. Even with current down-

turns in Delaware and New Jersey, 

Walker says, the long-term impact of 

gaming is positive for state revenue 

growth and positive for wages and 

employment at the local level.

Walker’s point is that even if a region 

has a glut of casinos, states are still 

collecting tax revenue from them. “If 

the state’s only goal is to increase tax 

revenues,” he says, “then adding more 

casinos will still probably do that.”

After all, even with Delaware’s 

recent dip in returns, gaming is still the 

state’s fourth-largest source of revenue. 

That’s likely one reason Gov. Markell 

opted for a bailout rather than a perma-

nent tax-rate reduction. 

“Governments love gambling 

because people are paying taxes 

voluntarily,” Butkiewicz says. “So 

they’re winners.”

—Nichole Russell

Revenues are 

down at Delaware’s 

casinos, including 

Dover Downs.
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MORE OFTEN THAN NOT, local offi -

cials are accused of bending over back-

ward to accommodate a retailer that’s 

considering locating to their community. 

That’s why what the Washington, D.C., 

City Council did earlier this summer 

came as a surprise to many: The coun-

cil passed a law it knew might thwart 

development plans from a major retailer.

It wasn’t just any retailer. It was 

Walmart. And it wasn’t just any law. It 

was a “living wage” requirement that 

would force the store to pay employees 

$12.50 an hour—$4.25 more than the 

city’s minimum wage.

The legislation had been on 

the back burner for several years 

as Walmart pursued plans for six 

stores inside the city limits. But when 

discussion of the legislation heated 

up this summer, Walmart issued an 

ultimatum: If the law takes effect, 

the retailer said it would scrap plans 

for three stores and reconsider three 

others already under construction. The 

council passed the measure anyway. 

Council member David Grosso says 

city leaders felt they didn’t have 

to accept low-paying jobs. “Let’s 

be a little bit picky,” he says. As of 

mid-August, Mayor Vincent Gray had 

not decided whether to veto the bill.

Across the country, more than 140 

municipalities have living wage laws 

that require some employers to pay 

workers at rates above the minimum 

wage. But most of those laws apply 

to businesses receiving government 

contracts or some other kind of special 

treatment from a locality, says Harry 

Holzer, a professor at Georgetown 

University. In fact, Holzer says, he 

doesn’t know of any city that’s singled 

out a specifi c employer the way D.C. 

has. “This is a different kind of living 

wage.” (In 2006, Chicago lawmakers 

passed similar legislation, but then-

Mayor Richard Daley vetoed it.)

Many anti-Walmart advocates are 

portraying the D.C. Council’s action as 

a major victory and are hoping other 

cities will follow the district’s lead as 

Walmart and other retailers—having 

saturated the suburbs—pursue a 

strategy of urban growth. But council 

member Muriel Bowser, who voted 

against the legislation, says it threatens 

development, especially in poorer 

parts of the city. “I think there is this 

confused notion that, because we’re 

a growing city and we have economic 

development happening, that all parts 

of Washington are really sought after 

areas to develop,” she says. “We just 

know that’s not the case.”

The law is targeted at stores 

with 75,000 square feet and parent 

companies earning $1 billion or more 

in gross sales, which critics contend 

arbitrarily singles out big box stores for 

special treatment. Opponents are also 

frustrated with the timing of the bill, 

which was passed well into Walmart’s 

construction process. “It certainly 

sends a message to the development 

community,” says Joe Rinzel, vice 

president for state government 

affairs at the Retail Industry Leaders 

Association, “[that] the rules can 

change at any minute.” 

But Grosso says Walmart and other 

big box stores shouldn’t be treated 

exactly like every other business. Their 

sheer size make them a whole different 

category of employer, and their low 

wages can depress pay rates across 

the city. With $444 billion in gross sales 

last year, Grosso says, Walmart can 

afford to pay workers $12.50 an hour.

Grosso also doesn’t buy the 

argument that creating low-paying jobs 

is better than losing out on new jobs 

altogether, since low-paying retail jobs 

ultimately put a burden on taxpayers, 

who have to cover the cost of providing 

Medicaid and other public assistance 

to some workers. “We defi nitely 

considered whether they’d pull out,” 

Grosso says. “Some of my colleagues 

would say they’re bluffi ng. I don’t really 

care if they pull out.”

—Ryan HoleywellF
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Up Against a Walmart

A city living wage 

bill in Washington, 

D.C., drew the ire 

of large retailers.
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EARLIER THIS SUMMER, the 
American Medical Association (AMA) 
declared obesity a disease. The idea 
was to focus more attention on the 
issue. More than a third of Americans 
are currently considered obese, and by 
2018, one study projects that number 
to grow to an alarming 43 percent. 
But in making the announcement, 
the AMA inadvertently highlighted 
a larger problem—the limitations of 
the measure used to defi ne obesity.

For decades, body mass index, 
or BMI, has been used to evaluate a 
population’s body-fat rate. In determining 
whether an adult is overweight or obese, 
doctors calculate BMI based on height 
and weight. But many have long argued 
that this simple computation misclassifi es 
some individuals, particularly muscular 
or athletic types. The problem is that 
some people with a BMI that categorizes 
them as obese are perfectly healthy, 
while others with a low BMI can 
have dangerous levels of body fat. 

Indeed, there was signifi cant 
internal disagreement over the decision 
to reclassify obesity as a disease. The 
vote by the AMA’s House of Delegates 
went against the recommendations of 
the association’s Council on Science 
and Public Health, which had rejected 
the defi nition change because it found 
BMI to be too fl awed as a measure. 

When Obesity Isn’t Obesity
“Without a single, clear, authoritative, 
and widely-accepted defi nition of 
disease, it is diffi  cult to determine 
conclusively whether or not obesity 
is a medical disease state,” the council 
said in a report. “Similarly, a sensitive 
and clinically practical diagnostic 
indicator of obesity remains elusive.” 

In the public policy arena, BMI 
is widely viewed as the best body-fat 
measure currently available. Alternatives 
exist, but they’re all subject to inherent 
weaknesses. Dr. David Freedman, an 
epidemiologist with the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, says 
recent research has explored skinfold 
thicknesses, waist circumference and 
exams that measure X-ray absorption 
rates. But these other methods are 
far costlier, and in general, BMI is 
more practical for large-scale surveys. 
“Everyone involved in obesity research 
realizes that BMI is very crude,” 
Freedman says, “but it’s proved to be 
diffi  cult to replace BMI with some 
equivalently simple measure that can 
be standardized across observers.”

Rather than focus solely on obesity, 
several organizations and public health 
offi  cials are instead directing their eff orts 
to encouraging individuals to get active 
and eat better. In particular, New Orleans’ 
health department is looking at the city’s 
fi tness and nutrition. For its primary 

outcome measure, the department 
utilizes the American College of Sports 
Medicine’s American Fitness Index, a 
broad assessment of numerous health 
and fi tness variables across communities.

Health Commissioner Karen DeSalvo 
says the fi tness index is more refl ective 
of what’s happening on the ground 
in New Orleans than its obesity rate, 
which is among the nation’s highest. 
“It’s not quite as clear,” she says, “that 
losing weight does all the things that 
being physically active does.” What’s 
more, DeSalvo says that de-emphasizing 
obesity helps minimize the stigma 
that’s associated with the term. 

While the AMA’s decision carries no 
legal authority, it could prompt doctors 
and insurance companies to treat the 
condition diff erently. “If the result of the 
AMA’s decision is that insurance begins to 
cover obesity counseling and treatment, 
that is positive,” says Paul Jarris, 
executive director of the Association of 
State and Territorial Health Offi  cials. 

“However,” he adds, “treating 
obesity with counseling, drugs and 
surgery alone will do little to aff ect 
the underlying causes of our obesity 
epidemic. Without sound policy and 
public health solutions to improve our 
obesogenic environment and culture, 
we will not bend the curve on obesity.”

—Mike Maciag

“If you’re proud enough 
to write it, you should 

be proud enough to put 
your name on it.”

—Oregon state Sen. Alan Olsen, who is pushing a bill in the legislature 

that would require lawmakers to put their names on proposed bills 

and amendments. Source: The Oregonian; Image: Shutterstock.com
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28
Number of states in which the big-
gest public paycheck goes to the 
person who oversees higher edu-
cation or the education system as 
a whole. The highest such salary? 
The University of North Carolina 
president, who earns $525,000.

$64b
Amount that states and localities 
have spent since the late 1970s 
on large incentive packages to 

private companies in an effort to 
attract or keep jobs.

14
Number of states that have fully 
recovered the number of jobs 
they had before the recession. 
Of those, only oil-rich Alaska, 

North Dakota and Texas recorded 
notable job growth exceeding a 

couple of percentage points.

Number of deaths (from crime as 
well as accidental injuries) per 

100,000 residents in the nation’s 
most rural counties, according to a 
recent study from the University of 
Pennsylvania. Urban areas proved 

much safer overall, with a rate of 50 
untimely deaths per 100,000 people.

74

ON A HOT JULY EVENING, as a water 
valve in Prince George’s County, Md., 
threatened to break and leave 100,000 
residents without water, two front-line 
utility workers lowered themselves 20 
feet below ground, determined to stop 
it. They did, averting a major, costly 
catastrophe and likely saving lives.

After other crews had spent three 
days trying to loosen the valve’s gears, 
corroded after decades of rust, Brad 
Destelhorst and Tom Ecker spent 12 
hours chiseling away the grime and using 
old parts to fashion new gears. They 
fi nally succeeded, turning the gears 400 
times and closing the valve. Without 
the fi x, thousands of county residents 

In the Trenches, a Crisis Averted
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would have faced days without any run-
ning water. Utility offi cials had already 
warned customers to stock up on water 
in preparation for a long-term outage. In 
the middle of a swampy Maryland sum-
mer, in a county with plenty of elderly and 
low-income residents, the public health 
risks were great.

But Destelhorst and Ecker came 
through. The utility was able to keep 
water fl owing while shutting the valve 
down for repairs. “No one thought 
these guys were going to pull this 
off,” a utility spokesperson told The 
Washington Post. “It was literally 
extraordinary.”

—Dylan Scott

THE BREAKDOWN

a 
f 

0 
e.

the fi x, thousands of county residents —Dylan Scott

“Look, everybody 
wants to send people 
to prison. Nobody 
wants to pay for it.”

—California Gov. Jerry Brown on why the state has not spent more money

 building new prisons to reduce overcrowding. Source: Sacramento Bee
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S
hortly before it adjourned this 
spring, the West Virginia Legis-
lature approved a bill to expand 
the home rule power of many of 

the state’s cities. Among other things, cities 
were given more freedom to impose a sales 
tax, clear blighted properties and stream-
line the granting of development permits.

Sounds like a good deal for the cities. 
And it would have been, had the lawmak-
ers not slipped a couple of extra provisions 
into the legislation shortly before passing 
it. One stipulated that in order to qualify 
for the new home rule status, cities had 
to repeal most laws on their books limit-
ing the sale or use of handguns. Another 
required them to stay out of the business 
of same-sex marriage. Pass a gay marriage 
law, the state told the cities, and you can 
forget about that new sales tax. 

Now, states are notorious for passing 
preemptive laws that bar cities from act-
ing as autonomous political entities. But 
as far as I know, only West Virginia has 
been brazen enough to put preemption 
right in the middle of legislation suppos-
edly advancing the cause of devolution.  

Even state offi  cials who ended up 
supporting the whole package sounded 
embarrassed about it. West Virginia Gov. 
Earl Ray Tomblin, who signed the bill, 
allowed that it seemed to him “a little bit 
of a contradiction.” Tomblin added that 
“when you think of home rule …, it’s giv-
ing them more fl exibility, and this does 
tie their hands somewhat.” More than 
somewhat, as a matter of fact. Charles-
ton, which has had a gun background 
check law since the early 1990s, was told 
to get rid of it or drop out of the home 
rule project altogether. 

This wasn’t a matter of partisanship. 
Tomblin and the legislative leaders are 
Democrats, but both parties supported 
the clumsy intrusion of the state into what 
are fundamentally local aff airs. 

It would be one thing if West Virginia 
were an aberration in the politics of 2013. 
But it’s more like the extreme example of 
local preemption that’s seized state leg-
islatures nationwide this year. States are 
stumbling their way from their own bitter 
complaints about federal meddling—and 
even outright defi ance of federal author-
ity—to imposing dictatorial mandates on 
the local governments with whom they’re 
supposed to work cooperatively.

Georgia’s a good example. In the legisla-
tive session that concluded this spring, the 
Republican legislature redrew the election 
lines of the state’s largest local jurisdiction, 
Fulton County, to create more Republican 
voting power in the county’s Republican-
held north and fewer seats in the mostly 
black southern portion. Two black Demo-
cratic commissioners in the county’s south 
were forced into the same district, which 
will eliminate one seat. The legislature 
seized control of the largely Democratic 
county election commission and gave 
Republican Gov. Nathan Deal the power 
to appoint the county’s top election offi  cial.

Meanwhile, in neighboring and mostly 
black DeKalb County, Deal suspended six 
members of the local school board and 
replaced them with his own appointees. 
Several of the members displaced are 
seeking reinstatement, and the law under 
which Deal acted is being challenged in 
court as unconstitutional. For next year, 
GOP legislators are readying plans to 
privatize many of the functions of the 
Atlanta-run MARTA public transit agency. 
Why are they doing these things? The 
standard explanation is that the agencies 
were being mismanaged and obstructing 
political and administrative reform. 

“We’re not trying to run the day-to-day 
operations,” one proponent of the changes 
insisted to a reporter. “If it became a per-
manent meddling, I think that you would 
see some discontent.” But a Democratic 
legislator from Atlanta reacted to the 
DeKalb intervention by telling an Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution reporter that “this is 
setting a precedent of the state doing major 
power grabs on city councils and school 
boards as well as county commissions.”

By Alan Ehrenhalt

Politics+Policy | ASSESSMENTS

Devolution and Arrogance
States can’t resist the temptation to boss their localities around.
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West Virginia 

Gov. Earl Ray 

Tomblin signed 

a home rule bill 

this spring.
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N
orth Carolina is another inter-
esting case. As the state’s fi nan-
cial, commercial and cultural 
center, Charlotte has always 

played an outsized role in state politics. It 
has alternated between Democratic and 
Republican rule at city hall. But in the 
past few years, Charlotte has been trend-
ing increasingly Democratic. The city and 
surrounding Mecklenburg County were 
among the few jurisdictions in North 
Carolina to support President Obama for 
re-election in 2012. Charlotte’s former 
Democratic mayor, Anthony Foxx, is now 
the federal transportation secretary.

Still, confl ict between Charlotte and 
the Republicans who dominate state 
politics seemed unlikely since the state’s 
new governor, elected in 2012, was Pat 
McCrory, himself a former Republican 
mayor of Charlotte. McCrory came into 
offi  ce this year with an ambitious agenda 
focused on economic development and 
education. And the legislators devoted 
attention to those issues. But what they 
spent much of their session arguing about 
was how to take power away from Char-
lotte, the state’s largest city, and give it to 
state and regional boards responsive to the 
state’s GOP leadership. Among the bills 
considered this year in Raleigh were ones 
to deny Charlotte taxing authority to sup-
port a new sports stadium; to regionalize 
control of a local social services agency; to 
limit the city’s annexation and environ-
mental enforcement powers; and to deny 
previously committed funds for expansion 
of the city’s light rail transit line.

These moves generated an incredu-
lous reaction even from some of the 
state’s most experienced and nonpartisan 
observers.  “For years we heard conserva-
tives say that the government closest to 
the people governs best,” the veteran col-
umnist Rob Christensen wrote recently. 
“But they were talking about Washington. 
When it comes to Raleigh, they haven’t 
hesitated to use state power to advance 
their own agenda—even if it means disre-
garding local sentiment.”   

And disregard local sentiment is just 
what they’ve done. The most egregious 
example in North Carolina this year 

was a legislative eff ort to take control of 
the Charlotte airport out of city hands 
and put it in the control of yet another 
regional commission. There were no sig-
nifi cant allegations that the airport was 
being mismanaged, nor were there a large 
number of citizen complaints about ser-
vice quality. The best that supporters of 
this blatant power grab could muster was 
the argument that a regional governing 
body can better prepare local aviation for 
21st-century demands. No solid evidence 
for this proposition has been produced.

The airport coup was too much even 
for McCrory. He brokered a compromise 
under which the airport’s future would 
be determined by a blue-ribbon panel 
dominated by members of the legislature. 
Not surprisingly, city offi  cials turned this 
down. Until it was demonstrated that 
they had done something wrong, they 
argued, compromise was inappropriate. 
But shortly before the legislative session 
ended in late July, both the House and the 
Senate approved a bill to strip the city of 
airport control.

I sometimes advertise myself as a believer 
in devolution, but that’s not precisely 
correct. What I believe in is decision-
making at the least exalted level pos-

sible. Except in extreme cases of consti-
tutional defi ance, Congress should defer 
to the judgment of the states. And states 
should defer to the judgment of cities and 
counties on matters that relate strictly to 
local aff airs. I realize that what constitutes 
a state or local issue in this country is a 
subject of unending debate. But I fi nd it 
distasteful for higher levels of government 
to throw their weight around, especially 
when they are making judgments based 
more on ideology than on the expressed 
wishes of the people aff ected.

It could be that I believe these things 
so strongly because I’ve never been 
elected to any offi  ce above the neighbor-
hood level. If I had, I might have been 
unable to resist sticking my nose into the 
prerogatives of the unfortunate govern-
ment underneath me.

