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PUBLISHER’S DESK 

Government’s Plumbers

W
hen I served as the auditor of Kansas City, Mo., I saw 
my role as that of a craftsman, like a carpenter or a 
plumber. I thought about this as I read Liz Farmer’s 
feature about a certain breed of city manager she 

describes as living in a constant quest for new challenges in new 
places. These “mobile managers” are like plumbers, brought in 
to fi x leaky pipes. When things are working properly again, they 
move on to the next place.

The people who hire these city managers are the elected of-
fi cials who represent the voters. Just as with homeowners and 
plumbers, responsible people hire skilled professionals. But more 
important in this case, good elected offi  cials give city managers the 
space they need to do their work. A recent interview in Forbes with 
Mick Cornett, the fourth-term mayor of Oklahoma City, provides 

an example of what I mean.
Oklahoma City is successful by 

almost every measure: The unem-
ployment rate is well below the 
national average; it is one of the 
nation’s 10 fastest-growing cities; 
it has minimal taxes and public 
debt; and, in what Cornett’s in-
terviewer (and Governing col-
umnist) Scott Beyer calls “a true 
urban American anomaly,” its em-
ployee pension system is almost 
fully funded. Cornett is also that 
rare variety of big-city mayor, 
a Republican. But when Beyer 

asked him if it was conservative governance that had produced 
these results, Cornett responded that while the city’s policies 
“might be Republican by coincidence,” its success was actually 
the result of a sense of unity in the city and the fact that it has had 
really good city managers.

I think the two elements Cornett identifi es are linked. The city’s 
leadership was able to create a sense of unity that gave its expert 
administrators the space to run the city well. A sense of unity is 
a function of leadership, and it can be diffi  cult to achieve. A good 
example today is the problem of public safety. Although violent 
crime is at historic lows nationally, fears of crime and of terrorism 
seem high. Given the tenor of our debates over immigration and 
the use of force by police, this is a problem that divides Americans 
more than it unites us.

Good leaders bring people together to solve problems. They 
appeal to values we all hold in common and fi nd ways to coalesce 
people around shared goals. When that hard work is done, skilled 
management can craft effi  cient and eff ective solutions to problems. 
The plumber can’t fi x the leaks until we stop arguing over who 
can use the bathroom.
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LETTERS

A Model Court
In the March feature “Defense with 
Dignity,” Daniel C. Vock looked at an un-
conventional court in Brooklyn. The Red 
Hook Community Justice Center was 
“conceived as an entirely new approach 
to justice, a way to reconnect defendants 
to their community by providing them 
the services they need,” Vock wrote. 
“Treat defendants with respect, and 
they’ll respect you—and the law—in the 
future.” The model has been successful 
in a number of ways, including cutting 
recidivism by 10 percent. 

All the specialty courts—drug, alcohol, 
veteran—reject the [traditional] functions 
of courts. Prosecutors don’t prosecute, 
defense lawyers don’t defend, judges don’t 
judge. They all recognize that the frame-
work of the criminal justice system doesn’t 
work for the people who come before 
them or for the community. We someday 
will decriminalize these status off enses 
and off er real help to those who need it.

—Jane Bond on Facebook

We need this everywhere, instead of 
an intimidating, rude setting where you 
are looked down upon as a defendant 
presumed guilty.

—Patricia Davidson Pearce 
on Facebook

Civility combined with creative problem 
solving—what a concept!

—Adam Barley on Facebook

IndifferenceBreeds …
In March’s Politics Watch, Alan Greenblatt 
wrote about Josh Pacewicz’s book, 
Partisans and Partners. Greenblatt laid out 
Pacewicz’s argument that there is gener-
ally more cooperation today at the local 
level, and that’s one reason why American 
politics has become so polarized. Pacewicz 
argued that this started when industries 
nationalized in the 1970s. “Many family-
owned companies went away,” Greenblatt 
wrote, “replaced by fi rms headquartered 
elsewhere and run by management less 
concerned with preserving the health 
of a given community.” One reader won-
dered if this event led to more than just 
polarization.

I was really touched by that sentence. 
I was recently in a long debate about the 
responsibility of artists who use their 
experiences in poverty to change or at 
least address those ills. As an observer I 
wonder if this pattern of corporations not 
concerning themselves with or prioritizing 
the health of the communities they serve 
doesn’t bleed into the larger culture they 
infl uence (music, food, etc.), which may be 

just a refl ection of the self-centered and 
self-aggrandizing examples that have been 
set by these business entities.

—Nic Jay, Los Angeles

A Big Step
In the March feature “One Small Step 
to College,” J.B. Wogan examined free 
college savings accounts set up by cities 
and counties to help children and their 
families save for college. Studies have 
found that while the programs are 
popular with constituents, they haven’t 
worked well for lower-income families. 

Like medical savings accounts, you 
have to have suffi  cient disposable income 
to put into [college saving accounts] for 
them to work.

—James DeSalvo on Facebook

[They don’t work] because the wealthy 
don’t need them and everyone else can’t 
aff ord them.

—Joann Kessinger on Facebook

2017
NOMINATE AN OFFICIAL
Take a moment to 
tell us about an out-
standing state, city or 
county leader who has 
shown true courage, 
innovation, creativity 
and excellence in his 
or her job. Submit 
your nominations at  
governing.com/poy. 
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Kristen Cox
Executive Director, 
Utah Office of 
Management and Budget 

Women make up only 23 percent of government leadership roles at the state 
and local level. In this new series, reporter Mattie Quinn talks with members of the 
23 percent club about their experience in public service. In March, she conducted 
her fi rst interview with Mayor Karen Freeman-Wilson of Gary, Ind. Listen on iTunes 
or at governing.com/23-percent-podcast.

New Podcast from Governing: The 23%
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“This book is a must for anyone who believes government 
can make a diff erence in our lives. ... Peak Performance details how 
a courageous and visionary mayor and a highly dedicated workforce 
can give their citizens a more eff icient and eff ective government ...”

Former Pennsylvania Gov. Edward G. Rendell, 
author of A Nation of Wusses: How America’s Leaders 

Lost the Guts to Make Us Great

Order today at 
governing.com/ 
peakperformance 

Also available on amazon.com. 
Bulk discounts available.

A quick, hone st 

& fun must-read 

for anyone who 

l ive s in a city 
or works in an 
organization!

Theresa Reno-Weber,

 Chief of Performance & Technology, 

Louisville, Ky.
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Squabbling in the Sunshine
THERE ARE PLENTY of states where 
governors and legislators don’t get 
along. There can’t be too many, how-
ever, where relations were made worse 
by a commercial featuring a rap star.

That happened in Florida. Visit Florida, 
the state’s tourism promotion bureau, paid 
the rapper Pitbull $1 million to appear in a 
“sexy beaches” video and advertise #LoveFL. 
After news of the agreement broke, Gov. 
Rick Scott promptly fi red Visit Florida’s CEO.

That move wasn’t enough to quell 
criticism from legislators who would like to 
eliminate the bureau, along with another 
agency, Enterprise Florida, which runs the 
state’s overall economic development pro-
gram. Richard Corcoran, the House speaker, 
says Enterprise Florida engages in “pay to 
play” and its funding could better be spent on 
universities and other government business.

Scott has made job creation the top prior-
ity of his governorship, and he takes exception 
to the idea that his economic development 
arm is a waste of money. In recent months, 
he has made it his business to show up in 
the districts of legislators who have sought 
to eliminate his prize programs, including 
Corcoran’s, and call them out by name. 

“Corcoran represents a pretty wide-
spread view among a number of legisla-
tors that Visit Florida and Enterprise Florida 
have been out of control to some degree,” 
says Aubrey Jewett, a political scientist 
at the University of Central Florida. “The 
level of vitriol has increased over time and 
neither camp is backing down. I think [the 
word] ‘feud’ is appropriate at this point.”

There is some speculation in Tallahas-
see that Corcoran is motivated not just by 
good-government concerns, but also by his 
apparent desire to reach the governor’s man-
sion next year. Scott, who faces term limits, is 
expected to make a run for the U.S. Senate.

Fittingly for Republican politicians these 
days, both men have engaged in what 
might be described as Trumpian tactics. 
Corcoran presents himself as a populist 
crusader willing to take on big business 
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and call out the governor’s programs as 
“corporate welfare.” Scott has labeled 
complaints about Enterprise Florida as 
“fake news.” (Separately, the governor was 
delighted when it was reported that Corco-
ran’s law fi rm had done roughly $235,000 
worth of business for Enterprise Florida.)

Relations between the governor and 
the legislature had already been strained 
over the past couple of years. There has 
been serious intraparty disagreement over 
Medicaid expansion and Scott’s line-item 
vetoes of hundreds of millions’ worth of 
state projects every year. Now, with so 
much overt political wrangling going on, 
fi nal deals on the budget and other major 
legislation will be even harder to achieve. 
“We all understand this is the prerequisite 
to the political cycle in the next two years,” 
says Pete Dunbar, a former GOP legislator 
and longtime lobbyist. “More [media] 
coverage might facilitate your next move.”

It would be premature, Dunbar stresses, 
to think that Scott and the speaker won’t 

come to terms by the end of the session. 
He notes that Corcoran engaged in public 
disputes with the state Senate over bud-
geting and transparency rules, and that 
those issues were resolved just before the 
2017 session started in March. Enterprise 
Florida and Visit Florida may be different 
matters. The governor spent much of his 
State of the State address touting their 
successes. It was a surprising amount 
of attention considering that, between 
them, they amount to perhaps $200 mil-
lion out of the state’s $84 billion budget. 

But the dispute over their fates is likely 
to overshadow most other issues in Tal-
lahassee until there’s some sort of agree-
ment about how to handle it. With both 
sides motivated by their own policies and 
politics, that may be a tough thing to pull 
off. “Last year was the worst relationship 
we’ve seen in 20 years between a Repub-
lican governor and legislature,” Jewett 
says. “We thought the relationship couldn’t 
get any worse, but apparently it can.”

By Alan Greenblatt

A $1 million promotional 

video to advertise 

#LoveFL sparked a feud 

between the governor 

and House speaker.
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SUPPOSE YOU DON’T PAY your bus fare. 
Should you go to jail for that?

It has happened quite often in the 
Portland, Ore., area, where there’s a 
crime on the books called interfering 
with public transportation, or IPT. That 
can mean anything from repeated fare 
evasion to disruptive behavior. The 
point is, a lot of people have been getting 
arrested for it.

Rod Underhill, the district attorney 
in Multnomah County, which includes 
Portland, has noticed that in his juris-
diction, as in most metropolitan areas, 
there are a disproportionate number 
of prosecutions involving African-
Americans. He traces a lot of this back to 
IPT. It turns out that African-Americans 
are eight times as likely as whites to be 
charged for certain transit violations.

It may not sound like a big deal, but 
IPT is categorized as a Class A misde-
meanor. That puts it on the same level 
as domestic abuse and drunk driving. 
In other words, a fare evader can receive 
the same sentence as someone who 

punches another person in the face.
According to the Oregon Criminal 

Justice Commission, in recent years 
IPT convictions in Multnomah County 
led to an average sentence of 15 days. 
In neighboring Washington County, the 
average sentence was nearly twice as 
long. That amount of time cost taxpay-
ers thousands of dollars per conviction. 
It cost them even more when off enders, 
often mentally ill, were sent to state 
hospitals. “It’s a very expensive way 
to deal with the problem,” says Mitch 
Greenlick, who represents Portland in 
the Oregon House.

Out of concern for both racial inequi-
ties and overly punitive sentences involv-
ing crimes on public transit, Underhill 
brokered a deal with TriMet, the local 
transit authority, and his fellow district 
attorneys in Washington and Clackamas 
counties. (TriMet denies engaging in any 
racial discrimination.) Instead of being 
treated as a Class A misdemeanor, fare 
evasion in all three counties is now sub-
ject to fi nes in line with traffi  c violations. 

Those who interfere more actively with 
public transportation will face a matrix 
of somewhat stricter punishments rang-
ing from community service to further 
prosecution. “If you’re on a light rail 
platform and you’re [kicked out] for fare 
jumping, we’re not going to arrest you 
anymore,” Greenlick says.

Many citizens continue to regard 
fare-evading as an insult to public order, 
but the new policy has won praise from 
legislators who were concerned about 
the old hard-line approach, as well as 
community activists who saw transit 
arrests as a gateway to harsher encoun-
ters with the criminal justice system 
down the line. “I don’t think going for a 
conviction over repeated fare evasion is 
in the best interest of justice, as an issue 
of both equity and fairness,” says Brian 
Renauer, a criminologist at Portland 
State University. “Particularly when 
you learn that the consequence of an 
arrest for interfering with public trans-
portation is jail time and upward of a 
$2,500 fi ne.”

Farebox Fairness 
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In the Portland, Ore., area, African-

Americans are more likely to be 

charged with certain transit violations.
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10years
Maximum penalty for possessing 
a stolen cellphone in Louisiana. 
Actually stealing a phone carries 
only a six-month maximum.

THE BREAKDOWN

$3.5B
The amount Saudi Arabia recently 
invested in Uber, giving the country a 
5 percent stake in the company. 

54%
Share of the 50 largest counties and 
cities that disclose no basic information 
online about the tax incentives they 
offer businesses. 

70%
The proportion of land in California 
that is now considered free of drought 
following an unexpectedly wet winter. 
Twenty-one percent of the state is still 
rated “abnormally dry.”

IT’S POSSIBLE that Grant County, Ky., 

has touched bottom. The county, which lies 

midway between Cincinnati and Lexington, 

almost ran out of money this spring, which 

would have prompted a state takeover.

In March, county offi cials approved a 2 

percent payroll tax on local workers. This 

will bring in more than $3 million in the 

coming year, enough to avoid bankruptcy. 

But things will still be a bit dicey. Collection 

of the new tax won’t start until the begin-

ning of the fi scal year, July 1—the same 

day the county faces a $500,000 payment 

on the debt it owes for jail operations. “We 

think we can make it to the end of the fi scal 

year,” says County Judge Executive Steve 

Wood, “but we may have to take out a loan.”

For a while, the county thought Noah’s 

Ark would save them. Desperate for a new 

revenue source, local offi cials gave hefty 

land grants and tax incentives to the Ark 

Encounter, a religious theme park that 

includes a “life-sized reconstruction” of 

Noah’s ship, along with a creation museum. 

The park opened last July, but due to the tax 

breaks, it hasn’t translated into any sort of 

public revenue windfall for the county.

Visitors to the Ark complex also haven’t 

been spending as much money as had been 

initially hoped. In part, that’s because there 

are few other attractions nearby to entice 

them to stay. There also aren’t enough hotel 

rooms to accommodate tourists or restau-

rants to draw them into local business dis-

tricts. “We haven’t had anything really built 

yet,” Wood says. “That was probably wrong 

on our part.” 

With perhaps a million Ark visitors now 

expected annually, things might be starting 

to change. The city of Dry Ridge has just 

announced that two new hotels will be built 

over the coming year, along with some new 

restaurants. If tourists can be convinced to 

visit Grant County downtowns when they 

come to see the boat, that should bring in a 

few more dollars to help the county balance 

its books.

The truth is that Grant County’s prob-

lems are largely its own fault. For two 

decades, county offi cials refused to raise 

taxes. Instead, to make up for funding 

shortfalls, they dipped into reserves, drain-

ing them by some $2 million over the past 

eight years. “Over time, of course, if you 

don’t replace those reserves, you’re going 

to have a situation where you have a defi -

cit,” says Jamie Baker, executive director of 

the county chamber of commerce.

It was the jail that generated the most 

serious fi nancial trouble. Deferred mainte-

nance led to serious deterioration, with the 

state eventually deciding to pull its prison-

ers out of the county lockup altogether. 

That led to a substantial drop in revenue, 

prompting local arguments about whether it 

made more fi nancial sense to close the jail 

or clean things up suffi ciently to recapture 

housing fees from the state. Along the way, 

Wood and the county jailer, who had been 

sparring, ended up suing each other.