Just about every public offi  cial I know of 
has been unable to resist it. I used to admire 

the late Chief Justice William Rehnquist 
as an advocate of both devolution and the 
rights of lower-level government institu-
tions. Then Rehnquist joined in the deci-
sion overriding the judgment of Florida’s 
elected Supreme Court and deciding the 
2000 presidential election dispute. 

Of all the signifi cant concepts of demo-
cratic government, devolution may be the 
one with the greatest gap between theory 
and practice. It’s a concept that goes back 
far beyond the founding of the American 
republic, to the medieval Roman Catholic 
Church, which held that doctrinal dis-
putes should whenever possible be settled 
at the level closest to that of the individual 
worshipers. That was called subsidiarity. 
It still is. A secular form of subsidiarity 
remains a fundamental legal tenet of the 
European Union, which honors it more in 
the breach than in the observance.

Perhaps, given the events of this leg-
islative year, the time has come to stop 
mourning the hypocrisies of federal-
ism and to start laughing at them. I was 
tempted to do this when I fi rst read of 
the West Virginia home rule law. I had 
a similar reaction when I noticed that 
Missouri’s Legislature was simultane-
ously considering a bill that would nullify 
federal gun laws and another that would 
impose fi nancial penalties on local gov-
ernments that banned smoking. That was 
happening while Mississippi enacted a 
law forbidding the state’s localities from 
restricting the consumption of sugary 
soft drinks.

In the end, there’s no simple way—per-
haps there’s no way at all—to prevent gov-
ernments from treating those below them 
as unruly children. Few of us like being 
ordered around; most of us very much 
enjoy ordering others around. When we 
hold political offi  ce, we have an oppor-
tunity to behave inconsistently in highly 
visible fashion. In a complex political 
system like the one that operates in this 
country, the key players practice a sort of 
Golden Rule in reverse: Do Unto Others 
as Somebody One Rung Above Has Just 
Done Unto You.  G

 Email aehrenhalt@governing.com 
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S
ocial media is a harsh task mas-
ter. It keeps score, detailing the 
number of likes, follows, pins 
and, of course, comments. It 

holds the promise of enhancing and 
expanding citizen engagement. But 
social media also has a darker underbelly 
where risk-averse public offi  cials fear 
to tread. Disagreeable comments are 
seen as disruptive in their well ordered 
world and can induce a 
panicked response. The 
conventional wisdom is to 
take negative comments in 
stride and be patient. That 
can prove to be a tall order 
in practice.

Ask Indiana Gov. Mike 
Pence. A post on his Face-
book page in late June 
expressing disappointment 
in the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
Defense of Marriage Act 
(DOMA) decision attracted 
a thousand comments in the 
fi rst 24 hours, a number that 
has since at least doubled. 

Big numbers equals 
social media success worth 
bragging about, right? Not 
this time. The exact number of com-
ments is unclear because staff  in the 
governor’s offi  ce deleted some com-
ments, initially defending the action on 
the basis of the offi  ce’s policy prohibit-
ing obscenity, vulgarity and personal 
attacks. It prompted an apology the 
next day from the governor. “On care-
ful review, it appear [sic] that this was 
not always the case and some comments 
were being deleted simply because they 
expressed disagreement with my posi-
tion,” wrote Pence. “I regret that this 
occurred and sincerely apologize to all 
those who were aff ected.”

By Paul W. Taylor

When Online Engagement Sours
Public offi cials need to learn to keep their fi ngers off the delete button.

Barnes, to create a rider advocacy group 
called MetroTAG. Barnes has since left 
D.C. for Houston, but in his absence is a 
more permanent opposition than a one-
man blog and Twitter feed could ever 
have managed.

In both examples, social media poli-
cies were in place but were too narrowly 
construed and overzealously applied. 
When you fi nd yourself explaining, 

you’re losing. The win-
ners—if there are any—are 
the people whom the gov-
ernor’s offi  ce and transit 
authority sought to limit. 
Government actions make 
critics larger than they 
are and embolden them 
in opposition.

The actions also risk 
touching a constitutional 
third rail by attempting to 
limit speech in what may 
have become a designated 
public forum, where gov-
ernment restrictions are 
subject to severe court 
scrutiny. There is no set-
tled law on when govern-
ment websites and social 

accounts are opened to public comment, 
but it has the makings of an important 
and complicated test case.

There are options. As a public offi  cial 
or designated agency moderator, you 
can respond to clarify facts or answer 
questions, or ignore, particularly if the 
comments are imbued with anger (ad 
hominem attacks and ALL CAPS). You 
could also trust your social media commu-
nity to self-correct, such that critics and 
supporters talk it out among themselves 
without your direct involvement.  G

Email ptaylor@governing.com

Pence went on to clarify that his staff  
would soon post an updated, improved 
policy. He further affi  rmed his respect 
for Hoosiers’ opinions and free speech 
in general. The governor’s unequivo-
cal, and generally well received, apology 
couldn’t redeem the original botched 
staff  response, which became a catalyst 
for a new anticensorship site linked to 
the governor’s name—pencership.com—

and a separate Facebook page for and by 
those whose comments had been deleted 
or who had been blocked altogether after 
the DOMA fl ap. 

The Washington Metropolitan Area 
Transit Authority (WMATA) experi-
enced the same kind of escalation with 
one of its most persistent critics. In 
May, WMATA’s offi  cial Twitter account 
blocked FixWMATA, the social handle 
of self-styled watchdog Chris Barnes. 
The act of blocking Barnes lent him a 
certain air of celebrity, even credibility, 
in local media. It was enough to catalyze 
a group of area Twitter users, including 
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Pencership.com, an anticensorship site, launched after Indiana 

Gov. Mike Pence’s staff deleted comments from his Facebook page.
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The Silly Season Begins
Congress is back, but don’t expect it to show much interest in states and metros.

By Peter A. Harkness

I was thankful a month or so ago to hear one of my heroes, David 
McCullough, put the public’s—and my own—pessimism about 
the current state of politics and our nation’s future in some 
context. Asked about it, the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian 

responded with his trademark chuckle and noted that “Ameri-
cans have always thought the country was in decline, even back 
in colonial times.”

That made me feel better. Almost 240 years ago, even those 
guys in the white wigs were worried. Yet a half century of modern 
polling on the subject shows the public to be more disillusioned 
than ever.

As we emerge from the steamy months of summer into 
what promises to be another silly season in Washington, those 
new lows in the polls are likely to be tested again because of 

approaching deadlines in the federal budget process, 
including another increase in the debt limit before the 
end of the year. So expect more cliffh  angers, vacuous 
rhetoric and grandstanding. But don’t expect the play-
ers in this sad comedy to know or care much about how 
any pieces of legislation they pass will aff ect our states, 
regions or metros.

Some years ago, I occasionally would be asked after 
speeches why so many people who went to Congress 
from state and local positions seemed to forget where 
they had come from. The question was repeated often 
enough that I concocted an answer to test the audiences’ 
sense of humor. There are these small machines stationed 
at the main entrances to the House and Senate chambers, 
I said as seriously as I could, called “laser lobotomizers” 
that zap incoming freshman members, erasing all the 
accumulated wisdom earned in their previous careers. 
There was usually a moment of silence, then some giggles. 

I dropped that gag after a while. But there is truth in 
it. Most politicians care more about self-preservation, 
so if that means solving a diffi  cult problem by passing 
it along to someone at another level of government, so 
be it. Congress is unlikely to ever treat subgovernments 
as much more than just another lobby and will likely 
show little interest in changing the process to learn 
more about them or collaborate with them. As Barry 
Anderson, the deputy director of the National Gover-
nors Association, who has considerable experience in 
fi scal and budgetary matters at the federal level, recently 
noted, he is used to telling governors that they will have 
to start doing more for themselves because “it ain’t get-
tin’ no better than this.”

The stakes are signifi cant. The states on average depend on 
federal grants for almost a third of their revenues. Some of the 
reddest, like Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Missouri and Texas, 
ironically are among those most reliant on federal spending as 
a part of their economies. As Congress scours the tax code, the 
deductibility of state and local taxes and interest on tax-exempt 
municipal bonds are sure to be on the block. Of course, there 
also is the possibility that Congress will enact a new law forcing 
national companies involved in Internet sales to collect sales taxes 
for states, but relying on Congress to actually pass anything new 
is a dicey bet these days.

Local governments also face myriad risks. Community Devel-
opment Block Grants already have been slashed by $1 billion. But 
a bill approved by a House committee would reduce the remaining 

Politics+Policy | POTOMAC CHRONICLE
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By Dylan Scott

Putting the Pressure On 

The White House has a plan to win over even the 
most anti-Obamacare states.

Some states aren’t going along with the Affordable Care Act, 

and not surprisingly, the White House isn’t too happy about 

that. If every state expands Medicaid and sets up its own health 

exchange, the law will work better, the White House argues. So 

how can the administration convince Republican state offi cials 

who are vehemently opposed to Obamacare to come around? 

They’ve got a few ideas.

One, in particular, is pretty cunning. About 20 states aren’t 

expanding Medicaid to 138 percent of the poverty line and will 

have the feds run their exchanges instead of setting up their own. 

When residents below the poverty line in those states go to the 

exchange to apply for insurance—probably oblivious to the fact 

that they will not be covered—they’ll get a special note from the 

federal government that reads, “Sorry, you can’t get health insur-

ance because your state didn’t expand Medicaid.” (The wording 

will likely be more diplomatic than that, but that’s the essence of it.)

The move has Republican offi cials rolling their eyes at what 

they say is a blatantly political move. “It’s not inaccurate, but it’s certainly petty,” 

says Tony Keck, South Carolina’s health and human services director. His state 

has opted not to expand Medicaid, but it is developing contingency plans to 

assist confused customers on Oct. 1, when the exchanges open. “They can say 

whatever they want when they’re on the stump, but it’s a little bit different when 

it’s taxpayer-funded,” he says. “When somebody calls us, we’re not going to put 

them through a political commercial.”

The exchange gimmick is part of the Obama administration’s broader plan 

to lobby even the reddest states to buy into Obamacare. The health reform law 

allows states to take more control of their exchanges in later years—and insurers 

have said they’ll push them to do it. States can also always change their minds 

about the Medicaid expansion, though they’ll miss out on one year of 100 percent 

federal funding if they don’t expand until 2015. 

Making the health reform law work is crucial to Obama’s ultimate legacy, so the 

administration needs to win over resistant states. The U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services (HHS) held a conference call with reporters in July to publicly 

urge leaders in Florida—where Gov. Rick Scott and the state Senate agreed to 

the Medicaid expansion, but the House refused—to fi nish the job. Florida, with 

its more than a million people who would qualify for expanded Medicaid, would 

be a big win for the administration.

“States can improve health, protect families from fi nancial ruin, ensure doctors 

and hospitals get paid for the care they deliver, and boost the economy,” Paul 

Dioguardi, HHS director of intergovernmental and external affairs, told reporters. 

“We’re still hopeful that Florida will take advantage of this generous offer.”

Still, Keck says that the White House’s tactics could have the opposite effect. 

They make it politically harder for state offi cials to come around when they 

resort to games like the exchange message. “I’m sure if you polled nonexpan-

sion states,” he says, “there aren’t a lot 

of warm and fuzzies between them and 

the administration.” 
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funds by half, to the lowest level since 1975, 
at a time when more than two-thirds of the 
metros in the country have not yet recov-
ered the jobs lost during the recession.

A recent Government Accountabil-
ity Offi  ce report was pessimistic. Tax 
revenues for states and localities, it 
predicted, “will remain below the 2007 
historical high through 2060 due to the 
projected modest growth in receipts.” It 
concluded that the declining fi scal con-
ditions mean that state and local govern-
ments will “need to make substantial 
policy changes to avoid growing fi scal 
imbalances in the future.”

So what will those policy changes 
be? Not surprisingly, the diff erent 
approaches in the states will refl ect the 
schism in Congress. The red states are 
more likely to lower income and cor-
porate taxes, cut spending and refuse 
to cooperate with Obamacare. The blue 
states already have raised taxes to close 
budget gaps and invest in education and 
infrastructure, as well as set up their own 
health-care exchanges. 

A number of red states—Kansas, Lou-
isiana and Nebraska, among them—are 
trying to cut or eliminate income taxes 
by increasing sales taxes, with the idea 
that the switch will attract investment 
and eventually pay for itself. The problem 
is that sales taxes are regressive, slower 
to revive from downturns, and no lon-
ger track consumption since they rarely 
cover services. 

Judging from past experience, it is the 
tax cutters who bear the burden of proof. 
Most prominently, George W. Bush passed 
the largest tax cut in U.S. history in 2003, 
but his term in offi  ce proved to be one of 
the least economically successful of any 
president since World War II.

Still, we need to keep an open mind. 
Washington is hopelessly mired in the 
muck, but states are not. We now are 
experiencing the highest concentration of 
partisan power in states since the 1940s, 
with one party in charge in 43 states. So 
lots of experiments are in the works. We’ll 
have to see how they turn out.  G

Email pharkness@governing.com

Tony Keck: “It’s 

certainly petty.”
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Water main breaks have become a consistent occurrence for 
cities across the country that — depending on their size — can 
create a calamitous impact for citizens and government lead-
ers alike. But they are also a very visual eff ect of a much bigger 
problem that occurs below the surface, and often under the 
radar: our crumbling water system infrastructure.

This growing need for infrastructure improvements to local 
water systems is pervasive and urgent. U.S. cities deal with nearly 
250,000 water main breaks a year and sewage overfl ows threaten 
drinking water. According to an estimate by the American Water 
Works Association, the price tag to fi x aging water systems will be 
as high as $1 trillion through 2035. This is leading — or has already 
led – to increasing water bills for consumers. The American Society 
of Civil Engineers (ASCE) gave a “D” grade in its 2013 Report Card 
on America’s drinking water and wastewater infrastructure. 

 The GOVERNING Institute recently surveyed state and local 
government leaders about their needs for water infrastructure 
improvements. Eighty-one percent of respondents expected to 
make signifi cant investments in water and wastewater infrastruc-
ture, while 62 percent of respondents said that they have signifi -

cant upgrades or replacements 
already planned over the next 
24 months.

But these improvements, 
replacements and general main-
tenance don’t come cheap and 
local governments, which are still 
reeling from the recession, often 
have more pressing day-to-day 
issues that capture their atten-
tion and their dollars. Budgets 
are constrained, and increasing 
taxes and water rates on similarly 
stressed taxpayers and rate-pay-
ers are an unpleasant option. Nor 
is the federal government a likely 
source of funding as much as it 
used to be. Fifty-six percent of 
those surveyed by the GOVERN-
ING Institute said funding is the 
most signifi cant barrier they face 
in water infrastructure projects.

So how do states and municipalities pay for these much-
needed projects with money so tight?

To help answer this question, in June 2013, GOVERNING 
hosted a meeting of local government leaders, experts and 
private sector executives to discuss the future of water manage-
ment. During the “Transforming Water Management: Building 
a Future Leveraging Existing Resources” event, many leaders 
returned to the same conclusion on the best way forward: 
public-private partnerships (P3s).

Why P3s Now?
A decade ago, municipal governments may have been able 

to fund water improvement themselves with tax-exempt bonds. 
But times have changed, said Bradford S. Gentry, director of the 
research program on Private Investment and the Environment at 
Yale University. The interest rate diff erential favoring tax-exempt 
bonds over taxable fi nancing has been reduced considerably, 
creating an opportunity for private investors.

By partnering with a private water utility, local government enti-
ties can unlock the monetary value hidden in their water assets, 
obtain fi nancing to pay for infrastructure projects and acquire the 
latest tools in technology innovations — all while retaining owner-
ship of their systems. Once unlocked, this money can be used 
to not only fund infrastructure projects and improvements, but 
other budgetary needs, ranging from unfunded pension liabilities 
to libraries. The unlocked money can also be used for important 
projects that drive economic development.

P3s: Not an Either/Or Scenario 
In the past, some P3s received an undeserved reputation 

as being bad for government, with critics alleging that tax-
payers had given away an important asset to a profit-making 
company and that public sector employees lost their jobs to 
private sector workers.

But Stephen Goldsmith, former mayor of Indianapolis and 
currently a professor at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment, said there are several false choices for governments when 
it comes to P3s. The fi rst false choice is viewing this as a choice 
between public and private sectors. Goldsmith said it’s more 
about how to integrate the two together. 

“The best run systems are the most amenable to integrat-
ing the best of both public and private,” said Goldsmith, who 
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How public-private partnerships can unlock hidden asset values in municipal water systems 
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entered a P3 during his tenure as mayor to operate Indianapolis’ 
wastewater treatment facilities and sewage collection system. 
“We were smart enough to know we were good, but not great 
and wanted to improve.”

The second false choice is that the only way for govern-
ment to save money is by being hostile to labor. In Indianapolis, 
Goldsmith said, municipal unions were unreceptive to the P3 at 
fi rst; they were angry and scared. But after the deal was signed, 
workers compensation claims dropped 80 percent and no 
government workers lost their jobs during the transition. “This 
doesn’t need to be done on the backs of labor,” he said.

The third false choice is that the government entity will lose control 
and ownership of its water system if it enters into a P3 with a private util-
ity. But Goldsmith said “that’s just an item in the contract,” noting that it 
is critical for the government side to be well prepared to look out for its 
interests, not just at contract signing but throughout the life of the deal.