Whatever relief the Ark may bring, 

the county’s budget problems are going 

to remain a sore point for years to come. 

“We’re going to grow,” says Baker, the 

chamber offi cial. “It’s just going to take 

some time.”

No Help from NoahNo Help from Noah

The ship at Ark 

Encounter, a religious 

theme park
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EDUCATION IS A TOP spending and 
policy priority in every state. That’s 
a major reason why governors want 
a large say on school issues. But it 
has led to some frustration for Indi-
ana’s recent chief executives.

Indiana is one of about a dozen 
states where the top education offi  cial 
is elected independently. As a result, 
governors and state superintendents 
of public instruction don’t always see 
eye to eye. This was especially true 
when Vice President Mike Pence was 
governor and had to work with—or 
more frequently against—Demo-
cratic Superintendent Glenda Ritz.

In 2012, Ritz managed to unseat 
Tony Bennett, a superintendent who 
promoted vouchers, merit pay and 
charter schools. (Later, it emerged that 
Bennett had ordered underlings to goose 
the ratings of some charters, including 
one founded by a top donor.) Ritz repre-
sented a brake against the kind of educa-
tion overhaul that Bennett, Pence and 
other Republicans had pursued. Pence 
thus sought to do an end-run around her, 
creating a new agency to set policy. “Leg-
islators found themselves having to get 
more involved in refereeing arguments,” 
says Betsy Wiley, president of the Insti-
tute for Quality Education, in Indianapo-
lis. “It was a lot of trauma and drama 
and politics for four years, and not a lot 
of support of good education policy.”

Ritz was unseated in November 
by Republican Jennifer McCormick. 
Nevertheless, Pence’s successor, Repub-
lican Gov. Eric Holcomb, decided it 
was time to revive an idea that’s been 
kicking around the state for decades—
making the superintendent’s job a 
gubernatorial appointment. A bill to 
do just that sailed through the state 
House earlier this year. However, on 
the same day, a related measure was 
narrowly defeated in the state Senate.

One State’s 
School Duel

The bill was mismanaged, with 
freshman senators inadequately briefed 
on its importance as a priority for the 
governor. But there were substantive 
objections as well. In some states where 
the superintendent is appointed, mem-
bers of the state board of education are 
elected. That gives voters some lever-
age in state school politics. Under the 
proposed Indiana model, voters would 
have been left with no role to play except 
picking a governor. “The voters of Indi-
ana deserve some type of direct impact 
on the direction of education,” says Keith 
Gambill, vice president of the Indiana 
State Teachers Association. “That can’t 
solely be with the governor’s seat.”

This points to a perennial question 
in state government: What’s the best 
way to make sure agency heads are 
accountable? Electing superintendents 
directly gives voters a choice, but 
too many independent fi efdoms can 

leave a governor powerless to carry 
out a coherent agenda. Advocates for 
appointing superintendents say the 
education chief and the governor should 
be philosophically aligned—rather than 
having them work against each other, 
as happened with Pence and Ritz.

That argument may still win out. 
Holcomb and his allies are determined 
to try again in the Senate. They believe 
tweaking the bill and mounting a 
renewed lobbying eff ort might push 
the bill over the top. On the other hand, 
some senators don’t share the gover-
nor’s views on important issues, notably 
vouchers and investing in pre-K, and 
therefore don’t want to give him what 
he wants in terms of overall control. 

It’s one more reminder that on 
central concerns such as education, 
arriving at consensus can be much 
more diffi  cult than simply rear-
ranging the organizational chart.

Indiana Gov. Eric 

Holcomb wants to 

make the school 

superintendent 

a gubernatorial 

appointment.
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Sprawling convention space smack dab in the middle of culinary 
hotspots. Hotels and meeting spaces within shouting distance 
of the next wave of award winning craft breweries. Book your 
next convention in the place where business meets pleasure. 
Right here in Birmingham. The Next South.

inbirmingham.com  |  #INBirmingham  |  800 - 458 - 8085 

THE NEXT GREAT EXCUSE 
TO DUCK OUT OF YOUR 
MEETING EARLY.

350K SQUARE FEET OF MEETING AND EXHIBITION SPACE • 18K SEAT ARENA • 4K SEATS IN TWO THEATERS • ALL ON THE BIRMINGHAM-JEFFERSON CONVENTION COMPLEX CAMPUS.
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W
hat would happen to 
the state of New York if 
Syracuse ceased to exist? 
Maybe not a lot. Life would 

go on pretty much as before. Unless, of 
course, you were a resident of Syracuse. In 
that case, you might have cause to wonder 
what would justify folding up the state’s 
fi fth-largest city after a productive life of 
192 years.

All right, I’m exaggerating. Syracuse 
isn’t going to be literally wiped off  the map. 
The struggling city will continue to exist 
as a geographic entity, 26.6 square miles 
of territory with fixed boundaries and 
roughly 150,000 people inside them. But 
if the plans of a blue ribbon commission 
become law, Syracuse wouldn’t be much 
more than that.

After three years of work and tes-
timony from hundreds of residents, 
the 19-member Commission on Local 
Government Modernization, created by 
a coalition of civic leaders and fi nanced 
in part by the state legislature, issued its 
fi nal report early this year. It made a series 
of recommendations that weren’t entirely 
surprising but still managed to be rather 
startling in their language, scope and aura 
of solemnity.

Under the plan, the city would be ab-
sorbed by surrounding Onondaga County. 
Syracuse would have no mayor, no police 
force and no economic development 
agency. Its city council would be merged 
into a 33-member county legislature, only 
fi ve of whose districts would lie entirely 
within the city, which currently holds 
about a third of the county’s population.

Few would dispute that the city has 
some serious problems. It is home to 
18,000 fewer working residents than in 
1990; its job growth since then has been 
less than half the national average. “The 
city of Syracuse is worse today than it was 
a decade ago,” commission co-chairman 
Neil Murphy said to me recently. “And it’s 
not going to get better.“

The Onondaga County executive, 
Joanie Mahoney, has been warning for 
the past six years that the city is fi nancial-
ly unsound. She thinks that the commis-
sion’s plan may be the only viable option 
for dealing with a deteriorating situation. 
“If you don’t like this plan,” she asks, “what 
is your plan? The clock is ticking. ‘No’ is 
not an option.”

And viewed in the abstract, consolida-
tion would seem to make sense. As in most 
troubled metro areas, the surrounding 

county is healthier than the city. A con-
solidated Onondaga County would at 
least be within reach of fi scal stability. It 
might even look more attractive to corpo-
rations and other signifi cant job creators. 
But urban life isn’t lived in the abstract. 
The closer one looks at the plan, the more 
problematic it begins to appear.

No longer a city in its historic sense, 
Syracuse would become a “debt district.” 
Yes, those are the words the commission 
report uses. Residents of the evaporating 
metropolis would continue to be respon-
sible for the crippling public pension debts 
that have threatened its solvency for years. 
There would still be a Syracuse school 
system, and this too would have to be paid 
for by those living inside the urban bound-
ary. The county would not be asked to bail 
out school or pension debts.

Nor would Onondaga County’s other 19 
towns and 15 villages, some of them quite 
prosperous, be much help in dealing with 
Syracuse’s problems. That’s because they 
wouldn’t even be part of the consolidation. 
The villages and towns could vote to join 
up later, and this is what the plan’s drafters 
are hoping for. “We’re pretty confi dent,” 
says Murphy, “that a lot of them will opt 
in.” Others are not so sure.

By Alan Ehrenhalt

Politics+Policy | ASSESSMENTS

Is Syracuse Necessary?
Some want to save a fi scally challenged city by effectively abolishing it.
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Then there’s the pesky question of how 
much money would actually be saved by 
folding the city into the county. The com-
mission says the amount could be between 
$8 million and $22 million a year—a range 
so large as to cast some doubt on how con-
fi dent the drafters were in their fi ndings.