Joseph P. Baumann Jr., counsel for the Bayonne Municipal 
Authority in New Jersey, which recently entered into a P3, noted that 
many such partnerships have failed due to their lack of oversight. 

Benefits of P3s to Local Government
Done right, public-private partnerships provide many benefi ts 

to local governments, among them:

✔  Upfront payments to fund infrastructure projects and other 
budgetary needs

In its P3, the Bayonne Municipal Authority in Bayonne, N.J., 
received an initial upfront payment of $150 million, which will 
be used to eliminate the authority’s existing debt and half of the 
city’s debt. The private partner is committed to investing another 
$157 million over the life of the 40-year contract. 

Allentown, Pa., earlier this year agreed to lease its water system 
to a partner. The lease gives control of the system to the partner 
for 50 years in exchange for a $220 million upfront payment, 
which Allentown plans to use to eliminate its unfunded pension 
liability, estimated at $160 million. The money will also be used to 
pay off  $30 million of city water and sewer system debt and add 
$20 million to the city’s general fund.

“We received money to fi x other structural defi cits that could 
have eventually bankrupted the city,” Allentown Mayor Ed Paw-
lowski said at the GOVERNING event.

✔  Rate predictability
Bayonne water customers were facing a 30 percent rate 

increase shock following several years of no rate increases. 
According to its P3 arrangement, in exchange for an initial rate 
increase of 8.5 percent, or about $5 a month per residence, 
rates will be frozen until 2015, when a 3.5 percent increase is 

scheduled. After that, 70 percent of annual rate increases are 
fi xed with the rest tied to an infl ation index.

✔  Access to the latest technology
With just 31 employees, Bayonne’s water department didn’t 

have access to or the expertise to take advantage of the latest 
innovations, Baumann said. But its P3 arrangement will include the 
installation of a new wireless meter reading system that transmits 
data directly from homes into the customer billing system, as well 
as other monitoring systems to help reduce water loss from leak-
age, prioritize pipe replacement and improve operational effi  ciency.

Deals like Bayonne’s “combine creative fi nancial engineering 
and operational excellence,” Goldsmith said.

✔  Higher credit ratings
Shortly after Bayonne signed its P3 contract, Moody’s Inves-

tors Service raised the city’s debt outlook from negative to stable. 
Moody’s also called Allentown’s lease of its water system a “credit 
positive” for the city.

Moving Forward with P3s
While there are clearly signifi cant opportunities for P3s in 

water, these partnerships can benefi t state and local govern-
ments in a host of other areas as well, including electricity gen-
eration and distribution; education, health care and correctional 
facilities; garbage disposal and resource recovery; and even 
municipal parking meters. The most important thing from the 
government’s perspective is that it must fi rst understand what it 
is trying to accomplish, whether that be providing ongoing mon-
etary savings, fi nancing infrastructure improvements, improving 
access to technology or establishing predictable rates. Once 
realistic goals are set, the agency can establish what it must do 
to protect its interests throughout the life of the agreement.

About United Water
United Water is one of the nation’s leading environmental companies, providing water and wastewater services to approximately 
5.5 million people in the United States. In addition to owning and operating 16 water and wastewater utilities, United Water operates 
90 municipal and industrial water and wastewater systems through innovative public-private partnerships and contract agreements. 
Founded in 1869, United Water is a subsidiary of SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT. 

About SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT
Natural resources are not infi nite. Each day, SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT (Paris: SEV, Brussels: SEVB) and its subsidiaries deal with the 
challenge of protecting resources by providing innovative solutions to industries and to millions of people. SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT 
supplies drinking water to 97 million people, provides wastewater treatment services for 66 million people and collects the waste 
produced by 50 million people. SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT has 79,550 employees and, with its presence on a global scale, is a world 
leader exclusively dedicated to environmental services. SUEZ ENVIRONNEMENT, reported sales turnover of 14.8 billion Euros ($19.6 
billion USD) at the end of fi nancial year 2012. ©
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The Next Phase in P3s: Regional Authorities
Public-private partnerships can play an important role in the 

creation and implementation of regional water authorities and 
watershed areas, which often involve many players and require 
the cooperation of various governmental entities, each with its 
own narrow interests. 

In addition to providing fi nancing and technical expertise, 
the involvement of the private sector can often off er a means 
to get all of the various political subdivisions to work together 
eff ectively. “The private company can serve a diplomatic role to 
get various political subdivisions to join together into a regional 
authority,” Anthony Coscia, chairman of the United Water Board 
of Directors, said.
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By David Levine

Reining in Health-Care Costs
California tackles runaway hospital pricing with a competitive experiment. 

A
merica has the highest health-
care costs in the world, and 
nothing illustrates the problem 
more clearly than the irratio-

nal world of hospital pricing, where the 
same service with the same outcome can 
vary exponentially in cost. But the state of 
California has brought some clarity to this 
issue, and the rest of the country—both the 
public and private sectors—is taking notice. 

In 2008-2009, executives with the 
California Public Employees’ Retirement 
System (CalPERS), which manages the 
nation’s largest pension and health ben-
efi ts program, drilled down to fi nd the 
biggest health-care cost drivers. Given the 
average ages of their 1.3 million members, 
arthritis was predictably high on the list. 
“We dug into it a little more and saw that 
price variation among hospitals for [single-
joint replacement] surgery varied from about $15,000 to around 
$100,000, with the same outcomes,” says Ann Boynton, deputy 
executive offi  cer for CalPERS Benefi t Programs Policy and Plan-
ning. “There really was no excuse for that variation in pricing.”

So CalPERS asked Anthem Blue Cross, its health insurance 
carrier, to fi nd a better approach. Analyzing data from hospitals 
throughout the state, Anthem settled on an average price of $30,000 
for single knee and hip replacement. The group  identifi ed hospi-
tals—from large medical centers to smaller community hospitals—
in each of the state’s 58 counties that could meet both that price 
point and geographic demand. Beginning in 2011, CalPERS told 
members that if they went to these approved centers, insurance 
would cover it all, save for the usual 20 percent coinsurance. If they 
didn’t, members had to pay the diff erence.   

How did it work? The average amount Anthem paid to hospitals 
for a joint replacement dropped from $34,742 to $25,611, an overall 
savings of about $5.5 million during 2011 and 2012, with no loss of qual-
ity. Yes, that represents barely a drop in California’s overall $6.6 billion 
annual health insurance bucket. But the modest savings has led to a 
more signifi cant revelation: Pricing is not tied to quality, says Boynton. 
In fact, that’s the problem. It’s still not clear what pricing is linked to. 
“We want to fi nd things that are market-changing,” she says, “so the 
people of California can change behavior in a positive direction. That’s 
an important aspect of what we do as a government purchaser.”

As with any market-changer, there was pushback. Members 
expressed concern that their doctors didn’t have admitting privi-

leges in the program hospitals or that they would have to travel 
farther. But no one was concerned enough, Boynton says, that  
they opted to pay the diff erence. “We think this was successful 
because now people had real skin in the game.”

Surgeons were surprised to learn the wide diff erences in hospital 
costs. “They knew what they got paid but not what the hospitals are 
charging,” she says. “This was a good example of shining a light into 
a dark corner.”

For other states or localities looking at competitive pricing 
models, Boynton says that “your plan partner is crucial for suc-
cess. Anthem’s willingness to participate was very instrumental.” 
Communication with members is also critical. “You don’t want 
people getting shocking, horrifying medical bills out of the blue,” 
she says. “Preauthorization intervention—so members are well 
informed as they move into this kind of process—you can’t under-
estimate how important that is.”

Be prepared for serious blowback from high-priced hospitals 
too. “We had some fairly irritated hospital CEOs,” she says. The 
upside, though, is that the prices they charged for hip replace-
ments also declined dramatically, from an average of $43,308 in 
2010 to $27,149 in 2012.

Funny how competition works. “Government’s ability to fi nd 
ways to change the economic dynamics by forcing change,” says 
Boynton, “is incredibly important.”  G

 Email  levkern@nycap.rr.com

Politics+Policy | HEALTH

GOVERNING |  September 201322

United States

Switzerland

France

Germany

Belgium

Portugal

Austria

Canada

Netherlands

Denmark

Sweden

Greece

Iceland

Italy

Australia

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Outspending Everyone Else

America’s health-care costs signifi cantly exceed what other countries spend, 

yet the quality of care is about the same.

S
O

U
R

C
E

: 
O

R
G

A
N

IZ
A

T
IO

N
 F

O
R

 E
C

O
N

O
M

IC
 C

O
O

P
E

R
A

T
IO

N
 A

N
D

 D
E

V
E

L
O

P
M

E
N

T
 H

E
A

LT
H

 D
A

T
A

 2
0
0

8
 

N
O

T
E

: 
F
O

R
 C

O
U

N
T
R

IE
S

 N
O

T
 R

E
P

O
R

T
IN

G
 2

0
0
6
 D

A
T
A

, 
D

A
T
A

 F
R

O
M

 P
R

E
V

IO
U

S
 Y

E
A

R
S

 I
S

 S
U

B
S

T
IT

U
T
E

D
.

Percentage of GDP

GOV09_22.indd   22 8/13/13   2:57 PM

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

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

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

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



More people

will live in a more 

livable community.

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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By Dylan Scott

Wasting Trash
Converting waste into energy isn’t a new practice, but some say it’s underutilized.

T
he folks at Covanta Energy’s plant in Alexandria, Va., like 
to remind visitors that America isn’t going to run out of 
trash anytime soon. Judging by the unfathomable piles 
of rubbish being sorted by a three-story-tall crane at the 

plant on a recent muggy afternoon, they’re probably right. That’s 
why Covanta and other companies like it are giving trash a new 
destiny: Instead of letting it spend decades slowly decaying in a 
landfi ll, they’re turning it into electricity for nearby communities. 

Energy recovery isn’t new. Covanta’s Alexandria plant, which 
opened in 1988, is one of the company’s 40 in the United States; 
there are 87 total waste-to-energy plants here, but advocates of 
the process say it’s underutilized. About 12 percent of U.S. waste 
is converted to energy through a chemical combustion process. 
By comparison, Germany converts 38 percent of its waste into 
energy and recycles the remaining 62 percent. Fifty-fi ve percent 
of Americans’ waste gets dumped in landfi lls, compared to less 
than 1 percent of Germans’ trash.

So why hasn’t energy recovery become a staple of America’s 
renewable energy portfolio as it has elsewhere? After all, it’s 
earned the endorsement of groups like the American Chemistry 
Council, the left-leaning Center for American Progress (CAP) 
and researchers at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), which concluded that burning waste for energy, as the 
Alexandria plant does, is better for the environment and pro-
duces more power than burying it in a landfi ll and attempting to 

extract energy later. Every ton of waste con-
verted to energy, according to CAP, off sets 
approximately one ton of greenhouse gas 
emissions. (By processing nearly 1,000 tons 
of solid waste in 24 hours, the Alexandria 
plant provides enough renewable energy to 
power 23,000 homes each day.)

Advocates of energy recovery blame the 
negative connotation it has with much of 
the public on the deep pockets of the land-
fi ll lobby and the vocal coalition that argues 
America’s goal should be eliminating waste 
altogether—not turning it into a business. But 
energy recovery proponents point out that 
while a zero-waste society is a noble goal, it’s 
not achievable for the foreseeable future. In 
the meantime, they say, there are some things 
that state and local policymakers can do to 
make energy recovery more feasible. 

The simplest and fi rst step is investing. 
The Alexandria plant is jointly owned by 
the surrounding city and the county, as 
are many of the other facilities across the 
country. Then there’s the issue of regula-
tions and incentives. According to EPA 
researchers, only 19 states consider energy 
converted from waste to be a renewable 
energy source, even though 30 states 
count landfi ll gases converted to power as 

a renewable energy. Redefi ning energy recovery as a renew-
able energy source is an important step toward its widespread 
acceptance, advocates say.

On top of that, according to lobbying materials from the Amer-
ican Chemistry Council, states can ease the permitting process for 
energy recovery facilities and lead by example, diversifying their 
own energy purchases.  G
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This Covanta Energy recovery 

plant processes nearly 1,000 

tons of solid waste daily.
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trade, and lots of tourism. It’s also a tech 
boomtown focused around the University 
of California, San Diego, where 20 Nobel 
laureates have taught. And it’s got a spec-
tacular urban planning history, dating back 
to when John Nolen produced a plan for the 
improvement of San Diego in 1908. It called 
for linking Balboa Park and the waterfront. 

In recent years, however, San Diego’s 
proud planning history has been dimin-
ished, as budget cutbacks have harmed 
the city’s ability to do long-range plan-
ning. And while the region is prosperous 
as a whole, that prosperity is not widely 
shared. Almost half of the city’s employed 
residents work at low-wage jobs, double 
the national average.

All of which makes for a fascinating 
job for the lucky guy who now oversees 
the city’s planning and economic devel-
opment eff orts. But that makes it hard for 
me to continue serving as an independent 
voice on the issue in this distinguished 
magazine. So I’ve decided to step down 
from column writing, at least for now.

It’s not an easy decision for me to make. 
Throughout my career, I have always 

Moving On
After 26 years, this journalist will stop writing and start doing in San Diego.

T
wenty-six years ago, I saw an 
employment ad in Editor & Pub-
lisher, then the bible of the news 
business, seeking reporters for a 

new publication covering state and local 
government. It was 1987: Ronald Reagan 
was president, nobody had email and 
hardly anybody knew what a 401(k) was.

I was intrigued enough to put my inves-
tigative reporting skills to work. Rather 
than simply responding to the ad, I tried 
to fi gure out who would have such a crazy 
idea. As it turned out, the respected pub-
lication Congressional Quarterly deserved 
credit. With the Reagan-era devolution 
of power away from the federal govern-
ment, they had decided to start a new 
magazine tentatively titled Governing 
the States and Localities. Before long I 
was in Washington, D.C., talking to the 
publisher, Peter Harkness, and the edi-
tor, Eileen Shanahan, about writing for it.

Today, Editor & Publisher is long 
gone—a victim of online publishing—but 
I’m still writing for Governing. Though I 
never joined the staff  full time, I’ve been 
hanging around the magazine writing 

about economic development for almost 
three decades now. During that time, 
I’ve had a circuitous, unorthodox career: 
journalist, publisher, author, think-tank 
researcher, part-time college professor, 
land-use planning consultant, mayor and 
national advocate for smart growth. But 
through it all, I’ve continued to write for 
Governing, particularly this column every 
other month for the last 18 years.

Until now. In July, I started a dream job 
I never knew I wanted. I’m now the plan-
ning director for the city of San Diego. 
It’s not a job I went looking for. After all, I 
had just moved to Washington, D.C., last 
year after living in Southern California 
for 30 years. But when the mayor’s offi  ce 
called me in May to discuss the position, 
I couldn’t resist. San Diego may have a 
national reputation as a sunny, laid-back 
military town, but in reality it’s a big, 
diverse, multifaceted city. 

With 1.3 million people, it’s the eighth-
largest city in America, complete with the 
ethnic and racial diversity typical of Califor-
nia. It’s both blue-collar and white-collar, 
with lots of R&D, lots of manufacturing and 

By William Fulton

Politics+Policy | ECONOMIC ENGINES
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viewed myself fi rst and foremost as a 
writer. And I have always loved using the 
Governing gig as an excuse to parachute 
into a town and fi gure out what’s going on. 
That was true the fi rst time I did it, when I 
wrote a story 25 years ago about the clos-
ing of the fi rst-ever foreign auto assembly 
plant in Pennsylvania. It was equally true 
when I wrote a column in July about a 
new R&D park revolving around a Rolls-
Royce jet engine plant in Virginia. 

In between, there have been columns 
and stories about all kinds of things: 
downtown entertainment districts, con-
vention centers, airports, manufacturing 
plants of all kinds, retail power centers, 
the debate about economic development 
subsidies—which never seems to end—
and on and on. And over and over again, I 
have returned to the two economic devel-
opment themes that have quite literally 
shaped my life—the challenge of restoring 
prosperity to the Rust Belt, where I grew 
up, and the challenge of taming it in the 
Sun Belt, where I have lived most of my 
adult life.

The most wonderful thing about 
writing for Governing is the window it’s 
given me on how economic processes 
shape cities and places in America, and 
vice versa. Cities and towns exist largely 
because they are wonderfully effi  cient 
vessels for commerce. Every column 
I’ve ever written has somehow described 
how these processes work, especially in 
the interplay between commerce and 
places. To me, this has always been the 
core of the American dream—learn-
ing how to use the assets that cities and 
towns give us to generate the prosperity 
that powers our lives.

For me, however, it’s time to stop writ-
ing and start doing. I hope that during 
this next phase of my career, I’ll be able to 
put into practice many of the lessons I’ve 
learned about economic development in 26 
years of writing for Governing. It’s always 
a lot harder to do than to write, but that’s 
what makes it such a great opportunity. 
Thanks for reading all this time, and I’ll let 
you know how it goes in San Diego.  G

 Email bfulton@sandiego.gov 

By Tod Newcombe

| URBAN NOTEBOOK

27

Parking Lot Wars
Some cities want to change parking mandates to encourage more 
affordable apartments. It’s an idea that’s not without controversy.

Aff ordable housing is a big issue for many cities, especially top-tier urban areas like 
New York and Los Angeles, where the gap between what people can aff ord and what 
they earn continues to grow. The problem can be tied to a number of factors. But one 
often overlooked aspect is the parking mandate. 