In fact, the commission seems unsure 
about whether the consolidation plan is 
meant to be a money-saver at all. On page 
70 of its report, it declares that “these 
recommendations are not intended to 
generate material savings. They are not 
about savings at all.” Two pages later, the 
document announces that “there are cost 
savings to achieve … signifi cant annual 
savings by leveraging common services 
and scale.” It shouldn’t come as a surprise 
if people are a little bit confused.

It’s equally unclear where the political 
support for a move this drastic could come 
from. The existing city government, need-
less to say, isn’t pleased with it. The week 
the report was issued, Syracuse Mayor 
Stephanie Miner charged that it “abol-
ishes the city, strips the city of its assets 
and saddles city residents with enormous 
fi nancial obstacles without any means to 
raise revenue to satisfy them.” She called 
it “a plan for the worst form of corporate 
looting.” None of her colleagues in city gov-
ernment chose to challenge her.

So the political support would have to 
come from outside the city, from the subur-
ban and rural communities and the county 
legislators who represent them. But that 
isn’t happening either. The Republican 
majority in the county legislature prompt-
ly announced that it had no plans to vote 
on the consolidation proposal anytime in 
2017. The legislator who chairs the con-
solidation subcommittee told a reporter 
that “I’m unaware of any offi  cial at the city 
level, the town level, the village level that 
supports this.” Some of these local offi  cials 
are suspicious that, even though the plan 
formally excuses them from having to pay 
off  any of the city’s debt, or even joining the 
merged government, they will somehow 
be dragged into a Syracuse bailout some-
where down the road.

So the whole idea is dead, right? Well, 
not totally. The state could revive it. Gov. 

Andrew Cuomo, who is a proponent of 
local government mergers and an ally of 
the Onondaga county executive, is asking 
the state legislature to approve a bill that 
would require county offi  cials to propose 
specifi c consolidation and service-sharing 
measures for their jurisdictions. If this 
passes, Mahoney could put a consolidation 
referendum on local ballots without having 
to ask for support from any other elected 
offi  cials. Of course, such a referendum 
would still need majority support from the 
voters inside and outside the city. And it’s 
doubtful that Mahoney’s state mandate 
would allow her to propose anything as 
drastic as confi ning the city of Syracuse to 
oblivion. But some signifi cant aspects of a 
merger—such as combining the city and 
county parks departments—could prob-
ably be achieved that way.

I
f the Syracuse consolidation plan doesn’t 
off er much of a blueprint on how to get 
a diffi  cult job done, it does suggest some 
of the pitfalls that good-government 

crusaders can run into.
We actually know quite a bit about the 

politics of urban consolidation. For one 
thing, we know that the eff orts to achieve 
it don’t succeed very often. Between 1902 
and 2010, 105 consolidation measures were 
brought to voters in American cities and 
counties. Less than 20 percent of them 
were approved.

The losing campaigns nearly all had 
something in common. They told voters 
that local government was in dire straits, 
inefficient, duplicative and leaking re-
sources, and that consolidation would 
bring new efficiencies and substantial 
savings of money. Overlapping police 
forces, parks departments and water 
systems could be combined in the inter-
est of economy and sound management. 
This is the road down which the Syracuse 
reformers have chosen to travel.

The voters almost never buy it. They 
highly value their local-level public servic-
es and are alienated by prophecies of fi scal 
doom. They are suspicious of promises 
that consolidation will save money, and 
they have a right to be. Every study done 
on consolidation—and there have been 

many of them—has concluded that very 
little money actually is saved. By and large, 
the same services have to be provided that 
were provided under the old arrangement.

In fact, we don’t just know what fails 
when it comes to urban consolidation. We 
also have a pretty good idea of what suc-
ceeds. Nashville, Tenn., gave us some hints 
about this in the 1960s, and then Louisville, 
Ky., wrote the book on it in 2000.

Twice in the 1980s, Louisville’s good-
government forces had produced city-
county consolidation plans, making the 
usual arguments about fi scal diffi  culties 
and promising savings and efficiency 
by means such as merging local police 
departments. Both these plans were 
soundly defeated.

The third time, in 2003, Mayor Jerry 
Abramson decided that these fights 
couldn’t be won on negatives. He orga-
nized a campaign based on the idea that 
Louisville wasn’t a failure but a great 
city that could become even greater. He 
kept repeating that if the city and county 
merged, the 65th largest city in America 
would move up to 23rd place. The new 
entity would be a source of pride to every-
one who lived there. Louisville wouldn’t 
be disappearing into the county; it would 
become the fl agship of a strengthened met-
ropolitan area.

The voters of Louisville and sur-
rounding Jeff erson County bought that 
argument, by a margin of 54 percent to 
46 percent. The morning after it passed, 
banners went up: “Welcome to Louisville, 
America’s Newest Top 25 city.”

I’m not dismissing the differences 
between Louisville and Syracuse. The 
fiscal situation does seem to be worse 
in upstate New York now than it was in 
Louisville 17 years ago. The civic pride that 
Abramson kindled wouldn’t be easy to du-
plicate in a Rust Belt industrial city that has 
endured several decades of bad news. Still, 
the Syracuse commission seems to have 
missed something that was out there for 
them to notice: It’s never going to be easy 
to sell a repair job. The things that sell are 
vision and hope.  G

 Email aehrenhalt@governing.com 
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By Peter A. Harkness

Politics+Policy | POTOMAC CHRONICLE

or a friendly gesture. Soon after, he tweeted 
that the briefing was “about incoming 
winter storm preparations here in D.C. 
Everyone be safe!” 

Bowser may have been among the 
very fi rst, but she is far from the only local 
public offi  cial who will have to navigate 
Trumpland in the coming months and 
years. Much of the Trump agenda will 
aff ect states and localities, either directly 
or through the federal agencies and pro-
grams they work with.

What lies ahead is an incredibly 
complex landscape, with various path-
ways toward salvaging a sensible national 
health-care program, devising a new initia-
tive to make desperately needed improve-
ments to our infrastructure and fi guring 
out how best to deal with our beleaguered 
immigration system. State and local offi  -
cials are about to enter that landscape, 
right behind their colleagues in the U.S. 
Congress, who have just begun to navigate 
the administration’s fi rst budget. It clearly 
will be challenging.

Some of the president’s proposed 
budget cuts could hardly have been 
better selected to evoke swift opposi-
tion. All three of the major associations 
representing local governments—the 
National League of Cities, U.S. Conference 
of Mayors and National Association of 
Counties—have forcefully denounced 
the White House plan to defund the 
Community Development Block Grant 
(CDBG) program, which was created 43 
years ago under President Gerald Ford 
with bipartisan support. It’s still one of 
the most popular federal programs among 
local leaders of both parties. Nevertheless, 
I would be willing to bet that the new sec-
retary of Housing and Urban Development, 
Ben Carson, had never heard of CDBG 
until he approved its demise. 

The budget is equally punishing to the 
rural areas where Trump ran particularly 

Trump-Watching from City Hall
His policy choices will challenge places from Manhattan to Mobile, Ala.

I
t was a somewhat surprising and 
mysterious meeting. Out of the blue, 
after serving in offi  ce less than seven 
weeks, President Trump summoned 

Washington, D.C., Mayor Muriel Bowser 
to tell him about the city’s preparation for 
an oncoming snowstorm. On short notice, 
she walked the two blocks from city hall to 
the White House with Paul J. Wiedefeld, 
the general manager of the area’s Metro 
transit system.

No one could recall a president request-
ing such a meeting even for far more sig-
nifi cant threats, such as massive blizzards, 
earthquakes or terrorist attacks. This time 
around, the storm being predicted was 

an insignifi cant snowfall that ended up 
spreading only 2.5 inches over the city.  

So why did this meeting take place? 
One theory held that it was a strategic 
move on Trump’s part to establish that he 
is in charge of the nation’s capital—not just 
the federal establishment, but the host city 
as well. The mayor, so this theory goes, was 
smart to have Wiedefeld tag along because 
the Metro system, the nation’s second 
largest, is in serious trouble and will need 
federal resources and a cooperative bu-
reaucracy to stabilize it.

But my guess is that the president didn’t 
have a clue as to whether the meeting was 
normal or appropriate, a matter of protocol 

A
P

IM
A

G
E

S
.C

O
M

Washington, D.C., 

Mayor Muriel Bowser
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well in the 2016 election. It would com-
pletely defund all the major rural devel-
opment agencies, which serve some 37 
million people in almost 700 counties 
in Appalachia, the Deep South and rural 
Northern New England.

It would be easy to go on with a long list 
of programs, now targeted for severe cut-
backs, that benefi t what we think of as the 
Trump constituency—“the forgotten men 
and women of our country,” as he once 
put it, who “will be forgotten no longer.” 
Instead, let’s talk about Obamacare and the 
other programs under scruntiny.

“Nobody knew health care could be 
so complicated,” Trump told a group of 
46 governors visiting the White House 
shortly before the attempt to repeal and 
replace the law imploded. The GOP 
clearly is running a considerable risk that 
they’ll suff er serious consequences if they 
can’t unite—both in Washington and the 
states—around a new plan. The dilemma in 
Congress is mirrored in states like Kansas, 
where the GOP legislature passed a bill to 
expand Medicaid, only to have it vetoed by 
Gov. Sam Brownback.  

Finally, there is the 180-degree turn 
from the previous administration’s ap-
proach on the environment, and climate 
protection in particular. In the president’s 
fi rst budget proposal, the Environmental 
Protection Agency took the largest hit of 
any federal department; Trump called for 
slashing its budget by a third. He had said 
all along that he was a skeptic on climate 
change, but the eviscerating cuts and 
repeal of several of Obama’s executive 
orders could defi ne the Republican image 
on the environment for some time. 

It is hard to predict how much this ad-
ministration and its fi rst budget will aff ect 
states and localities over the next few 
years. But the initial signs look ominous. 
Days after briefi ng the president on snow 
removal, Bowser received the bad news: 
Proposed federal funding cuts to D.C. 
amounted to more than $100 million, or 
close to 10 percent of the non-Medicaid 
funds the city expected. That’s a whole 
lot of snowplows.  G

 Email  pharkness@governing.com

By Alan Greenblatt

How Unfair Is the Map?  
A new measurement may identify gerrymandering.

Back in the 1960s, U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart offered a simple 

defi nition of pornography that quickly became famous: “I know it when I see it.”

The reverse is true of redistricting. Everyone understands when a map is drawn 

to heavily favor one party or the other. But few people, especially judges, seem to 

agree on what exactly that looks like.

Now, social scientists have come up with a way of measuring unconstitutional 

partisan gerrymandering. Known as the “effi ciency gap,” the measurement was at 

the heart of a successful challenge brought against Wisconsin and is also key to 

pending cases in Maryland and North Carolina. It works by looking at how many 

votes for one party are wasted. In other words, say a 

Democrat carries a district by 30 percentage points; 

29.9 percent of those votes are wasted, or unnec-

essary for a simple majority win. If there are 

too many lopsided districts, that shows 

that GOP mapmakers intentionally packed 

Democratic voters into a small number of 

districts, guaranteeing the party a few surefi re 

wins and lots of losses elsewhere.

Democrats were able to convince a fed-

eral district court last November that Wisconsin 

Republicans had pursued exactly that strategy. The effi -

ciency gap in Wisconsin, as measured by vote totals from the 2012 

elections, was about three times as high as the average legislature’s 

and signifi cantly favored Republican candidates. In January, the court 

ordered Wisconsin to draw new maps in time for next year’s legislative elections. 

The state is appealing. “It’s clear that partisan gerrymandering is going back to 

the Supreme Court, most likely next term,” says Michael Li, a redistricting expert 

at the Brennan Center for Justice at New York University. 

But even if courts accept the effi ciency gap as evidence of gerrymandering, 

they will never rule that it must be eliminated altogether. Effi ciency gaps might 

be the result of neutral factors, such as efforts to comply with Voting Rights Act 

requirements or geography, with some areas packed more densely with one side’s 

partisans. What’s more, motivation is also key in determining if a legislature ger-

rymandered a map. Plaintiffs will have to make the case that ineffi cient redistricting 

was performed with the intent to create an unfair advantage. 

It doesn’t seem like that should be diffi cult. Every exercise in redistricting is 

an attempt to increase the chances that one side will win or keep control of the 

maximum number of seats possible. And courts have not shied from calling out 

legislators for bad intent when it comes to racial gerrymandering. Texas’ con-

gressional map was thrown out in March by a federal court that found legislators 

“intentionally diluted minority voting strength in order to gain partisan advantage.”

But coming up with a way to statistically prove intent when it comes to partisan 

gerrymanders has been the missing piece for complainants. “We needed a test 

to determine how much partisanship is too much,” says Ruth Greenwood of the 

Campaign Legal Center, which helped challenge the Wisconsin map. They may 

have it now.  G
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A Better Rx
States are making their much-criticized drug monitoring programs easier to use.   

‘C
lunky.” “Diffi  cult to use.” “Not worth the eff ort.” 
These are the common complaints leveled over 
the years at prescription drug monitoring programs. 
PDMPs are state-maintained electronic databases 

that doctors, pharmacists and other health-care professionals use 
to keep tabs on their patients’ prescription drug habits. They’re 
considered vital in eff orts to curb the opioid epidemic that has 
ravaged so much of the country. A physician can see, for instance, 
if a patient has been “doctor shopping” to get unneeded prescrip-
tions. “This is probably the best tool we have to fi nd out whether 
a patient is in crisis, and it also helps us identify 
doctors that are just prescribing too many pills,” 
says James Gessner, president of the Massachusetts 
Medical Society. 

It’s a tool, though, that doctors love to hate. A 
common gripe is that it takes more than 20 mouse 
clicks to see a patient’s prescription information. 
Doctors also complain that databases take up to a 
week or longer to update. But a movement to make 
PDMPs more functional has picked up consider-
able steam. Several states have recently upgraded 
their systems while also adding features to give 
doctors a more comprehensive look at a patient.

Massachusetts Gov. Charlie Baker campaigned, 
in part, on a promise to revamp his state’s PDMP. 
Easier-to-use technology was rolled out last 
August, along with a new law requiring doctors 
to check before prescribing the most addictive 
opioids. Around 70 percent of doctors signed up 
for the revamped database in its fi rst six months, 
a marked increase from the number who had pre-
viously been using the system. In New York state, 
doctors are not only mandated to use electronic 
prescriptions but are also required to fi rst look up 
a patient’s drug history.

Missouri is the only state without a PDMP, 
largely the result of a campaign by state Sen. 
Rob Schaaf, a physician who objects to the databases on privacy 
grounds. Schaaf did introduce a PDMP bill this legislative session, 
but it’s quite limited: A patient’s prescription history would be 
made available to a doctor only if the state health department de-
termined that the patient might be doctor shopping. The Missouri 
Medical Association has come out against it.

The state’s inaction has led several Missouri counties, includ-
ing its most populous ones, to take matters into their own hands. 
St. Louis, St. Charles and Jackson counties all authorized PDMPs 

in 2016, and the systems are set to go live later this year. Other 
counties will be able to access the data. “This has really put a new 
wind in our sail,” says state Rep. Holly Rehder, who introduced a 
competing PMDP bill in this legislative session, just as she and a 
Senate colleague have in previous years. 

With the action now unfolding at the county level, Rehder is 
more optimistic that her bill could pass this time. “It’s not perfect,” 
says Rehder, who grew up among addicts in her family and whose 
daughter was once hooked on prescription opiates, “but it’s leaps 
and bounds from where we were last year.”

No one in Missouri or elsewhere sees PDMPs as a silver bullet. 
While the number of prescriptions for opioids dipped nationally 
last year, overdose deaths ticked up to 50,000, driven in part by an 
increase in abuse of the synthetic opioid fentanyl. “The numbers 
that we’ve been seeing with fentanyl in particular are disappoint-
ing,” says Massachusetts’ Gessner. “This is an issue we’re going to 
be dealing with for a while.”  G
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AN ORGANIZATION OF 200 EMPLOYEES COULD 
SAVE $20,584 ON LOST WORK DAYS CAUSED BY 
THE FLU†

†As calculated by multiplying the following statistics: average value of lost workday ($205.84)1,2, estimated number of lost workdays per employee 

(4)3-5, number of employees (200) and average percentage of the U.S. Population who get the flu each year (12.5%)6,7. 