Most cities require developers to set aside a parking space for every unit they build 
in an apartment building. It is a way to keep street parking to a minimum. But setting 
aside the land for all that parking, or adding a garage beneath the building, can jack up 
the overall price of an apartment. Research by the Institute of Transportation Studies at 
the University of California, Los Angeles, found that “when parking requirements are 
removed, developers provide more housing and less parking, and also that developers 
provide diff erent types of housing: housing in older buildings, in previously disinvested 
areas and housing marketed toward non-drivers. This latter category of housing tends 
to sell for less than housing with parking spaces.”

These fi ndings are getting noticed as more residents who don’t want or need cars—
they rely instead on public transit, bikes, car shares and, of course, walking to get 
around—move into the city. As a result, some cities are beginning to loosen parking 
regulations in hopes that developers can reduce the price of their rental units. Cam-
bridge, Mass., has cut back on parking requirements and now its neighbor Boston is 
doing the same. Portland, Ore., was one of the fi rst cities in the country to remove 
parking requirements, which has led to a spate of new development along transit lines. 

These mandates, or parking minimums, have been dubbed a driving subsidy by 
some critics, who charge that they distort transportation choices in favor of auto-
mobiles and increase traffi  c congestion, air pollution and energy consumption. In 
an op-ed for The Boston Globe, Harvard economist Edward Glaeser pointed out that 
cities have “kept street parking artifi cially cheap and then mandated more off -street 
spots, wasting scarce common space, encouraging automobile congestion and raising 
the cost of construction [for housing].”

But just as more city bike lanes have generally led to fewer parking spaces and 
unhappy drivers, doing away with apartment parking requirements has its detractors 
too. Some Bostonians are angry about changes the city government has made regard-
ing parking mandates, fearing a fl ood of cars on their side streets. Washington, D.C.’s 
planning director, Harriet Tregoning, recently announced plans to remove parking 
minimums for the city’s downtown area, but reassured the city’s neighborhoods that 
minimum parking requirements will remain in eff ect there.

And even Portland—perhaps the nation’s most progressive urban city—has had to 
pull back on its grand plans to eliminate parking mandates. In April, the city council 
OK’d minimum parking requirements for large apartment buildings, leaving neigh-
borhood residents relieved and urbanists aghast. For now, Portland’s working class 
will have to wait a while longer before developers can build aff ordable rental apart-
ments that don’t subsidize parking. It seems there will be no speeding away from 
America’s driving legacy for most cities.  G

 Email tnewcombe@governing.com 
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Crashers

The conservative 
Republican 

movement was 
born in California. 

Will it also die 
there?

BBBBBBBBBBByyyyyyyyyyy JJJJohnnnn  BBBBBBBBBBuuuuuuunnnnnnttiinnnn
PP hP hP hP hP hP hP hP hhhP hP o to to to too to too o go go go go go go gg rrrr aaarr pp h s  b yb y DDDD a va va vva va vv i di di di di d KKK i di dd ddddd

Harmeet Dhillon, vice chair, 

California Republican Party
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H armeet Dhillon was reluctant to run 
for offi  ce. 

For one thing, the attorney from San 
Francisco is a Sikh, a member of a distinc-
tive ethnic group from the Indian subcon-
tinent. She worried that voters wouldn’t 

be receptive to a candidate from such an unfamiliar background. 
She was also concerned that some voters might object to her 
service on the board of the Northern California chapter of the 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Not voters in San Fran-
cisco, of course. Being a non-Christian, Indian-American who 
strongly supports the ACLU, after all, is hardly an electoral 
handicap there. But Dhillon wasn’t running for elected offi  ce in 
San Francisco; she was running for the vice chairmanship of the 
California state Republican Party. 

For the GOP today, California serves as the boogeyman. Con-
servative thinkers such as Joel Kotkin see the state’s chronic 
defi cits, towering unfunded pension liabilities and bankrupt 
municipalities as the embodiment of a Democratic Party run 
amok. They see California as a cautionary tale of what happens 
when the Democrats take power. 

It wasn’t always so. California is the place the conservative 
movement was born, the state where conservatism was trans-
formed from an ideology devoted, in the late William Buckley’s 
words, to “standing athwart history, yelling ‘Stop!,’” into the ideol-
ogy of Sunbelt prosperity. If last November’s election results off er 
a guide to the future, it may also be the place the GOP goes to die.  

In 2012, California Republicans endured a brutal shellack-
ing at the polls. Not only did President Obama defeat Republi-
can Mitt Romney by a 23-point margin, Democrats won every 
election for statewide offi  ce. They won two-thirds majorities in 
both the General Assembly and the state Senate, giving Demo-
crats the ability to raise taxes and make sweeping changes to 
the state budget without a single Republican vote for the fi rst 
time since the Great Depression. No Republican in California 
now holds statewide offi  ce. Indeed, only one Republican holds 
a constitutional offi  ce. That offi  cial, Michelle Steel, is vice chair 
of the state Board of Equalization. She’s now running for Orange 
County supervisor.

California’s last election cycle poses a stark question: What 
did it mean? Was it a case in which a popular incumbent presi-
dent swept his party into power? Or does the Republican rout 
in California refl ect a new normal, one where the GOP is shut 
out of power for the foreseeable future in America’s most popu-
lous state?

The answer matters to more than just Californians. With an 
electorate that is 40 percent Latino and 15 percent Asian-Amer-
ican, California is already more diverse than the country as a 
whole may ever be. Not until 2040 does the U.S. Census Bureau 
estimate that the entire country will have a non-white majority. 
Nonetheless, California off ers a window onto our multicultural 
future. The GOP’s experiences there also suggest a stark conclu-
sion: In a truly multicultural society, white men can’t win.

This will not be a congenial message for many Republicans. 
“Republicans like to think we are all Americans, what’s wrong 
with giving the same message to everyone, right?” says Ruben 

Barrales, who heads GROW Elect, a group whose mission is to 
build a farm team of Latino politicians in California. But Barrales 
believes that logic is no longer sustainable.

“Latino voters, like all voters, look to see who the elected offi  -
cials are on either side of the aisle,” he says. And when they look 
now, they don’t see many Latino Republicans. They see white 
guys. “It’s time to broaden our appeal,” he continues, “and the 
only sensible way I know to do that is to include people.” 

Harmeet Dhillon’s campaign for vice chair of the party off ers 
an early test of the California Republican Party’s willingness to 
embrace unconventional leadership. Her travails—along with the 
ultimate outcome of her campaign—illustrate the ways in which 
the California GOP is willing to change and the ways in which it is 
not. It also provides insights into what the GOP will need to do to 
win elections nationally in the coming era of the white minority. 

   

M ost people don’t associate 1960s 
California with the conservative 
movement. Yet its rise is very much 
a California story. In 1964 at the 
Republican National Convention in 
San Francisco, Sen. Barry Goldwater 

launched the conservative movement with an acceptance speech 
that famously declared: “Extremism in the defense of liberty is 
no vice.” Two years later, California elected a self-proclaimed 
Goldwater Republican governor. That governor, of course, was 
Ronald Reagan. 

In the decades that followed, California became the state 
where the GOP tested and developed its most eff ective policies. 
In the wake of the 1965 Watts riots, the GOP embraced a “tough 
on crime” strategy that provided it with a crucial electoral edge 
for more than a generation. In 1978, California’s Proposition 13 
and its limits on property tax increases put tax cutting at the 
center of the national political debate. In the 1980s, by-then-
President Ronald Reagan paired anticommunist fervor with 
a defense spending buildup that supercharged the California 
economy. California’s prosperity was something the rest of the 
country could dream of and identify with. Identifi cation was easy 
for another reason as well. The state actually looked a lot like the 
rest of the country. 

While it may seem hard to believe now, for most of its history—
as a state, at least—California, particularly Southern California, 
prided itself on its lack of diversity. States such as New York and 
Illinois grew as a result of immigration from abroad. California 
grew because of domestic migration, mainly from the Midwest. In 
the fi rst half of the 20th century, Southern California was the des-
tination for what the writer Carey McWilliams described as “the 
largest internal migration in the history of the American people.” 
Among their number was Reagan himself, a native son of Dixon, 
Ill., who arrived in Los Angeles in 1937 to a city that until recently 
had advertised itself as “an Eden for the Saxon homemaker” and 
“the white spot of America.”

With the end of the Cold War, the California growth machine 
stalled. White Californians began to emigrate out of the state. At 
the same time, there was a surge of immigrants. Just over half 
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came from Mexico and Central America. Another third came 
from the Pacifi c Rim, with Eastern Europe, South America and 
Canada accounting for most of the rest. This in turn gave rise to 
widespread fears that illegal immigrants were overburdening 
California’s schools and public services. In 1994, those concerns 
led to the passage of Proposition 187.

Proposition 187 barred illegal immigrants from receiving any 
state-funded benefi ts, such as Medicaid or subsidies for school. 
Then-Gov. Pete Wilson, a moderate Republican who had served 
as mayor of San Diego and as a U.S senator, embraced the mea-
sure. So did 59 percent of California voters. However, this strong 
majority masked a distinct ethnic divide. Two-thirds of white 
Californians voted “yes” on Proposition 187. Two-thirds of Cali-
fornia Latinos voted “no.” 

Proposition 187 didn’t have an immediate impact on voter 
preferences: Latino voters inclined toward the Democratic Party 
even before its passage. However, many observers of California 

politics believe the GOP embrace of Proposition 187 solidifi ed the 
belief among new Californians that the GOP was an anti-immi-
grant party.  

“It was perceived as being a Republican eff ort that was focused 
against them,” says GROW Elect’s Barrales. “We can argue all day 
about whether it actually was, but the perception of 187 was not 
helpful to closing that gap in the Republican Party.” 

It wasn’t just Latinos. Asian immigrants reacted in a similar 
fashion. Chris Bowman, a longtime GOP activist from San Fran-
cisco, notes that San Francisco’s Chinatown “used to vote 56, 57 
percent for the Republican Party. But after Proposition 187, that 
all changed.” Today, Republicans rarely win more than 25 percent 
of the vote in these neighborhoods. “For a short-term political 
advantage, the Republican Party in California suff ered a nearly 
mortal long-term, self-infl icted wound,” says Bowman.

As California’s immigrant population grew, the perception 
grew even more damaging. Immigrants tended to be younger, 

Michelle Steel, vice chair of the state Board of Equalization:
“Republicans are uncomfortable when they go to a minority community. They are uncomfortable when they hear foreign 

languages and they can’t understand what is being said. But we have to go everywhere in America.”
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which skewed them further toward the Democratic Party. Cali-
fornia was changing; the GOP wasn’t. Yet for a time, California 
Republicans managed to avoid confronting the full implications 
of the demographic shifts, thanks largely to the decennial redis-
tricting in 2000.

“A deal was made to essentially preserve all incumbent mem-
bers, Republican and Democratic,” says Bill Hauck, a former 
head of the California Business Roundtable. The deal was suc-
cessful. Only one incumbent lost a general election congressional 
race in the 10 years that followed. “So for more than 10 years,” 
says Hauck, “virtually every election for the state legislature was 
decided in the primary.” Instead of addressing issues important 
to new voters, politicians instead felt pressure to address issues 
that mattered to the base. 

Then there was Arnold. Celebrity bodybuilder-turned-movie 
star Arnold Schwarzenegger’s unexpected dethroning of incum-
bent Democrat Gov. Gray Davis in 2003 was initially seen as a tri-

umph for the GOP, further evidence that California had not lost its 
taste for the Grand Old Party. Last November’s election destroyed 
that illusion. Not only did the GOP lose its ability to block legisla-
tion in Sacramento, it lost every ethnic and demographic group 
in the state, save for white men. 

“We have a problem with young people; we’ve got a problem 
with single people; we’ve got a problem with gay people, with 
Latinos, with Asians, with blacks and with Jews,” says Repub-
lican political consultant Duane Dichiara. A post-election sur-
vey conducted for the California Business Roundtable suggests 
another group the GOP should be concerned about: women. In 
the 2012 elections, Republicans attracted a mere 21 percent of 
the female vote. 

“We need other voters,” says Barrales. “It’s time to broaden the 
appeal, broaden our eff orts.” 

The party is hoping that people like Harmeet Dhillon can 
do that. 

Assembly Leader Connie Conway: 
“We are diverse, we have diversity within the party. We haven’t been very good at showcasing that.”
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H armeet Dhillon’s family moved from the 
Punjab to the United Kingdom in 1969, 
before settling in the Bronx in 1971, when 
Dhillon was 2 years old. Five years later, 
her father, an orthopedic surgeon, relo-
cated the family again, this time to Smith-

fi eld, N.C. Dhillon, who’d gone to an orthodox Jewish kindergar-
ten and then to public school in the Bronx, still remembers the 
welcome sign from the grand dragon of the North Carolina Ku 
Klux Klan. Fortunately, neither Dhillon nor her parents knew 
what the Klan was. 

The family prospered. For high school, Dhillon enrolled in 
the North Carolina School for Science and Mathematics, a state-
run boarding school for gifted students. From there, she went to 
Dartmouth College, where she quickly fell in with the provoca-
tive conservative news magazine, The Dartmouth Review. By her 
senior year, she was the magazine’s editor-in-chief, a position 

that embroiled her in a series of controversies culminating in an 
appearance on 60 Minutes. After she graduated, Dhillon moved to 
a job in Washington, D.C., with the conservative Heritage Foun-
dation—and into an arranged marriage with a Sikh doctor. The 
marriage was a bad one. Her husband, she would say later, beat 
her repeatedly. They divorced. She moved to Charlottesville and 
entered law school at the University of Virginia. Soon she was run-
ning the conservative Federalist Society and making friends with 
Ann Coulter and Laura Ingraham. After law school, she clerked 
for a federal judge, then moved to New York for a high-powered, 
high-paying corporate job, and married another Sikh physician. 

The union was a rocky one. When her husband moved back 
to California, Dhillon followed him in order to try to make the 
marriage work. He moved to Thousand Oaks; she settled in Palo 
Alto. The marriage fell apart anyway. Three years later, as she 
was getting divorced, she moved to San Francisco, even though 
she saw San Francisco, according to a later interview with the 

Ling-Ling Chang, Diamond Bar City Council member:
“The perception of the party is that it’s for whites. [Young people] think the party is racist. I hear that all the time.”
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Dartmouth Alumni Magazine, as “that lunatic asylum” beside 
the bay. But Dhillon was now a San Franciscan and volunteered 
to work for the Bush-Cheney re-election campaign. When she 
off ered to host a debate-watching party, two local members of the 
Republican Central Committee came to check her out. “Are you 
the Dartmouth Review Harmeet Dhillon?” the vetters asked her. 
She assured them she was. 

The following year, Dhillon was invited to fi ll a vacancy on 
the San Francisco County Central Committee. Three years 
later, she ran for the state assembly against an incumbent 
Democrat. Ultimately, she lost, winning only 15 percent of the 
vote. But that percentage was actually much larger than the num-
ber of registered Republicans in her district. She also served as a 
delegate to the state party. In 2011, she was elected San Francisco 
County Party chair.

When asked whether the Republican defeat last November 
was caused by bad messaging or a bad message, Dhillon empha-
sizes something else—the importance of the messenger. “For the 
Republican Party to survive, it is going to have to make a conscious 
eff ort to run minority candidates,” she says, noting that Demo-
crats have done that successfully. The California Legislature now 
has half a dozen Democratic Asian-Americans and many more 
Latinos. However, there are only two Republican Latino assem-
blyman, she notes. “That is a problem.” 

As she sees it, the GOP needs to use marketing savvy—mes-
sengers who are attractive and relevant to the voters. “Is a Latino 
going to do a better job representing Latinos than a white guy?” 
she asks. “Not necessarily. Is a Latino more likely to get the 
vote than a white man? Yes. That’s not identity politics. That is 
human nature.”

D hillon is not the only California Repub-
lican model of diversity. There are also 
politicians like Ling-Ling Chang, a city 
council member from Diamond Bar. 
Chang represents one of the state Repub-
lican Party’s major hopes—that they will 

be able to win the support of Asian-Americans. 
Chang moved from Taiwan to Los Angeles when she was 3, 

making her one of the two-thirds of Asian-Americans living in 
California to be born overseas. Her father, a dentist, settled the 
family in Diamond Bar, a small city of 55,000  on the eastern fringe 
of Los Angeles County. At the time, Diamond Bar was more than 
60 percent white; today, Asian-Americans constitute nearly 55 
percent of the population. 

Chang describes herself as completely apolitical growing up. 
After a series of jobs in the private sector, in 2005 she ran for an 
elected position on the local water board. Like a plurality of Cali-
fornians, Chang was a political independent. Unlike most Califor-
nians, she decided to make a conscious eff ort to choose a party. 
So she requested mailers from both parties “to educate myself.” 
After carefully reviewing both parties’ stances on the issue, she 
decided that she was a Republican.

“It’s really as easy as the saying, ‘Give a man a fi sh, and he eats 
for a day. Teach him how to fi sh, and he eats for a lifetime,’” she 

says. “That was what really caught me [about the GOP]. It’s the 
party of opportunity, fi scal responsibility and liberty.” 

She handily won election to the water board, defeating a 
21-year incumbent. A few years later, she ran for the city council 
and won again. Last year, she served as Diamond Bar’s mayor.

Republicans look to candidates like Chang as a wedge into 
the future. Asian-American voters make up 15 percent of the 
California electorate—nearly 6 million people. Nationwide, Asian-
Americans are even more politically important. Asian immigrants 
constitute the fastest growing ethnic group in the United States. 
Many Republicans see Asian-Americans, who are more affl  uent, 
more educated and more likely to own businesses than Americans 
as a whole, as natural supporters. 