1Based on $25.73 hourly wage provided by U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, August 2016. 2U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 

Statistics. Economic news release. Table B-3. Average hourly and weekly earnings of all employees on private nonfarm payrolls by industry 

sector, seasonally adjusted. http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t19.htm. Updated September 2, 2016. Accessed October 6, 2016. 
3Molinari NA, Ortega-Sanchez IR, Messonnier ML, et al. The annual impact of seasonal influenza in the US: Measuring disease burden 

and costs. Vaccine. 2007;25(27):5086-5096  4Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Clinical signs and symptoms of influenza.  

http://www.cdc.gov/flu/professionals/acip/clinical.htm Updated May 26, 2016. Accessed August 16, 2016. 5Keech M, Beardsworth P. The impact 

of influenza on working days lost: A review of the literature. PharmacoEconomics. 2008;26(11):911-924. 6Flu prevention. CDC Foundation Website. 

http://www.cdcfoundation.org/businesspulse/flu-prevention-infographic Accessed September 28, 2016. 7Nichol KL, Heilly SJD, Greenberg ME, 

Ehlinger E. Burden of influenza-like illness and effectiveness of influenza vaccination among working adults aged 50–64 years. Clin Infect Dis. 

2009;48(3):292-298.
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Increasing 
employee  
health and 
productivity 
is always 
worth a shot

Immunization programs can be a big booster for wellness, as 

well as productivity and ROI. Walgreens has programs that 

bring flu shots onsite to your organization, as well as voucher 

programs for employees to use when getting their shot in-store. 

With convenient night and weekend hours, Walgreens provides 

your employees with more options for finding an immunization 

plan that’s right for them.
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

Cleaning Up
After a natural disaster, environmental agencies are among the fi rst on the ground.

T
his winter was the rainiest in Northern California in two 
decades. For San Jose, that hit home in late February, 
when a raging waterfall spilled over the nearby Anderson 
Dam. As the water gushed into Coyote Creek, it rose 

over its banks and fl ooded several city neighborhoods. The Coyote 
Creek fl ood, which impacted mostly immigrant and densely popu-
lated communities, ultimately prompted the largest evacuation in 
the city’s history.

But as the fl oodwaters receded, residents returned to fi nd 
staff  from the San Jose Environmental Services Department 
ready to help them assess the damage to their homes and clean 
up. Environmental departments do a lot of planning to make 
their cities more resilient to global warming and natural disas-
ters. Their eff orts have made cities, according to the authors of 
the 2014 National Climate Assessment, the “early responders to 
climate change challenges and opportunities.” But environmental 
departments have long been early responders to natural disasters; 
they’re often among the fi rst on the ground in the aftermath of 
fl oods, tornadoes, fi res, hurricanes and other events.

That was the case in San Jose, where the 
Environmental Services Department showed up 
with bins and equipment to help remove fl ood debris. 
That in itself may not sound unique—and it’s not. 
But thanks to a clause in the department’s garbage 
hauling contract, post-fl ood cleanup in San Jose was 
fast and effi  cient. “It’s really important from a com-
munity standpoint to help folks get back to normal 
as fast as possible and with as little extra eff ort and 
bureaucracy from the city as possible,” says Kerrie 
Romanow, director of the department. “And having 
in our garbage contract that the haulers had to have 
equipment ready and had to provide services in an 
emergency helped accomplish that.”

Jo Zientek, deputy director of the department, 
says the city got the idea to add an emergency ser-
vices clause after its last fl ood in 1997. “We relied a lot 
on our haulers,” she says, “so we knew to include the 
provisions in subsequent contracts.” She adds that it’s 
unusual to include emergency services in a garbage 
contract, but that it “really ended up helping us 
address this event immediately because our haulers 
were obligated to have some equipment ready to go.”

The fl ooding in San Jose damaged more than 
500 housing units, causing an estimated $73 million 
in damage to private and public property. By April, 
the Environmental Services Department had hauled 

away more than 1,760 tons of fl ood debris. The department’s Illegal 
Dumping Rapid Response Team, which had just been brought 
in-house last summer, says it removed some 6,000 gallons of haz-
ardous liquids, primarily paint, and 21,000 pounds of toxic solids, 
including batteries and fl uorescent tubes.

In the event of future natural disasters, the department has 
learned a new lesson: the importance of communication. “The 
expectations of city residents is that when they see someone from 
the city they should be able to ask them when the gas is going to 
come on, for instance, or when their yards will be safe for their 
children to play on again,” says Zientek. But since the environmen-
tal services staff  doesn’t usually deal with those types of questions, 
they had to improvise. They coordinated with emergency services 
to create fl iers with vital information, and had staff  on hand that 
spoke diff erent languages. But for the future, Zientek says, “we’ll 
have a boots-on-the-ground communication strategy ready.”  G

 Email edaigneau@governing.com 

Politics+Policy | GREEN GOVERNMENT

S
A

N
 J

O
S

E
 E

N
V

IR
O

N
M

E
N

T
A

L
 S

E
R

V
IC

E
S

GOV05_20.indd   20GOV05_20.indd   20 4/10/17   9:30 AM4/10/17   9:30 AM

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

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

     CMY grey         T1       T2       T3



The City Accelerator is an initiative to speed the adoption of local government 
innovations to improve cities and the lives of their low-income residents.  

Presented by: Supported by:A special initiative of:
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Nashville

Hand written addresses on big 

envelopes and other fi eld-tested 
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(Participating cities in the Embedding a Culture of Innovation cohort of the City Accelerator)
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world is limited to the possibilities that 
they hold, in a sense, in their hands. The 
people are gifted with their hands, but then 
end up being limited by them. The think-
ing goes something like, “If I can’t do it, it 
can’t be done.”

By contrast, the coasts and creative 
centers have very diff erent ways of seeing 
and interacting with the world. Creative 
people from the Rust Belt who move to 
Silicon Valley or Austin or New York often 
describe a sense of relief or even exhila-
ration. This isn’t because of the physical 
environment, but because of a culture that 
sees and values possibilities rather than 
only practicalities.

We see this in the mantra of Steve Jobs, 

The Downside of Pragmatism
It served our ‘maker’ cities well for a long time. Now it holds them back.

‘P
ragmatism killed Michigan.” 

When my consultant friend 
Dwight Gibson said this about 
his home state, I was taken 

aback. I always thought pragmatism was 
a good thing, and I think of myself as a 
pragmatic person in many ways. My fi rst 
response to hearing somebody present 
an intriguing but nebulous policy idea is 
usually to say, “Yes, but what exactly am 
I supposed to do to make this happen?”

Pragmatism, which we like to iden-
tify as a quintessentially American trait, 
indeed is often a good thing. But as with 
many other good things, it comes with a 
dark side.

In what Gibson, who heads the 
Exploration Group, calls the “maker” cities 
and states of the Midwest and Northeast, 
people historically worked primarily with 
their hands. They were factory workers, 
carpenters, plumbers, engineers. They 
could interact with the physical world to 
make it do what they wanted.

That was powerful, but it brought 
negative baggage, such as the devaluing of 
other ways of interacting with the world. 
Political commentator David Frum once 
said of Detroit that a key reason it failed 
was a “defi ant rejection of education and 
the arts.” To Frum, the statue of Joe Louis’ 
fi st downtown is a powerful statement: 
“Here is a city ruled by brawn.” Manual 
workers often don’t really respect mental 
work (and vice versa). Hence the old 
refrain, “He might have book learning, 
but he doesn’t have any common sense.”