Until recently, many were. Republican presidential can-
didates routinely won majorities or near majorities of Asian-
American votes. Back in 1992, George Herbert Walker Bush won 
55 percent of Asian-American votes to Bill Clinton’s 31 percent. 
But in 2004, a majority of those voters cast their ballot for John 
Kerry. The Romney campaign vowed to recapture their votes 
in 2012—and failed in spectacular fashion. Last November, a 
startling 73 percent of Asian-American voters cast their votes 
for Barack Obama; a mere 26 percent voted for Mitt Romney. 
Similarly, in California, only 27 percent of Asian-American vot-
ers cast their ballot for Romney.

Many Republicans see reversing this development as the par-
ty’s top priority. At a recent appearance at the Bipartisan Policy 
Center in Washington, D.C., former Florida governor and possible 
Republican presidential contender Jeb Bush argued that Asian-
Americans voters are “the canary in the coal mine” for the GOP. 
If Republicans can’t win these voters over, the party has virtually 
no chance to compete for votes in a multicultural society. 

Unlike Latinos, who identify strongly with the Democratic 
Party, 51 percent of Asian-American voters in California do not 
identify with a political party. As a result, says Michelle Steel of 
the state Board of Equalization, “you can change Asian-Ameri-
cans to Republicans much easier.

“The key is relationships,” Steel continues. “Republicans are 
uncomfortable when they go to a minority community. They are 
uncomfortable when they hear foreign languages and they can’t 
understand what is being said. But we have to go everywhere 
in America.”

Council member Chang acknowledges that sometimes the 
Republican message is a tough sell. “The perception of the party 
is that it’s for whites,” she says. Even many young people who 
describe themselves as fi scally conservative tell her, she says, “‘I 
can’t be a Republican,’ because they think the party is racist. I hear 
that all the time.”

That’s not a message Republicans in Sacramento seem to be 
hearing, though. “We are diverse, we have diversity within the 
party. We haven’t been very good at showcasing that,” Republican 
Assembly Leader Connie Conway says. She believes the party is 
well on the way to competing more eff ectively in 2016 by focusing 
on the twin messages of jobs and education. “We are less than two 
years away from being healthy,” she says. 

When presented with such statements, Rocky Chavez, one of 
two Republican Latinos serving in the General Assembly, demurs. 
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The party’s stance on illegal “immigration has become a code 
word for intolerance,” he says. “That is hurting them.” 

Harmeet Dhillon’s experience as a candidate shows the ways 
in which intolerance still courses through the GOP—and the way 
it is being checked. Soon after she announced her candidacy, a 
member of the central committee of the San Bernardino Repub-
lican Party (and a close ally of another candidate for the position 
of vice chairman) began an Internet campaign against Dhillon, 
suggesting that she was a Muslim sympathizer who supported 
jihadist beheadings of captured Westerners. 

It was completely untrue, of course. Dhillon certainly doesn’t 
favor beheadings. Nor, notes this politician of Sikh heritage, do 
the overwhelming majority of Muslims.

This was exactly the kind of attack Dhillon had worried about 
when running for offi  ce. But then something heartening hap-
pened. When Dhillon mentioned the attack to a reporter at the 
San Francisco Chronicle, the paper ran a story on the controversy. 

In response, the San Bernardino County party issued a letter of 
reprimand to the member involved. U.S. Congressman Darrell 
Issa, the powerful head of the House Oversight and Government 
Reform Committee, also publicly denounced the slur. When the 
state Republican convention met in Sacramento earlier this year, 
it elected Dhillon to a two-year term as vice chair by a vote of 881 
to 227. That makes Dhillon the presumptive front-runner to lead 
the party in 2017. 

Since her election, Dhillon has functioned as the public face 
of the party. It’s a development party leaders welcome—even as 
some say symbolism will only carry the party so far. “It’s cute to 
say it’s not the message, it’s the messenger,” says assembly mem-
ber Chavez. “But at the end of the day, people want to know, ‘How 
can this better my life in California?’ Republicans need to put 
themselves back in that game.”  G

Email jbuntin@governing.com 

Assemblyman Rocky Chavez:
The party’s stance on illegal “immigration has become a code word for intolerance. That is hurting them.”
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F
our years ago, the largest school cheating scandal in 
U.S. history shook Atlanta. Nearly 180 teachers and 
administrators at 44 of the city’s 56 public schools 
were implicated in a scheme to correct wrong answers 
given by students on standardized state tests, which 
were being used to evaluate each school’s performance 

under the federal education law known as No Child Left Behind. 
Some of the details seemed beyond belief, including parties at a 
principal’s house where school staff  got together to change incor-
rect responses that students had penciled onto the test sheets.

The scandal upended what had appeared to be a decade of 
progress in which Atlanta schools made greater improvement in 
student test scores than any of their major metropolitan peers. 
Superintendent Beverly Hall had been recognized as the 2009 
Superintendent of the Year by the American Association of School 
Administrators, eight months before The Atlanta Journal-Consti-
tution published its fi rst story calling the school district’s test-
score gains into question. 

This March, Hall was indicted on multiple counts of conspir-
acy, including making false statements and theft on account of 
the nearly $600,000 in bonuses for student achievement she had 
accrued during her decade-long tenure. She faces up to 45 years 
in prison if convicted. She has pled not guilty.

Worst of all, Atlanta isn’t alone. The El Paso, Texas, school 
board was stripped of its authority last December after its 
members failed to detect a scheme led by the superintendent 

to prevent low-performing students from coming to school on 
test days in order to meet the profi ciency requirements under 
No Child Left Behind. School staff  in Columbus, Ohio, are being 
investigated for manipulating student attendance data to remove 
students with poor test scores from their rolls. And a few months 
ago, school offi  cials in the District of Columbia announced they 
had detected cheating at 11 schools in the last year and presented 
evidence that organized cheating could have been as widespread 
as it had been in Atlanta.

Now the public education system is preparing for a fundamen-
tal overhaul that will make the policing of student tests even more 
critical. At the end of the 2014-2015 school year, most states will 
administer exams based on the Common Core State Standards, 
new national academic criteria that have been adopted by more 
than 40 states since they were introduced in 2009. 

New tests paired with the introduction of new teacher evalu-
ation systems in many states raise a lot of questions. Can the new 
tests be cheat-proofed? Should states wait before they use the new 
tests to assess teachers? Should policymakers take this opportu-
nity to rethink the whole issue of teacher evaluations? A great 
deal depends on how those questions are answered, and whether 
cheat-proof tests turn out to be feasible. If they are, the scandals of 
the last few years may turn out to be a historical anomaly, unfor-
tunate growing pains as America learned how best to judge what 
happens in the classroom. But if more Atlanta-style misconduct 
emerges, the entire new system will stand to be discredited.
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Beverly Hall, the former Atlanta superintendent, was indicted in March in one of the nation’s largest cheating scandals.
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T
here is one obvious explanation for this proliferation 
of cheating: the high stakes of the testing, specifi cally 
the use of student test scores to evaluate teacher and 
school performance. That practice became institu-
tionalized with No Child Left Behind’s Adequate 
Yearly Progress system, which demanded that 

schools make advances in student achievement or face fi nancial 
penalties. It has continued under the Obama administration, 
which has required states to set statewide teacher evaluation 
standards that include student performance in order to receive 
Race to the Top grant funding or, somewhat ironically, a waiver 
from No Child Left Behind’s requirements.

Teachers in Atlanta blamed the pressure to meet high per-
formance standards for the programmatic cheating there. While 
some quibble with exactly how much high-stakes testing can be 
blamed for such misconduct, most agree that it has played a key 
role in the scandals popping up across the country. 

“This is what happens when you put so much stress and so 
much value on one thing,” says Adriane Dorrington, senior policy 
analyst at the National Education Association, the country’s larg-
est teachers union. “If teachers feel like their lives are on the line, 
they’ll do whatever they have to do to make it work. The system 
has created this.”

No Child Left Behind commenced the era of high-stakes test-
ing, but a 2009 report called “The Widget Eff ect,” authored by a 
nonprofi t known as The New Teacher Project, forever married that 
issue to the question of teacher evaluations. The paper documented 
the worthlessness of the then-popular model for evaluating teach-
ers, a model that was largely composed of one-off  observations and 
was devoid of any metric for student performance. Nearly every 
teacher—99 percent of them—received positive evaluations under 
the system. But as the United States continued to fall behind its 
international peers in education attainment, it was increasingly 
clear that the system had to change. 

The most obvious missing piece was some measure of how a 
teacher was aff ecting his or her students’ learning. No Child Left 
Behind had conveniently introduced annual and standardized 
tests that were already being used to assess a school’s perfor-
mance. Using the same tests to monitor a teacher’s work was 
a logical next step. That approach became federal policy when 
the Obama administration tied billions of dollars in funding and 
crucial waivers from the unpopular No Child Left Behind law to 
a state’s willingness to evaluate teachers according to how their 
students perform. As a result, nearly 40 states have committed 
to the practice in the last four years.

It’s been an unruly process, which arguably came to a head 
this spring when seven teachers sued the state of Florida because 
their evaluations were based in part on the test scores of students 
they had never taught. The teachers argue that the policy violates 
their constitutional equal protection rights because they could 
theoretically be passed over for a raise or even laid off  based on 
those assessments. Teachers unions in other states are watching 
the litigation, ready to press forward if the courts show sympathy 
for the teachers’ arguments. 

Meanwhile, in an attempt to address some of those concerns, 
pro-reform groups such as the Gates Foundation have been look-
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CHEAT SHEET:
A SAMPLING OF RECENT SCHOOL SCANDALS

EL PASO, TEXAS: The school district’s superintendent 

was sentenced to three years in prison for a host of fraud 

charges—changing failing grades to passing grades, 

not testing low-performing students and even unenroll-

ing struggling students so they wouldn’t be counted at 

testing time. The school board was also stripped of its 

authority for failing to detect the malfeasance.

LOS ANGELES: A cheating scam was uncovered at six 

of the city’s charter schools, where the director instructed 

teachers to break the seal on state standardized tests 

and use the real exams to help prepare students. The 

teachers balked at the request and reported the director 

to the school district. He was removed, and the charter 

schools remained open under new leadership.

WASHINGTON, D.C.: An internal audit released this 

April found cheating at 11 schools during the last school 

year, but the real news was a previously unreported inter-

nal memo that indicated administrators were likely aware 

of widespread cheating as far back as 2009. An inde-

pendent analysis had found evidence of cheating at 70 

schools by nearly 200 teachers, who had allegedly erased 

wrong answers on the tests and written in the right ones.

TEXAS: A Dallas Morning News investigation detected 

suspicious test score increases and decreases at 700 

schools from 2004 to 2007. Students would go from 

failing at one grade level to outperforming some of the 

state’s best students at the next. The state launched an 

investigation, but it was largely considered inadequate 

by outside observers. More than 600 of the 700 schools 

were offi cially exonerated, though more evidence was 

found that cheating had occurred.

PHILADELPHIA: Two teachers were fi red this April for 

allegedly coaching students and changing answers on 

state standardized tests. They were the fi rst to be impli-

cated in a yearlong investigation of 53 city schools. No 

other disciplinary action was immediately taken, though 

test scores fell dramatically citywide after the school dis-

tricts installed a new anti-cheating regimen.

COLUMBUS, OHIO: School offi cials have been accused 

of “scrubbing” nearly 3 million attendance records since 

2006, part of a systematic plan to withdraw low-performing 

students so their test scores would not be counted against 

the school district. High-ranking school administrators 

have resigned since The Columbus Dispatch fi rst reported 

the scheme, and a criminal investigation is under way.
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ing for ways to blend tangible metrics like test scores with the 
less easily measured art of teaching. Long-term observations 
and student satisfaction surveys are popular concepts. But no 
single model has emerged. “These systems have been broken for 
decades, and they will take time to fi x,” says Tim Daly, president 
of The New Teacher Project. “They will have to evolve as we 
learn more.”

The scandals in Atlanta and elsewhere have undercut this 
advancement toward a more empirical teacher evaluation. 
“Where we’ve seen the real problems have been in places where 
they’ve placed huge emphasis on the test scores and where the 
system has not built up a culture of trust,” says Doug Staiger, 
an economics professor at Dartmouth College who focuses on 
education. “We have to emphasize that it’s not just about achiev-
ing targets on test scores, but about more eff ective teaching and 
helping the kids.”

All of this explains why the new tests to be off ered for 
Common Core next year are seen by some as a reset button. 
The American Federation of Teachers, the nation’s second-
largest teachers union, has called for a moratorium on the 
use of test scores to evaluate teachers (and to make personnel 
decisions) while the new assessments are being implemented. 
Even the U.S. Department of Education, a staunch advocate of 
measuring teachers based on student performance, has issued 
initial guidance that would eff ectively allow states to apply 
for waivers from teacher evaluation commitments they made 
earlier. But other reformers have balked at the idea of hitting 

the pause button on the recent movement toward results-
based evaluations.

South Carolina is one place where this drama is playing out. 
Like nearly 40 other states, it received a No Child Left Behind 
waiver and in turn agreed to set statewide standards for evalu-
ating teachers in part with annual test scores. Pilot programs 
for the new evaluations were launched in 22 schools during the 
2012-2013 school year, and will expand to 50 schools this year 
before going statewide in 2014-2015—just at the time the state 
is implementing the new Common Core tests. The South Caro-
lina Education Association, the state’s main teachers union, is 
already decrying the idea of evaluating teachers based on how 
their students perform on tests that have not been adminis-
tered before.

“Teachers in schools that did not have a pilot year will be going 
into this in the dark,” says Jackie Hicks, the union’s president. 
“Evaluators will expect competency for something they have 
never done.”

South Carolina offi  cials are undeterred, refl ecting a broader 
belief within the reform community that new assessments aren’t 
an excuse to take a break from accountability. But they have 
worked in a few provisions aimed at making the transition fairer 
for teachers—and, they hope, discouraging any scandals on the 
scale of Atlanta’s in a state that thus far has only turned up a few 
isolated incidents of cheating. 

The new evaluations, for instance, can’t be used in South 
Carolina to make personnel decisions—such as not renewing a 
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Former El Paso Superintendent Lorenzo Garcia (center) was sentenced to three and a half years in federal prison for his 

role in his district’s cheating scandal. He was also ordered to pay $180,000 in restitution and a $56,500 fi ne.
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teacher’s contract—until the teacher has recorded two years of 
failing to meet expectations. This means that no teacher could 
be fi red over the Common Core assessments until after the 2015-
2016 school year, which state offi  cials argue will allow teachers 
to make the full transition to the new tests.

“We’ve had new tests before. We’ve had new standards before, 
and there have not been pauses in accountability,” says Jay Ragley, 
deputy superintendent of the South Carolina Department of Edu-
cation. “We see this as no diff erent.”

A
s the teachers unions and education reformers 
battle over what the new tests mean for teacher 
evaluations, the test-makers themselves—the 
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium and 
the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers, each of which counts 20 or 

so states as members—have worked to prevent their tests from 
ever being exploited like the paper-and-pencil exams that have 
caused trouble in the past. 

For starters, both are computer-based, eliminating the pos-
sibility of erasure parties in the principal’s living room. Smarter 
Balanced is also an adaptive assessment, meaning the diffi  culty 
and order of questions changes depending on a student’s answer 
to previous questions. In other words, no two students take the 
exact same test, and proponents believe this all but removes the 
opportunity for cheating. The new tests’ 
anti-cheating eff ectiveness will be debated 
during the fi rst years of implementation, 
but there is a broad hope that the tests will 
signifi cantly limit the likelihood of fraud.

If these new assessments can fulfi ll that 
promise, then the conversation can turn 
more fully to the question of what consti-
tutes a fair teacher evaluation. Guidelines 
off ered by the Gates Foundation’s Mea-
sures of Eff ective Teaching project—using 
multiple evaluation measures including 
classroom observations and student satis-
faction surveys alongside an assessment of 
student learning—have laid the foundation 
for that debate. 

There is also an ongoing conversation 
about how much fl exibility states should 
give school districts in assessing their 
teachers. But the point is this: Everybody, 
from union leaders to hard-line reformers, 
agrees that there is no going back to the 
days before “The Widget Eff ect.” These 
next few years will be the learning period 
for the next generation of teacher evalua-
tions, as their designers experiment with 
the right mixture of metrics.

“As this starts being used to improve 
schools, the debate won’t be about 
whether we should use test scores, it will 

be about whether there are better ways we can use them,” says 
Dartmouth’s Staiger. “People are going to realize that there’s no 
perfect measure. But if we put more of them together, we’ll start 
to get a better picture.”

While that national debate continues, school offi  cials in 
Atlanta and other cities must work to overcome the stigma of 
their cheating scandals and move on. Atlanta offi  cials have 
crafted a multipronged plan to prevent a repeat of the 2000s 
meltdown. A tight security chain will track tests from their 
delivery at the school building to the examination itself, with a 
requirement that administrators sign legally binding documents 
and a limit on the number of personnel who have access to the 
tests before and after they’ve been given. Atlanta’s schools are 
developing a plan for how those precautions will translate to the 
new Common Core assessments.

“My eff ort from here will be to continue to drive this cul-
ture change throughout the organization,” Erroll Davis, who 
was appointed to replace Hall as superintendent, wrote in a 
letter to parents last year. “Only when that happens will we be 
able to fi nally move beyond this scandal with a minimal risk 
of reoccurrence.”

So the city’s rehabilitation is underway. The national conversa-
tion is changing. In a few years, the scandal in Atlanta might be a 
distant memory. At least that’s the hope.  G

 Email  dscott@governing.com
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Caseworker Lorenzo 

Lewis Jr. strives 

to make a human 

connection with public 

assistance applicants. 
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Sharing
the Load
Connecticut is 

breaking up 
the traditional 

caseworker 
model—and 

getting help to 
people faster.

By J.B. Wogan
Photographs by Emile Wamsteker

P
iles of paper used to build up on Lorenzo 
Lewis Jr.’s desk. Applications for cash 
assistance. Mailed notices about changes 
in income. Renewal forms. As a public 
assistance caseworker in Hartford, Conn., 
Lewis had the job of combing through it 
all, which he tried to do whenever he 
wasn’t taking phone calls from clients 
asking why they hadn’t yet received their 

benefi ts. He was perpetually in catch-up mode.
Lewis understands well the frustrations of citizens turning 

to the government for help. As a boy, he would come with his 
family to a similar offi  ce in Hartford to apply for food stamps. 
He remembers the booklets—now replaced by electronic ben-
efi t transfer debit cards—with colorful paper coupons. “It 
looked like island money” or some other foreign currency, he 
recalls. With those memories informing his work, Lewis has 
always tried to treat his clients as he would a childhood friend 
or family member. No one should feel judged, he says. Built 
like a linebacker, Lewis fi lls up a quarter of his small, undeco-
rated, white cubicle. As he goes through a battery of questions 
with a woman hoping to qualify for family cash assistance, he 
is sure to make eye contact with each question. 

Despite his sincere personal investment in the work, 
Lewis’ place of employment has a history of dysfunction. 
The federal government ranked Connecticut’s Department 
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of Social Services last in timeliness for processing food stamp 
applications in 2012. In recent years, the agency’s payment error 
rate for food stamps hovered above 6 percent—about twice the 
national average—resulting in federal fi nancial sanctions. In 
May, a U.S. District Court judge granted a preliminary injunction 
against the agency for losing paperwork and taking too long to 
process food stamp claims. As of July, a similar lawsuit over Med-
icaid applications was pending.

Although Connecticut might be the extreme example, its 
problems represent a now common dilemma for any state or local 
agency serving the poor: How do you help more people in less 
time with a smaller staff  and  budget? One common answer these 
days is technological—automated call centers, self-service appli-
cations online and improved electronic databases, all of which 
should reduce some of the burden on staff . 

But some reformers argue that the most eff ective approach is 
also the most low-tech one. A simple reconfi guration of business 
practices is all it takes, they say. So the Connecticut Department 

of Social Services, starting with Lewis’ Hartford offi  ce, is now try-
ing a more streamlined approach. In the new model, caseworkers 
specialize in tasks and share clients across an entire offi  ce rather 
than plodding along one-on-one as has been standard practice 
from time immemorial. And there is evidence that it’s working.

The Hartford fi eld offi  ce started using task sharing this spring.  
In late March, before the change, caseworkers reported a back-
log of 20,084 unfi nished applications—some dating back to 2009.

Ninety days into the reformed model, that backlog had evapo-
rated to zero. Meanwhile, the percentage of emergency applica-
tions for food stamps completed on time rose from 64 percent 
in September 2012 to 77 percent in June. Today, piles of paper 
no longer clutter Lewis’ desk, and the 11 remaining offi  ces in the 
state—working with a national consulting fi rm—are scheduled to 
adopt the same changes within the year. 

M
idway through the recession, a new type of 
applicant appeared in the Hartford lobby: peo-
ple from affl  uent suburbs like New Canaan, 
Simsbury and Avon; people who had recently 
been employed in real estate or construction; 
people with 401(k) savings accounts; people 

with little-to-no prior experience asking the government for help. 
In the past fi ve years, demand for food stamps across the state has 
nearly doubled (see “A SNAP Decision,” page 58); for Medicaid, it 
is up about a third. At the same time, the agency in charge of the 

state’s safety net programs—food 
stamps, child care, family cash 
assistance—shed about 20 percent 
of its staff  through layoff s and early 
retirement incentives. Even with 
expanded use of overtime, the spike 
in applications left the remaining 
caseworkers drowning. The situa-
tion called for a change.

Up until March—and for the 
better part of the past 40 years—
the Connecticut Social Services 
Department operated on the same 
basic case management model as 
most states and localities. A person 
hoping to qualify for benefi ts would 
come into the lobby, fi ll out a form 
and wait to meet with an assigned 
caseworker. Oftentimes the case-
worker would be booked all day 
with prior appointments—a con-
sequence of people not bringing in 
all the required paperwork the fi rst 
time around. Backlogs would grow 
and keep growing. The traditional 
case management model worked 
fi ne when fewer people needed 
public assistance, says Roderick 
Bremby, Connecticut’s commis-
sioner of social services. For today’s 

needs, the old way of doing business is too time-intensive and lin-
ear, with an over-reliance on paper and face-to-face interactions. 

Under the “task-based” approach, stages of the benefi t applica-
tion process get divided among caseworkers. For simplicity’s sake, 
imagine a hypothetical offi  ce with 40 caseworkers, all previously 
trained to interview a client, determine eligibility and update ben-
efi ts as the client’s economic situation changed over time. Now 
imagine that the group of caseworkers becomes four teams of 

S H A R I N G  T H E  L O A D

The recession is over but the demand for public assistance remains high.
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10, each specializing in a stage of the process: initial applications, 
incomplete applications, renewals, or documented life changes 
that could aff ect benefi ts, such as fl uctuations in income. Because 
the caseworkers specialize in one task, they work faster. Working 
faster, they stay on top of applications. And because the appli-
cation fl ow is under control, managers have more fl exibility to 
move workers around as the situation dictates. In the event of a 
surge, in which new applications suddenly outnumber renewals, 
for instance, supervisors can temporarily reallocate caseworkers 
from other teams. With the offi  ce free of the one-caseworker-
one-client model of operating, clients don’t have to wait for an 
assigned caseworker. Instead, they can meet with whichever 
caseworker is free that day, and more are free now thanks to an 
under-control workload.

Meanwhile, the re-engineering of casework has led to a much 
more accurate picture of how the offi  ce is doing when it comes 
to timeliness. Under the old system, the caseworker’s schedule 
dictated how quickly a client would receive services. If a case-
worker was out sick, on vacation or booked with prior appoint-
ments, other caseworkers typically couldn’t pick up the slack. 
Even if the system allowed for such fl exibility, everyone was 
usually too swamped to step in. So caseworkers fell behind. In 
Hartford, when caseworkers fell behind, which most invariably 
did, they had no incentive to tell supervisors. To do so would only 
reveal their inability to fi nish cases in a timely fashion. As a result, 

no one knew how many cases were being cleared before the fed-
eral government’s mandated deadlines. And so in the case of food 
stamps, for example, it would typically be 30 days before a super-
visor knew a case was behind schedule, which put it squarely on 
the feds’ radar.

That dynamic changed when the cases became the responsi-
bility of the entire offi  ce. Tracking became easier because cases 
were handled in batches. Meanwhile, any delays were the entire 
team’s delays, not blemishes on one caseworker’s record. Now in 
Hartford, supervisors hold morning “huddles” with team leaders, 
where they get updates on staffi  ng, volume of outstanding work 
and how much was processed the day before. ”When I fi rst got 
here, it was a mess,” says Lisa Wells, who became a supervisor at 
the Hartford offi  ce last November. “Today it’s leaner, more orga-
nized, more seamless—it’s just not chaotic anymore.”

T
he concept behind the task-based approach isn’t 
unique to Hartford. A report by the Urban Institute 
in 2010 analyzed process improvements in the eight 
states plus the District of Columbia that were experi-
menting with some form of the task-based approach. 
The shift to tasks is part of a broader movement to 

reexamine business processes within health and human services, 
says Uma Ahluwalia, director of Health and Human Services in 
Montgomery County, Md. A longtime advocate of smoothing out 
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and integrating delivery of services, Ahluwalia argues that there 
are plenty of opportunities for doing that, it just takes a little 
observation and action. One small example from her shop: Staff  
noticed that employees were losing time waiting to print docu-
ments because of long print-job queues. By simply adding a few 
extra printers, they eliminated delays. “You look at every single 
step,” says Ahluwalia, “Should we keep this, or is there another 
way that this step can be completed that is either more man-
power- or time-effi  cient?”

The rewards, meanwhile, go beyond quantifi able effi  ciencies. 
First and most obvious, people in need are getting help faster. 
But it’s also a boon to offi  ce morale, says Valerie Nitti, who over-

saw the transition to a task-based approach at the Tioga County 
Department of Social Services in upstate New York. As in Con-
necticut, Tioga County saw an uptick in demand for Medicaid and 
food stamps as a result of the recession, along with pressure on 
resources to deal with the increase. “The caseloads were starting 
to get absolutely unmanageable,” says Nitti. “My staff  was coming 
in here, working all day and working hard, but it just seemed like 
they were never caught up. I mean, they were crying at night.” 
In Tioga’s case, Nitti put together an in-house group to investi-
gate and implement more effi  cient ways to do business. Under 
its version of a task-based model, which it adopted in 2010, Tioga 
County fi nishes more than 99 percent of its food stamp cases 

Task-based management helps the Connecticut Department of Social Services serve more people in less time.
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within the federally required deadlines. Employees leave the 
offi  ce knowing they don’t have a backlog of cases to face the next 
morning. “They can walk out the door,” Nitti says, “with a sense 
of accomplishment.”

A
djustments to business processes don’t fully explain 
the new effi  ciency within the Hartford fi eld offi  ce. 
At roughly the same time that Connecticut was 
adopting its new way of doing casework, the state 
added customer service call centers, document 
imaging software and a Web portal that allows 

people to submit their applications online. Automated systems are 
clearly part of the reason caseworkers are processing applications 

in less time. Modernization in the agency also gives caseworkers 
new tools for looking up fi les quickly online, and the problem of 
lost paper fi les is rapidly being solved. 

Indeed, technology is perhaps the biggest recommendation 
in favor of the task-based model. The Aff ordable Care Act will 
provide federal money to update state technology for accepting, 
tracking and updating applications online for Medicaid in 2014, 
and experts argue that it makes no sense to apply new tech to the 
old one-on-one way of doing business. Taking effi  ciency another 
huge step further, many states plan to integrate their health-care 
application systems with food stamps, cash assistance and other 
public benefi ts. If all goes as planned, people in the near future 

should be able to fi ll out one form—either online or in person—
and apply for multiple programs simultaneously, both in health 
and human services.

Of course, no one in Hartford is calling its package of reforms a 
panacea. As of May, about 19 percent of regular food stamp appli-
cations still took longer than 30 days to process. That’s about the 
same as in September of last year. Some believe the real solution 
ought to be an increase in staff  commensurate with the increased 
number of residents asking for benefi ts. “The processing and 
technology changes, they’re good and we support them fully,” says 
Sheldon Toubman, an attorney with the New Haven Legal Assis-
tance Association, which is suing the department over Medicaid 
applications. “My opinion is that they are trying to make a change, 

but they’re unwilling to even talk 
about the need for further hiring 
of staff .” Toubman notes that even 
though the Department of Social 
Services hired 220 employees in 
the past two years, the additions 
merely restored department staff -
ing to its 2003 level.

The task-based approach does 
have its critics. A recent study by 
Mathematica Policy Research, 
a nonpartisan, nonprofi t health 
and human services research 
organization, looked at states 
that had revised their food stamp 
application processes and found 
that some caseworkers felt dis-
connected from their clients 
when they moved to a task-based 
approach. Some clients also noted 
dissatisfaction. “They wanted to be 
able to call ‘my caseworker,’” says 
Lara Hulsey, a senior researcher 
at Mathematica. “And they no 
longer had a ‘my caseworker.’” 
The change can be scary for cli-
ents accustomed to working with 
one person through the benefi ts 
application process, says Lisa Gru-
nigen, a supervisor at a social ser-
vice offi  ce in Manchester, Conn., 

which is shifting away from traditional case management. “Some 
people call their caseworker before they call 911,” she says. “You’re 
their lifeline.”

Lorenzo Lewis, the caseworker in Hartford, understands 
those concerns and acknowledges that the human connection is 
a key reason he got involved in social work. He wants to know he’s 
helping people who need it. On the other hand, he also wants to 
do the job well. Lost paperwork and long delays only add up to 
poor service and lost confi dence in the agency. “I want to be eff ec-
tive,” he says. “The satisfaction comes from helping people.”  G

Email jwogan@governing.com 

S H A R I N G  T H E  L O A D

Musa Mohamud, a “huddle” supervisor, updates his managers and co-workers 

on his team’s caseload and productivity as part of a daily morning meeting.
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Chief Joseph Dam 

in Washington state 

is the second-

largest hydropower 

producing dam 

in the U.S.

By Elizabeth Daigneau

mmed Up
Even as states set ambitious renewable 
energy goals, the investment in hydro-

power has been reduced to a trickle. 
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On Christmas Eve 1968, the astronauts 
of Apollo 8 took a photo from space that changed the way the 
world saw itself. It was the fi rst-ever photo of Earth, revealing 
“a glowing marble of blue oceans, and green forests, and brown 
mountains brushed with white clouds.” 

President Obama recently invoked that event in a June speech 
announcing his new Climate Action Plan, which calls for the U.S. 
to dramatically increase its use of renewable energies. “Over the 
past four years, we’ve doubled the electricity that we generate 
from zero-carbon wind and solar power,” the president said. 
“So the plan I’m announcing today will help us double again our 
energy from wind and sun.”

What the president didn’t mention in his speech was America’s—
and the world’s, for that matter—largest renewable energy source: 
water. That marble of blue that dominates the view of Earth from 
space and accounts for more than 60 percent of all renewable power 
in the U.S. rarely, it seems, gets the same billing as wind and solar. 

For a power source that is clean and renewable—it doesn’t pol-
lute the air because no fuels are burned and it’s renewable because it 
uses the Earth’s water cycle to generate electricity—one would think 
hydropower would get as much attention and investment as other 
noncarbon sources of energy. But in general, hydropower is not even 
considered a renewable energy in most states or, for the most part, 
by the federal government. So it begs the question, is hydropower a 
renewable energy or not? The answer to that is key since it underlies 
policies states develop in fulfi lling ambitious renewable energy goals.

Hydropower is more than 100 years old in the U.S. The fi rst 
dam to use hydraulic reaction turbines to generate electricity here 
was in 1882 on the Fox River in Appleton, Wis. It was revolution-
ary at the time and the results were so impressive that it kicked off  
a dam-building spree: From 1905 through the 1930s, several large, 
iconic dams, including the famous Hoover and Roosevelt dams in 
the West, were constructed. During that time, nearly 40 percent 
of the nation’s electricity came from hydropower.  

By mid-century, the growth of hydroelectric power through 
dams was on the wane as other forms of power generation—
nuclear, natural gas, coal—gained momentum. Today, hydropower 
makes up only about 6 percent of the U.S. electric supply, with 
the largest hydropower producers in the West: Washington, Cali-
fornia and Oregon. Outside the U.S., hydropower accounts for 16 
percent of global electricity production. 

There are several types of hydroelectric facilities, but all are 
powered by the kinetic energy of fl owing water as it moves down-
stream. Turbines and generators capture and convert that energy 
into electricity, which is then fed into the electrical grid. The water 
itself is not reduced or used up in the process, and because it is an 
endless, constantly recharging system, hydropower is defi ned as a 
renewable energy by the Environmental Protection Agency.

But it’s not considered renewable by everyone. It comes with 
some “pretty signifi cant environmental baggage,” says John 
Seebach, senior director of federal river management with the 
conservation group American Rivers. “The reluctance to call 
hydropower a renewable energy is based on the impact of dams 
on fi sheries and water fl ows.”

Several large dams block migrating fi sh from reaching their 
spawning grounds. Dam reservoirs impact fl ows, temperatures 

and silt loads of rivers and streams. Over the years, these fac-
tors have drastically reduced fi sh populations. At one time, the 
Klamath River in Oregon and California had salmon runs in the 
millions. The construction of four dams along the river reduced 
the fi sh runs to a fraction of that. 

That’s why hydropower doesn’t count toward utilities’ renew-
able energy mandates in most states—that, and the fact that 
there is already so much hydro out there. More than 30 states 
have renewable portfolio standards (RPS) that require utilities 
to generate a percentage of their power from renewable sources. 
Counting all hydropower would signifi cantly lessen the impact of 
these standards, particularly in states where hydropower already 
provides a substantial amount of electricity. In those states, 
experts say, counting it would discourage the development of 
new renewable sources. Similarly, if hydropower were classifi ed 
as renewable, some states would have to reset their targets and 
those might end up unrealistically high.

California, the second-largest U.S. hydroelectric producer, set 
goals for renewable energy sources in 2002 and 2011. Utilities in 
that state will be required to generate a third of their power from 
such sources by 2020. But the state set a limit on the inclusion 
of hydropower. It allows utilities to count only the hydropower 
produced by smaller hydropower projects—those capable of pro-
ducing 30 megawatts or less—toward the renewable mandate. 
Last year, a bill in the California State Assembly proposed allow-
ing utilities to count large hydropower facilities as well.  