But there’s more to it than that. We all 
see problems though the lens of our own 
occupational backgrounds and skill sets. I 
often see the world as a consultant would, 
for example. Rust Belt places, steeped in a 
culture of working with their hands, view 
the world in that pragmatic way. The 
manual worker or tinkering engineer says, 
“What can I do with the things that are in 

my hands?” They are often quite ingenious 
and creative in making use of these, but 
they tend to think only in those practical 
terms. The key question is, “Does it work?” 
From there it is, “Does it work effi  ciently?” 
These are the values of industrial man-
agement articulated by Frederick Taylor 
a century ago.

The problem with this is that there’s no 
room for anything outside of the immedi-
ate and practical. In a pragmatic mindset, 
how do you make progress when you don’t 
see a practical path from point A to point 
B? You can’t, which is one reason why so 
many of these old industrial communities 
are stuck, even when you adjust for their 
legitimate structural challenges. Their 

By Aaron M. Renn

Politics+Policy | ECONOMIC ENGINES

One commentator said of Joe Louis’ fi st in Detroit: “Here is a city ruled by 

brawn.” It’s that manual worker mentality that’s limiting much of the Rust Belt.
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who thought that products needed to be 
“insanely great” and who built a company 
whose advertising slogan was “Think 
Diff erent.” In Silicon Valley, people dream 
the impossible dream, one that is decidedly 
impractical, then sail off  into the unknown 
to try to make it happen. This is very risky. 
It often fl ops badly. But the successes are 
what create the world we live in.

On the other coast, it wasn’t a prag-
matic decision for Donald Trump to ride 
down that escalator and announce that he 
was running for president. He already had 
a great business. He had a lot to lose by 
getting involved with politics. As commen-
tators routinely asserted, he didn’t have “a 
path to victory.” And yet he won anyway.

Trump is a lifelong New Yorker. His 
willingness to sail off  on a diffi  cult, au-
daciously ambitious journey without 
knowing if he could make it to the other 
side is a powerful, tangible example to 
the world of why New York has remained 
America’s and the world’s premier city for 
so long, even decades after its physical ad-
vantages, such as its port, have declined 
in value.

Sailing off  into the dangerous unknown 
is what the explorers of old did. Gibson 
named his fi rm the Exploration Group to 
make the point that it is still possible for 
organizations and places to get to desti-
nations when they aren’t sure how to get 
there or what they’ll fi nd when they do. 
This is ultimately what the people in cre-
ative capitals do. They explore unknown 
territories without a map, even if they 
don’t think about it that way.

Rust Belt regions shouldn’t try to jet-
tison their history and culture. That’s 
neither realistic nor desirable. Pragmatism 
itself is a powerful and necessary tool. It 
just can’t be the only one in the tool chest. 
If these communities want to bend the 
growth curve, they need to expand their 
repertoire of capabilities to include what 
appears to be the impractical and the de-
cidedly non-pragmatic. That would do 
much more for their entrepreneurial eco-
systems than any amount of gigabit fi ber or 
venture capital funding ever will.  G
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Managing Chaos
How cities can handle the demands that density puts on services.

America’s fast-growing cities are experiencing housing shortages. It’s a topic I’ve 
covered in my last two columns, focusing mainly on the emerging YIMBY (“yes in 
my backyard”) movement and how NIMBYs, or the “not in my backyard” contingent, 
have impeded eff orts to build new construction that promotes density. And while 
both sides agree that more construction is needed, NIMBYs tend to ask an essential 
follow-up question: What about traffi  c?

This question, while alluding to roads, often taps into a broader sentiment that 
the local services—schools, hospitals and sewer pipelines, among other things—are 
already overburdened in many cities. And the people who think this way have a point.  

Take San Francisco, where I’m currently living. More than 864,000 residents live 
within 47 square miles, making it extremely dense by U.S. standards. Another 230,000 
people commute into the city for work. If housing were built to accommodate every-
one who wanted to live here, the population could exceed 1 million. 

But San Francisco is already strug-
gling to house its current population. 
The Bay Area has added more than 
600,000 new jobs since 2010 but 
created only about 60,000 new housing 
units. If another quarter million moved 
here, it would bring serious challenges. 
The roads are already jammed, espe-
cially around downtown. Buses and 
trains are packed to the brim. And li-
braries, parks and other services are 
strained. Most urbanists agree that 
adding more density would actually 
help matters. “Theoretically,” says 
Rachel Quednau, an analyst for Strong Towns, which advocates for fi scal solvency 
in cities, “if a bunch of new people are coming in and you’re building new housing, 
then they should be contributing a tax base that will support those new services.”

That’s not always the case, though. Los Angeles, for example, is the nation’s most 
densely populated urbanized area and yet has the nation’s largest homeless population, 
the worst congestion and numerous other service failures. NIMBYs have a point when 
they ask why a city such as Los Angeles should pack in more people when previous 
decades of population and revenue growth apparently worsened these problems—and 
might yet worsen them more. 

Of course, cities aren’t going to stop growing, and we wouldn’t want them to. Urban 
density is both culturally and economically enrichening. But the strategy for man-
aging density could use improvement. At the administrative level, cities need more 
fl exibility. Tight regulations squelch both private- and public-sector innovations that 
would enhance dense urban living, such as ride-sharing, congestion pricing, transit 
construction, housing for the homeless and much more. 

To their credit, NIMBYs want to ensure that change doesn’t bring chaos. Density 
advocates thus need to think long and hard about which practical infrastructure 
improvements should go alongside their grand housing visions, so that mobility and 
services aren’t compromised. That is the only way political support will emerge for 
adding the housing that cities so desperately need.  G
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We talk endlessly 
about affordable 
housing, but we 
don’t produce 
much. Could 
that change? 
By John Buntin

THE 
MISSING 
MIDDLE
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L
os Angeles has some of the most expensive 
housing in the United States. The median 
price of a new home in the city is more than 
nine times median household income. That 
makes L.A. one of the 10 least aff ordable 
markets for homeowners in the world, let 
alone the nation. Renters are no better off . 
In 2015, the average rent in L.A. was $1,390 
a unit, more than twice the national average. 

Not surprisingly, many Angelenos are fed up. City offi  cials have 
tried to address the price squeeze by encouraging high-density 
housing in areas served by mass transit. To promote it, the city 
council has routinely granted exemptions to the outdated L.A. 
zoning code. That, in turn, has led to new high-rise developments 
in the South Park area of downtown, along the Sunset Strip and 
in Leimert Park, a historic African-American neighborhood in 
south Los Angeles. It’s not nearly enough. A 2015 report by the 
state’s Legislative Analyst’s Offi  ce concluded that coastal California 
would need to nearly double the rate of new housing construction 
to produce enough supply to bring prices down. 

Even so, the new developments have stirred up a fi erce back-
lash from homeowners who think it has disrupted existing neigh-
borhoods and intensifi ed traffi  c congestion. Those resentments 
produced Measure S, a drastic ballot proposition that would have 
essentially blocked large-scale development in the city for the next 
two years. The voters didn’t go along—Measure S was decisively 
defeated in a March referendum. In its wake, the aff ordability 
problem persists. In fact, it is getting worse. 

Aff ordable housing policy is a mess, not only in L.A., but also 
in virtually every affl  uent big city in the country. Most develop-
ers insist the problem is one of supply and demand. Build more 

housing, any type of housing, they say, and prices will fall as older 
housing stock “fi lters down.” In the view of many community activ-
ists, that’s nonsense. In their opinion, new high-end housing only 
serves to jump-start gentrifi cation and leads to the elimination of 
older, “naturally occurring” aff ordable units. 

The housing problem is in large part a zoning problem. Zoning 
ordinances in most neighborhoods do not encourage—or in many 
cases, even permit—the construction of aff ordable multifamily 
buildings. So in many cities, housing advocates are calling for 
“mandatory inclusionary zoning.” This requires policymakers to 
set aside a percentage of new units as aff ordable for the middle 
class and for some lower-income buyers. Developers and many 
economists see that as a counterproductive tax on housing creation. 