The Sierra Club and a nonprofi t watchdog called The Utility 
Reform Network (TURN) opposed the bill. TURN wrote that the 
reversal “would eff ectively reduce the RPS targets for utilities 
with existing large hydroelectric generation in their portfolios 
and signifi cantly undermine the impact of the RPS program on 
the development of new renewable energy projects in Califor-
nia and the West.” The group estimated that changing the rules 
would lower California’s renewable energy goal from 33 percent 
to 30 percent—and possibly even more if utilities were allowed to 
increase imports of hydro from neighboring states. Ultimately, the 
bill failed to make it out of committee. 

C alifornia’s current distinction on size refl ects similar 
policies in other states. Throughout the country, large 
hydropower facilities are not generally counted toward 
renewable energy goals. Yet every state counts some 

hydropower in their RPS. How it’s tallied, however, varies state to 
state. Michigan and Missouri, for example, don’t count hydro if it 
requires the construction of new dams or signifi cant expansion of 
existing ones. California and Iowa only fi gure in energy produced 
by small hydropower facilities. And Ohio lets utilities count it as 
long as facilities are not harmful to fi sh, wildlife or water quality. 

But some groups, like the National Hydropower Association 
and the Heartland Institute, a conservative think tank, argue that 
if states want to meet their renewable energy goals, all hydro-
power should count. “If lawmakers want to lower energy costs, 
encourage innovation, and reduce emissions, they should repeal 
all mandates and subsidies and create a level playing fi eld for all 
energy sources,” Taylor Smith, a policy analyst at the institute, 
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recently wrote. “Government should not pick winners and losers, 
especially in the energy arena.” If states included all renewable 
sources in RPS mandates, these groups say, they would essentially 
create competitive pressure on wind and solar to reduce costs 
and scale up.

Besides, proponents argue, hydropower has a lot of virtues. 
Not only is it clean and renewable, it is essential to new “intermit-
tent” renewables such as wind and solar. Hydro output can be 
quickly and easily turned up or down to keep the electrical grid 
in balance as daily doses of sunshine and wind wax and wane. 
Furthermore, water from rivers is a purely domestic resource, 
which means almost no confl icts with foreign suppliers and no 
interruptions as a result of labor strikes or transportation issues 
abroad. According to the Pacifi c Northwest Waterways Associa-
tion, hydropower turbines are capable of converting 90 percent 
of available energy into electricity. That’s more effi  cient than any 

other form of generation, including even the best fossil fuel power 
plant, which is only about 50 percent effi  cient.

While President Obama might not have mentioned hydro-
power in his speech in June, it is mentioned in his Climate Action 
Plan. The administration agrees with proponents that hydropower 
is essential to meeting renewable energy targets, which are set to 
double by 2020. To that end, Obama wants to encourage the devel-
opment of hydroelectric power at existing dams. Across the coun-
try, there are more than 80,000 dams, and only about 3 percent of 
them are used to generate electricity. The administration sees this 
as an opportunity to expand renewable energy by adding genera-
tors or retrofi tting existing nonpowered dams. 

All sides generally agree on one point: There is no need to 
build new dams to harvest power. As environmentalists see it, 
it makes more sense to incentivize dam operators to maximize 
effi  ciency. “In our view, that is the best bang for the buck,” says 
Seebach of American Rivers. “The dams are already there.”

What’s more, he adds, “technology to mitigate damages of 
dams is worlds better than it was 20 or 30 years ago.” Take fi sh 
ladders. For years, several federal agencies have overseen the 
construction of fi sh ladders at dams along the Columbia and 
Snake rivers in Washington state, the largest producer of U.S. 
hydroelectric power. In July, the Bonneville Power Administra-
tion, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and U.S. Bureau of Reclama-
tion released a draft evaluation of their progress regarding the 
salmon population. To date, it says, they are on track to meet 
individual dam survival goals of 96 percent in spring and 93 per-
cent in summer.

New technology is helping produce other hydropower sites. The 
Bureau of Reclamation released a report last April detailing how 
more than 500 of its canals could be tapped to produce new sup-
plies of electricity. In Yakima, Wash., the bureau is experimenting 
with a hydrokinetic turbine, described by some as a 15-foot roll of 
yellow Scotch tape. Last year, it was dropped onto the Roza Canal’s 
concrete fl oor. As water streams down the canal, the turbine spins, 
which in turn generates electricity. The bureau is testing it to make 
sure it doesn’t obstruct water operations or aff ect water quality, but 
the idea is that these devices could be placed in spillways and water 
treatment plants. These small-scale turbines are seen as the biggest 
and most important growing component within hydropower.

But a project’s size is a poor measure of its environmental 
impact, critics claim. “It depends on how you operate it,” says 
Seebach. He points to a project on the Penobscot River in Maine 
as a good example of balancing size and operation. Through an 

agreement between industry representatives, the Penobscot Indian 
Nation and government offi  cials, three dams are being taken out of 
service and better fi sh passage is being installed at another. In 2012, 
the Great Works Dam was removed, and in July 2013, destruction 
of the Veazie Dam began.  A third dam is being decommissioned. 
At the same time, the electricity generating capacity of the dams 
that remain was increased, to assure no overall loss in power. The 
removal of the Veazie Dam will allow free passage for Atlantic 
salmon and 11 other species to 1,000 miles of inland waters ideal 
for spawning and rearing.

But the Penobscot solution may be one of a handful of excep-
tions that prove the rule. As it stands, hydropower is still stuck 
behind wind and solar, sitting in purgatory between being 
accepted as a renewable energy and not being considered as such. 
That’s the crux of the hydropower dilemma. It’s clean and renew-
able. At the same time, it is not without environmental impacts. 
But as states set ever more ambitious clean energy goals, can 
hydropower continue to be neglected? 

It is not an either/or, say advocates from conservation groups 
such as American Rivers and Trout Unlimited. They aren’t 
opposed to hydropower; they just want to see it done right. “Not 
all hydro is considered equal,” says Kate Miller, western energy 
and water counsel at Trout Unlimited. “There are good projects 
and a lot of bad projects in terms of environmental impact. Ulti-
mately, the goal of renewable development is to minimize the 
ecological footprint.”  G

 Email  edaigneau@governing.com
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“The reluctance to call hydropower a 
renewable energy is based on the impact 
of dams on fi sheries and water fl ows.” 
—John Seebach
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A Place of T

Augustus “Steve” Buttafucco 

served with the North Babylon 

Volunteer Fire Company from 1963 

until coming to the home in 1994. 

“There’s lots to do right here,” 

says Buttafucco, whose room is 

packed with American Indian and 

fi refi ghting paraphernalia.

GOV09_54.indd   54 8/13/13   9:10 AM

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

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

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

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN



55September 2013  |  GOVERNING

Their Own
Since 1895, the 

Firemen’s Association 
of the State of New 
York has operated a 
home for volunteer 

fi refi ghters.

By Jonathan Walters
Photographs by David Kidd
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W
hen it fi rst opened on June 5, 1895, the Fire-
men’s Home of New York was a simple 
working farm along the Hudson River in 
Hudson, N.Y. Home to just 15 “inmates,” 
as they called themselves, the place was 
intended as “a refuge for indigent fi refi ght-

ers with no safe place to live.” 
The home, which eventually grew from a modest house to 

a three-story red brick building, was founded by the Firemen’s 
Association of the State of New York (FASNY). The group was 
formed in 1872 to advocate for New York fi refi ghters’ training, 
equipment and safety. Over the years, it expanded to represent 

the interests of volunteer fi refi ghters in the state legislature. 
The idea for FASNY was hatched by a group of Auburn, N.Y., 

fi refi ghters from two diff erent hose companies. But the home 
itself was the notion of George Washington Anderson, who 
started his career as a volunteer fi refi ghter in New York City in 
the 1850s. Anderson believed volunteer fi refi ghters deserved a 
place of their own.

Today, the Firemen’s Home is the only residence of its kind in 
the nation for volunteer fi refi ghters. The working farm has been 
replaced with a modern, high-skilled home and nursing facility 
that currently houses more than 60 retired volunteer fi refi ght-
ers. The new facility opened in 2007, and while it still takes fi re-

A  P L A C E  O F  T H E I R  O W N

Graham Vandall was 

a member of the Port 

Jefferson Volunteer Fire 

Company from May 1952 

until 2011. He keeps 

busy in the home’s 

model train room. 
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fi ghters who have little or no money, it is no longer considered 
a haven for “indigent” fi refi ghters. Now, residents commit their 
assets in return for a full-time, full-service home, replete with 
private rooms, three squares and a chapel. The home also off ers 
more intensive health-care services, including a fl oor dedicated to 
residents with Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia.

In New York, as in the rest of the country, volunteer fi refi ght-
ers make up most of the fi re service. The National Fire Protection 
Association estimates that 69 percent of all fi refi ghters in the U.S. 
in 2011 were volunteers. That proud tradition is showcased in the 
nearby FASNY Museum of Firefi ghting, which also takes visitors 
from the old bucket brigade days to the current era of high-tech 

turnout gear, self-contained breathing apparatus and compressed 
air foam. Every summer, the home holds a fi re company softball 
tournament and the occasional chicken barbecue cook-off . In 
October, the home will host its annual Dalmatian Days, which 
brings together kids and dogs for a daylong educational program 
on fi re safety and prevention.

Since its beginning, the Firemen’s Home has served more 
than 3,000 fi refi ghters. They come for the familiarity, friendship 
and camaraderie. All of the residents refer to the facility as a true 
“home away from home.”  G

Email jowaz22@gmail.com

A  P L A C E  O F  T H E I R  O W N

Left to right:

The Firemen’s Home has been 

serving volunteer fi refi ghters for 

more than 100 years.

The adjacent Museum of 

Firefi ghting houses a large 

collection of American 

fi refi ghting equipment.

The 135-acre site includes 

two cemeteries reserved 

for fi refi ghters.

Allen Olsen served in 

the St. James Volunteer 

Fire Company for 

52 years, beginning 

in 1960. He enjoys 

working in the home’s 

backyard garden.
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A SNAP Decision
Congress could knock millions off  food stamps and hinder administration.

M
ore than one in seven Ameri-
cans now rely on federal 
assistance to put food on the 
table, with total enrollment in 

the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) more than doubling in 
the past 10 years.

Participation in SNAP—formerly 
known as food stamps—has yet to 
drop since it reached record levels in 
the wake of the Great Recession. Yet 
the program’s fate remains in limbo as 
Congress weighs several cuts and pol-
icy changes. In July, the House, break-
ing with decades of history, voted to 
split SNAP from the rest of the federal 
farm bill.

As lawmakers debate SNAP’s future, 
many fear some proposals could have 

serious consequences for states. One 
worry is a change that calls for knocking 
certain households off SNAP—on top of 
cuts to benefi ts already set to occur this 
year. But of particular concern to SNAP 
advocates is that the bill—besides 
limiting funding—could reverse years 
of progress that states have made in 
streamlining the application process.

Along with other cuts, the key provi-
sion that is vulnerable is called “categor-
ical eligibility,” which has been adopted 
by 40 states and aligns SNAP income 
and asset requirements with those 
for Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF), Supplemental Security 
Income and other assistance programs. 
Categorical eligibility saves states sig-
nifi cant money in administrative costs. 

To meet steep demand for safety net 
programs during the recession, some 
states set gross income requirements 
above the federal limit of 130 percent of 
poverty up to 200 percent, qualifying more 
working families for SNAP. If the option is 
eliminated, those currently categorically 
eligible could also lose benefi ts if they 
exceed federal limits for an asset test.

If Congress does eliminate the cat-
egorical eligibility provision, offi cials 
are worried about two possible conse-
quences. First, there’s the administrative 
cost involved in certifying income and 
assets separately for SNAP applica-
tions. Second, a portion of SNAP recipi-
ents—1.8 million to 3 million people by 
most estimates—wouldn’t meet federal 
requirements under the new scheme. 
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Who Receives Food Stamps?
The illustration below shows the approximate percentage of each state’s population 
receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefi ts as of April.
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• indicates states with no categorical eligibility option
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By Mike Maciag

Recently unemployed people or low-
income earners with modest savings are 
among those most likely to be affected, 
says Stacy Dean, vice president for food 
assistance policy at the left-leaning 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.

Numbers vary state to state. Wis-
consin offi cials say that at least 118,000 
people may lose SNAP benefi ts with-
out the categorical eligibility option. 
The Maryland Department of Human 
Resources estimated it would strip 
SNAP benefi ts from 37,000 individuals.

All SNAP recipients will already 
see benefi ts trimmed in Novem-
ber, when a temporary provision in 
the American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act that boosted benefi ts 
lapses. Families of three can expect 
to see reductions of $20 to $25 per 
month. Dean says many recipients 
are unaware of this looming cut. “[It] 
will be a big shock to the system,” 
she says. “It’s important that people 
prepare.” SNAP participants received 

an average monthly benefi t of $133 
per person in fi scal 2012.

When SNAP applications soared dur-
ing the recession, the majority of states 
used categorical eligibility to more 
effi ciently meet increased demand. 
But if Congress rescinds that option, 
state certifi cation processes would 
take more time. Babette Roberts, who 
oversees Washington state’s SNAP 
program, estimates caseworkers would 
need another 10 minutes per applicant 
to review SNAP eligibility. That might not 
seem like much, but the time adds up. 
With around 600,000 households receiv-
ing benefi ts in Washington state alone, 
Roberts says eliminating categorical 
eligibility would strip effi ciency from the 
system. Certifying applications, part of 
which the federal government funds, 
typically accounts for the bulk of SNAP 
administrative costs.

Changing the rules 
could further complicate 
the process, potentially 

hampering accuracy rates. “The more 
cumbersome the rules become, the 
more likely they are to make mistakes 
and the more people and time it takes 
to do,” Roberts says.

Also in play are federal perfor-
mance awards for states recording 
high payment accuracy or low error 
rates. Repealing those performance 
bonuses would save the federal gov-
ernment $480 million over 10 years. 
Larry Goolsby, director of Strategic 
Initiatives for the American Public 
Human Services Association, says the 
awards remain crucial to incentiviz-
ing states in fi ne-tuning the complex 
task of administering SNAP. “It’s very 
important to reward outstanding per-
formance,” Goolsby says, “as well 
as to have negatives if you don’t per-
form well.”  G

 Email  mmaciag@governing.com
See detailed data for each state online 

at governing.com/snapdata
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SOURCE: GOVERNING CALCULATIONS USING PRELIMINARY INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPATION TOTALS AND U.S. CENSUS BUREAU POPULATION ESTIMATES FOR 2012
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Problem Solver | SMART MANAGEMENT

Get Out the Rulers  
Benchmarking is a valuable tool. So why do so many localities resist using it? 

GOVERNING |  September 201360

the 21st century, the number of cities and 
counties participating dropped by 25 per-
cent, and it fell by more than 30 percent 
during and after the Great Recession. In 
both cases, the numbers escalated as the 
economy improved. 

Similarly, a voluntary eff ort to pro-
vide a common set of performance 
measures for local governments in Min-
nesota has had some trouble getting 

participants. The legislature provided 
an incentive of 14 cents per capita for 
participation, but that amount hasn’t 
been enough to convince many cities to 
sign up. Of 854 cities and 87 counties 
in the state, 13 percent of the cities and 
38 percent of the counties applied to 
the auditor and were approved to par-
ticipate in 2011. In 2012, that dropped to 
7 percent and 29 percent respectively.

Still, Rebecca Otto, the state auditor 
who oversees the eff ort, believes this has 
been an important initiative for the enti-
ties that use it well. “The entities that 

Beyond fear of disclosure, there are 
a number of reasons states and locali-
ties may not want to engage in—or 
use—benchmarking. For one, it can be 
very diffi  cult making sure there’s con-
sistency in the data and defi nitions. 
This doesn’t even have to be a matter 
of apples and oranges. It’s obstacle 
enough to try to compare a McIntosh 
to a Golden Delicious.

A June article in Governing (“The Rat-
ing Is the Hardest Part”) focused on a 
study funded by the Greater Boston Real 
Estate Board and the Building Owners 
and Managers Association on the eco-
nomic impacts of mandatory building 
energy labeling. Both groups opposed 
the benchmark ordinance that Boston 
passed to support such labeling. One 
problem with benchmarking, they say, 
is that there are too many diff erences 
in buildings and too little control over 
occupant energy use to make fair com-
parisons. Supporters, naturally, disagree 
and see the benchmarking eff ort as a way 
to reduce energy consumption. In any 
case, it’s clear that controversies like this 
thwart benchmarking eff orts.

Another obstacle is that benchmarking 
can be expensive and time-consuming, 
particularly when it involves establish-
ing generally agreed-upon performance 
measures with common defi nitions. The 
International City/County Management 
Association’s multiyear eff ort to provide 
cities and counties with a set of consis-
tent performance measures for compari-
son has seen participation ebb and fl ow 
with the economy. In the fi rst recession of 

W
e’ve always thought of 
ourselves as good par-
ents. You’d have to ask 
our children to see if 

that’s a fair statement. But here’s one 
thing we wish we had not done. When 
our daughter would come home from 
a soccer practice or play in the rare 
game that we missed, we would ask 
her, “How’d you do?” She would give 
us a mealy-mouthed answer that 
didn’t satisfy our curiosity. So, our next 
question—the one we probably should 
not have asked—was, “Were you one 
of the best?”

Why do we bring this up in a 
column about government manage-
ment? The truth is that we were try-
ing to get to a performance indicator 
by asking that she benchmark her-
self against her peer group. Just like 
many cities, counties and states do. 

“It’s one of the ways you can tell 
how well you’re doing,” says Harry 
Hatry, distinguished fellow and 
director of the Public Management 
Program for the Urban Institute. “If 
all you have is your own number and 
you don’t have a comparison, you 
can’t know if you are doing well.”

Despite the idea that benchmark-
ing can be a valuable tool, it’s not 
universally beloved. For one thing, 
when a bunch of cities are bench-
marked against one another, at least 
a few are inevitably at the bottom of 
the list. This is a powerful reason to 
stay the heck away from a bench-
marking eff ort in the fi rst place. S
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 “ If all you have 

is your own number 

and you don’t have 

a comparison, you 

can’t know if you are 

doing well.”
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have implemented this realize how pow-
erful a tool it is. There are very positive 
benefi ts and it’s very much worth doing 
even if the fi nancial incentives are small,” 
she says. “It allows for an informed con-
versation with your taxpayers.”

We have a lot of personal experi-
ence with comparing entities through 
the Government Performance Project, 
a rating eff ort that Governing used to 
do in conjunction with the Pew Center 
on the States. Since our use of data was 
accompanied by thousands of interviews 
to provide context and additional infor-
mation, we had faith in the results. We 
were always intrigued by how diff er-
ent governments reacted to a low rat-
ing. Some just hated the exercise and 
attacked it. Others, like Alabama, which 
rose from a C- in 2005 to a C+ in 2008, 
were inquisitive and intent on learning 
from the results. 

Along those lines, we were recently 
impressed to see a report from Louisiana, 
which focused on the state’s bottom-of-
the-pack performance on the United 
Health Foundation’s annual ranking of 
health indicators. The report from the 
state’s Department of Health and Hospi-
tals provided the legislature with recom-
mendations on how to improve the state 
health ranking with the goal of moving 
from the current position of number 49 
to 35 in the next 10 years.

Conversations with governments 
and associations that have recently been 
involved in benchmarking eff orts yielded 
the following guidelines for success with 
this tool:
• Focus on government improvement 

rather than a politically charged drive 
to reduce government’s size. 

• Regard the actual data comparison as 
the fi rst step of a multistep process, 
not the whole journey.

• Emphasize that the goal is providing 
areas for improvement, not targeting 
weak performers.

• Engage employees and labor in 
the eff ort.

• Show buy-in from top leadership.  G

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com
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The Public Safety Tipping Point
Cutting it too much can cost more than it saves.

Recently my wife and I were strolling along the shore in Long Beach, N.Y., when a 
young woman ran up to us, thrust her sunglasses into my wife’s hands and dashed into 
the ocean. It took me a minute to realize that she was a lifeguard. She dove into each 
breaker as it came, swimming strongly straight toward a young man and a teenage girl 
quite a ways from shore. I wasn’t sure at fi rst if they were 
just playing or in trouble, but the lifeguard knew. They were 
in trouble, especially the girl. We stood and waited as the 
three of them came to shore. Everyone was OK.

I was impressed. I had just seen a government employee 
do her job superbly. Aside from the strength and determi-
nation displayed by her swimming, it takes skill to watch 
hundreds of people in the water and identify, at a distance 
of many yards, someone who is in trouble. The job is impor-
tant not just to the individuals assisted and their families, 
but to the economy of the city of Long Beach itself.

Like many cities, Long Beach has fi nancial problems and 
has been cutting spending and reducing the number of public employees—including,
in this case, lifeguards. The money budgeted for lifeguards in Long Beach has been 
cut by more than 18 percent in the past year. 

 Not every city has a beach, but lifeguards are essentially public safety employees, 
just like cops and fi refi ghters, which every city has. How many you need and how 
much to pay them is a tough call. If things are going well, you could be spending way 
more than needed and not really notice. In tough fi nancial times, you can cut a little 
and maybe nothing bad happens. So you cut a little more. 

Kansas City, Mo., is far from the ocean, but it has the Power and Light District, a 
downtown entertainment area on which the city has spent hundreds of millions of 
dollars, hoping to boost the city’s economy just as the beach does in Long Beach. As 
mayor, I was often asked what else the city would do to support this huge investment. 
The suggested response was additional tax incentives, but it was clear to me that the 
most important thing the city could do was keep it safe. The city needed thousands of 
suburbanites to visit the district regularly, and any sign that it wasn’t safe would keep 
them away no matter how bright, glitzy and attractive we made it. To the extent that 
public safety expenditures were crowded out by money diverted to support tax incen-
tives and debt service, the project’s fortunes would actually be harmed, not helped.

So how low can you go in public safety? How many cops—or lifeguards—is too few? 
Essentially the only way to tell when you’re not spending enough on public safety is 
when it’s too late—bad things are happening. The Bannister Mall area in Kansas City 
was a fl ourishing retail and residential area in the 1990s, but an uptick in crime drove 
away shoppers. The fi rst anchor store closed in 2000, and the rest left soon afterward. 
The mall was eventually demolished, and today the area is desolate.

And so the cycle goes. The number of cops—or lifeguards or fi refi ghters or other fi rst 
responders—is reduced and their pay and support is cut until a tipping point is reached. 
That rescued girl in Long Beach didn’t make the news, but she would have if she had 
drowned. When a family is deciding where to take their beach vacation or where to 
shop, the news that the place they’re thinking about is unsafe will send them elsewhere. 

The fi rst priority in taking care of the money is to spend it on what matters, and 
nothing matters more than public safety.   G

 Email mfunkhouser@governing.com 

By Mark Funkhouser
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By Steve Towns

CIOs’ Wish List
Their top priority? A little help from their friends. 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

from South Carolina’s Department of Rev-
enue last year increased the political will to 
strengthen cybersecurity. That’s a positive 
sign, since cybercrime is here to stay.

Workforce transformation. Indus-
try trends are changing the tech skills 
needed by states and locali-
ties. Growing availability 
and acceptance of cloud-
based services means gov-
ernments don’t need to 
own and maintain as much 
equipment. And CIOs need 
fewer computer operators 
and more contract manag-
ers, along with business 
analysts and data special-
ists who can help agencies 
work smarter.   

Building this new work-
force often requires updated 
civil service classifi cations 
and better wages to attract 
employees with the right skills. It also 
calls for retraining existing workers. These 
changes can be wrenching for employees 
and management, and implementing them 
demands solid executive commitment. 

One of the boldest moves comes 
from Tennessee Gov. Bill Haslam, who 
approved a plan that overhauls the state’s 
IT job classifi cations and requires all 
1,600 state IT employees to reapply for 
their jobs. In addition, the state com-
mitted $2.5 million annually for training 
that’s designed to develop and retain in-
house technology talent.

Shared systems. CIOs have argued 
for years that individual states shouldn’t 
develop 50 diff erent versions of sys-
tems that essentially do the same thing. 
Instead, they say, there should be a way to 
share systems for functions like Medicaid 
management or unemployment insurance 
that are common across states or locali-
ties. Today, technological improvements 

A
s editor of Governing’s sister 
publication, Government Tech-
nology, I spend lots of time talk-
ing to state and local CIOs about 

their priorities. Three issues routinely top 
the list: protecting data stored in govern-
ment computer systems, building a staff  
with the right skills for today’s tech mar-
ket, and fi guring out smart ways to share 
expensive computer applications to cut 
costs. The common denominator for all of 
these challenges? Solving them demands 
close cooperation between CIOs, political 
leaders and agency managers. 

Here’s a closer look at how some juris-
dictions are handling those challenges.

Cybersecurity. It’s no secret that data 
thieves have grown more sophisticated in 
recent years, particularly since organized 
crime has gone digital. Yet CIOs continue 
to complain that political leaders and top 
management offi  cials view cybersecurity 
as a technology problem instead of a busi-
ness risk that needs to be acknowledged 
and addressed. What’s more, industry 
experts worry privately that chronic 
underinvestment in security technology 
makes government agencies sitting ducks 
for professional cybercrooks.

But some states are getting it right. 
Michigan consolidated physical and 
cybersecurity operations under state 
Chief Security Offi  cer Dan Lohrmann 
a few years ago, creating a coordinated 
approach to guarding government facili-
ties and electronic assets. The state also 
is investing in new security programs like 
mandatory bimonthly security training 
for agency employees. And Michigan 
CIO David Behen says Gov. Rick Sny-
der, a former tech executive, personally 
ensures that members of his senior lead-
ership team are current on that training.

There’s hope that leadership engage-
ment in cybersecurity is spreading. A 
number of CIOs say the massive data theft 

make shared systems more feasible. At the 
same time, the Great Recession pressured 
agencies to fi nd alternative ways of build-
ing these systems, which can cost upward 
of $100 million to implement. But shared 
systems tend to spark procurement issues, 

turf battles and project management chal-
lenges that can’t be resolved without top-
level attention.

Colorado, under Gov. John Hick-
enlooper and CIO Kristin Russell, is 
attempting to develop a model for col-
laborative systems. The state has several 
projects going, including an eff ort to build 
an unemployment insurance system that 
will be shared by four states. It’s part of 
a multistate initiative that also calls for 
sharing computer storage of mapping 
data, video and other types of information. 
Pioneering large-scale shared systems 
isn’t easy under the best circumstances, 
and it’s nearly impossible without big-
time executive backing.

These may not be the only issues keep-
ing CIOs awake at night, but they’re often 
at the top of the list. And to address them 
successfully, CIOs can’t do it alone.   G
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Heading to
the cloud?
We know the terrain.
Our built-for-government CGI Advantage® ERP  
solution is available to state and local governments  
as a comprehensive service from CGI’s secure and  
robust private cloud environment.

We deliver the economies of scale, predictability  
and flexibility to help governments reduce  
costs, increase agility and transform their  
ERP programs.

cgi.com/cgiadvantage Experience the commitment®
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By Frank Shafroth

T
he structure of local govern-
ment in America is changing. In 
the last half century, the number 
of school districts has declined 

by more than 80 percent and the number 
of counties and municipalities has either 
declined or barely budged. There has, 
however, been an explosion in special-
purpose districts. A whole new kind of 
government is now the most prevalent 
form of government in the U.S.—and that’s 
raising all sorts of taxing questions.

The Internal Revenue Service is ask-
ing whether these districts are eligible to 
issue tax-exempt debt. Similarly, rating 
agencies and some taxpayers question 
whether there’s suffi  cient transparency 
and accountability in the taxing processes 
that special districts use.

The extraordinary growth in special 
districts appears to be a response, at least 
in part, to the spread of tax and debt limita-
tions, as well as popular resistance to gen-
eral tax increases. In Colorado, for instance, 
in the wake of the 1992 adoption of its Tax-
payer Bill of Rights, there was a proliferation 
of new quasi-governments. By 2005, special 
districts accounted for 87 percent of all local 
governments in Colorado. The irony: A citi-
zens’ initiative to reduce the size and role 
of government achieved the obverse. The 
increase in special-purpose districts is due 

to local governments’ seeking budget relief, 
while still desiring to maintain services. 

Special districts, which generally pro-
vide services not being supplied by existing 
general-purpose governments, may serve 
multiple states or counties—or be as small 
as one person. In Texas, for example, it only 
took one person to create a utility district 
out of 1,000 acres of Shiney Hiney Ranch. 
A former Dallas medical student, who’d 
moved to a trailer home on Shiney Hiney 
a month before an election, voted to cre-
ate “a special district with rights to invoke 
eminent domain and to issue $400 million 
in bonds, along with setting a $1 property 
tax rate (per $100 of assessed value),” 
according to the Denton Record-Chronicle.

It’s how these districts are supported 
that raises questions about tax burdens 
and transparency. When special districts 
are created to run enterprise activities—
airports, harbors, hospitals, water and 
sewer utilities—they rely either entirely 
or predominantly on user fees. Special 
districts for non-enterprise activities, like 
fi re and police, however, lean heavily on 
property tax as a revenue source.  

The lines of revenue raising can be 
opaque. In Travis County, Texas, for exam-
ple, 118 diff erent entities can levy property 
taxes. Many of those entities tax only cer-
tain areas within the county, which means 

no one is taxed by all 118. Throughout the 
state, the number of entities with the power 
to levy property taxes has also increased. 
In 1992 cities and counties were roughly 
a third of those that could levy property 
taxes, school districts made up another 
third and the last third consisted of special-
purpose districts. By 2010, special-purpose 
districts made up 87 percent of the growth 
in property taxing authorities over the last 
two decades. As a result, special-purpose 
tax districts constitute more than 40 per-
cent of property taxing entities in Texas.

According to data provided by the 
comptroller’s offi  ce, Texas’ population has 
grown by more than 40 percent since 1992, 
even as property taxes have increased by 
188 percent. Some of the money goes to 
counties, cities and school districts, but 
the bulk goes to special-purpose districts.  

The upsurge in special districts has 
meant an explosion of new taxes. Ironi-
cally, this is happening in states that are 
often perceived as anti-tax. This unprec-
edented growth in special districts is 
leading to a showdown with the federal 
government over the ability of local gov-
ernments to issue public capital debt and 
could preempt the authority of many 
states and localities.  G

Email fshafrot@gmu.edu 

The Secret Tax Explosion
Special districts are growing like weeds—and raising tax burdens as they proliferate.
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SOURCE: GOVERNING CALCULATIONS OF U.S. CENSUS BUREAU DATANumber of Special Districts

Percent of growth
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135%The Special District Dozen
The 12 states with the greatest number of special districts in 

2012 and the percent of growth of those districts, 1982-2012

Illinois California  Texas  Colorado  Missouri  Pennsylvania  Kansas  Nebraska  Washington  New York  Oregon  Florida
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We can help make retirement a reality for your employees.
As a non-profit independent financial services corporation focused exclusively on the retirement needs 
of the public sector, we’ve provided plan sponsors with exceptional support since 1972. And we provide 
retirement plans and related services for more than a million public sector participant 
accounts through innovative retirement planning, investment strategies and 
educational materials. No wonder so many city, county and state employees 

turn to us to power their retirement plans.

Learn more at www.icmarc.org/visit or call 888-457-2872.
Statistic Source: The 2012 EBRI/MGA Retirement Confidence Survey
© 2013 ICMA-RC AC 0213-6297

More than half of workers don’t know how 
much they will need to save to retire comfortably.
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Last Look

When California Gov. Jerry Brown won a third term in 2010, the 
blogosphere was atwitter with speculation that a new term could also mean 
a new offi  cial portrait. Brown’s portrait from his fi rst tenure, from 1975 to 
1983, was so wildly unpopular when it was unveiled in 1984, that rather 
than hang it next to the portraits of other former governors on the fi rst fl oor, 
the state legislature banished it to a third-fl oor stairwell in the state Capitol 
building. It prompted the artist, Don Bachardy, to quip, “If you saw some of 
the paintings hanging in the Capitol, you’d see why I am not at all insulted 
that my portrait of Brown is not among them.” Unlike the more traditional 
and formal styles that characterize most offi  cial paintings—like Gov. Ronald 
Reagan’s before him—the portrait of Brown is more abstract. Lawmakers at 
the time said it looked as if it had been painted with “spilled ketchup and 
soy sauce.” Even Brown’s father wasn’t a fan, apparently telling his son that 
if he didn’t get a new one, he could never run for governor again. He did, 
and has since said that he thinks the painting looks “unfi nished.” Still, he 
has said nothing about replacing it.    —Elizabeth Daigneau 

DAVID KIDD
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Sprint is the choice for organizations needing to do more with less. Talk to a Sprint representative to learn about 
new solutions like: Smart Scouter, the real-time motion detector; Trimble Fleet Management, the mapping/data 
analysis technology; and CheckVideo®, the intelligent video surveillance and alarm verification solution. Sprint 
Mobility Management can empower all your people and provide administrative support whenever you need it. 
Our 4G LTE network means secure connectivity. Sprint wireless solutions are designed to help you manage 
your resources, improve your citizen services, and better enable your entire team. 

Get your team working as one.

Sprint 4G LTE network reaches over 100 markets, on select devices. See sprint.com/coverage for details. Sprint 3G network reaches over 275 million people. Sprint 4G LTE devices 
will not operate on the Sprint 4G (WiMAX) network. Additional fees apply. LTE is a trademark of ETSI. ©2013 Sprint. All rights reserved. Sprint and the logo are trademarks of Sprint.

Sprint 4G LTE network available in limited markets and for select applications and devices.

EVERYONE WINS
WHEN AGENCIES
WORK AS ONE.

1-866-815-2229      sprint.com/flag
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 Turning virtual into real 
and skeptics into believers.
Siemens answers are helping leading companies explore new places in new ways.

The engineers at SpaceX knew that successfully 
launching a rocket was contingent on millions 
of things going right. Just a single error could 
impact the entire mission to the International 
Space Station. To help solve this challenge, 
they turned to Siemens industry software. This 
played a critical role in enabling the SpaceX 

team to design and test products virtually before 
constructing them physically — optimizing the 
chances of a successful launch.

Today, Siemens is helping business leaders 
across the U.S. transform the way goods are 
manufactured. In industries from automotive to 
pharmaceutical, companies look to Siemens for 
new ways to do more with less, to raise quality 
while lowering costs, and to help factories and 
plants be a bit gentler on our environment. 
And it’s working — a new era in manufacturing 
is beginning to take hold across the country.

Somewhere in America, the people of Siemens 
are creating answers that will last for years 
to come.
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Siemens industry 
software helps 

innovative companies 
increase productivity, 

improve accuracy, and 
signifi cantly reduce costs.

siemens.com/answers
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