Even the usefulness of the term “aff ordable housing” is a 
subject of debate. “There are really two types of aff ordable housing 
problems,” says University of Washington economist Jacob Vigdor. 
Housing experts typically describe people as “cost burdened” 
when they spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing. 
But the real problem for most of them, in Vigdor’s view, is not the 
price of the housing. Their trouble is that they are not earning 
enough money to buy it. “Cities like Detroit have an ‘aff ordable 
housing’ problem because so many people living there have an 
income problem,” says Vigdor. Subsidized housing can help these 
people, but to say their problem is one of “aff ordable housing” is 
to misunderstand what is going on. 

Real aff ordable housing failure is diff erent. It exists primarily 
in the more affl  uent cities of the Northeast and the West Coast—
places like Los Angeles. “You’ve got the grand old cities,” Vigdor 
says, “where the price of housing is way above the price of land 
and what it costs to build a unit.” These are cities where supply has 
been constrained by zoning and regulations, with the result that 
the market is not working properly. The fact that people use the 
same language to talk about two very diff erent situations further 
complicates eff orts to fi nd solutions.

But a consensus is slowly starting to develop amid the chaos. 
In many cities, it centers on single-family residential zoning. In 
Seattle, politicians have begun to explore whether “upzoning”—
increases in density—can be pursued without risking political 
retaliation. Planning departments have developed a more so-
phisticated understanding of when measures such as mandatory 
inclusionary zoning can work and when they are disruptive. At 
the state level, advocates and elected offi  cials alike are exploring 
ways to make it easier for developers to build both market-rate 
and cheaper housing. 

Such eff orts are not easy. The politics of aff ordable housing can 
be treacherous. Existing homeowners want the price of property 
to go up, not down. That often translates into opposition to new 
multifamily construction. Planning departments face diffi  cult 
trade-off s too. Using the federal low-income tax credit to fi nance 
big projects generates the most aff ordable housing units. However, 
it can also produce concentrated poverty. Underwriting subsidized 
housing in higher-income neighborhoods seems to produce sig-
nifi cant benefi ts for low-income families; but it doesn’t add much 
to the overall housing stock.

Without a huge expansion in federal support (an expansion 
that no one foresees during the Trump administration), subsidized 
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In 2015, 
29 percent 
of American 
homeowners 
with mortgages 
spent more 
than 30 
percent of 
their income 
on housing.
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Sarasota, Fla., is one of the 
fastest-growing metro areas in the 

country. Most visitors see only its 

wealth—the high-rise waterfront con-

dos, white beaches and thriving arts 

district. The wealth is real enough. In 

recent years, half of all new residents 

(mainly retiring baby boomers) paid 

cash for their new housing. But for 

people working in low-end service 

jobs, Sarasota is a challenging place 

to live. Most of the city consists of 

single-family homes, so rental prices 

for multifamily working-class units 

are high and rising. Incomes, in con-

trast, have stagnated. Fifty percent 

of families with children in Sarasota 

County qualify for the reduced-price 

school lunch program. Ten percent of 

county families use food banks on a 

monthly basis. This is the demographic 

that Harvey Vengroff is targeting.

Vengroff, who is 75 years old, came 

to Florida from Long Island, where 

he ran a successful debt collection 

agency, an undertaking that gave him 

an unvarnished view of human nature. 

It also led to the realization that many 

of his employees wanted to live near 

the places where they worked. 

Vengroff moved to Sarasota in 

1989, after the mayor promised to 

help him fi nd a waterfront property 

for his business. He started buying 

real estate in marginal areas and soon 

developed a specialty—converting old 

motel rooms into small apartments 

with kitchenettes. These units were 

affordable—renting for around $600 

a month—although they weren’t 

very nice. They were also entirely 

unsubsidized and extremely profi table. 

(Vengroff says his profi t margin on such 

conversions is around 40 percent.) 

In 2015, Vengroff decided to use 

his know-how to build Sarasota’s fi rst 

large-scale affordable apartment build-

ing complex, one that would also be 

unsubsidized. He planned to build 398 

units in fi ve six-story buildings. The units 

would be small. Rental prices would 

range from $640 to $925 a month. 

Almost immediately, he ran into prob-

lems. County commissioners feared that 

such small, inexpensive units might be 

substandard. They suggested annual 

inspections to make sure they were 

safe. The city also informed him that he 

could not simply cut down trees on his 

eight-acre property. “The place used 

to be a lumberyard. It’s entirely paved,” 

he says incredulously. “Over the years I 

guess seeds have fallen and grown up 

through the pavement, but they want us 

to take a picture of each one and send 

it to the lab. That would cost a couple 

thousand dollars to do. It’s stupid.”

Sarasota, he concluded, has a prob-

lem with building large-scale housing for 

the working poor. “The city has a feeling 

that if you put too many poor people 

in one place—too many working-class 

people in one place—it’s a ghetto.”

Eventually, says Vengroff, he just 

gave up. “We spent $175,000 to do 

an education study, to do a traffi c 

study, to do all the rest of the crap 

they asked for, and they keep ask-

ing us to do more stuff all the time.” 

Not surprisingly, City Manager Tom 

Barwin has a different take on things. 

Barwin says the city has worked 

patiently with Vengroff, doubling the 

allowable density for the site (and, 

Barwin notes, its value) and trying to 

streamline the project at every turn. As 

for the trees, “we had our arborists work 

with him to show his team how to save 

the trees and minimize their cost.” In 

fact, both Barwin and Vengroff speak 

highly of each other. But their world 

views simply don’t align. Barwin oper-

ates in a world where developers build-

ing big projects comply with complex 

codes. Vengroff does not. Developing 

a big affordable housing project from 

scratch in downtown Sarasota is a dif-

ferent proposition than converting an 

old motel. It makes sense that that is the 

case. It’s also, in a sense, the problem. 

Barwin understands that more 

affordable supply is necessary. He’s 

aware of the need to have more worker 

housing near service jobs. The county 

recently began to explore the ideas 

other places are trying—a density bonus 

(a form of inclusionary zoning), 

or waiving environmental impact fees for 

affordable housing. However, until 

or unless cities such as Sarasota and 

the Harvey Vengroffs of the world fi nd 

a way to come together, the affordable 

housing crisis in America’s fastest-

growing cities is likely to continue. –J.B.
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A Sarasota Scenario
One developer’s battle to build affordable housing.
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housing will never solve America’s aff ordable housing crisis. 
Low- and moderate-income workers need the market to produce 
housing they can aff ord. However, that housing might be much 
smaller and more basic than what the prospective customers are 
used to or comfortable with. 

All in all, it’s a daunting set of challenges. Still, clues are emerg-
ing about what a more eff ective approach to aff ordable housing 
might look like.

I
n 2015, 29 percent of American homeowners with mortgag-
es spent more than 30 percent of their income on housing. 
Among renters, that number rises to nearly 50 percent. As 
bad as this is, it actually represents an improvement. The 
percentage of people who are cost-burdened by housing has 

actually fallen over the past fi ve years as new housing development, 
which stalled during the Great Recession, has begun to catch up 
with demand. But that’s a very small step. According to Harvard 
University’s Joint Center for Housing Studies, the national median 
asking price for new apartments in 2015 was $1,381, a price well 

above what the typical renter earning $35,000 a year could aff ord. 
What has been missing is new housing for middle- and working-
class city residents. 

Why doesn’t middle-class housing get built? At fi rst glance, 
this seems like something of a puzzle. But there’s a reason. “Think 
about the markets for cars or clothing,” says Ed Pinto, a housing 
specialist at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI). “Carmakers 
build cars for people at every income level. There are clothes for 
rich people and really cheap clothing for poor people.” But that 
doesn’t hold true when it comes to places to live. 

The primary reason, according to economists such as Pinto and 
Harvard’s Edward Glaeser, is that we’ve made it much harder to 
build in the nation’s hottest markets. Up until around 1960, de-
velopers in cities such as New York and San Francisco routinely 

tore structures down and built taller or denser when local econ-
omies boomed. Then, in the early ’60s, things began to change. 
Codes got more stringent. Environmental reviews became more 
demanding. Historic preservationists began to protect existing 
structures. This benefi ted a powerful constituency: homeowners. 
Supply constraints made their property more valuable. The result, 
Glaeser and economist Joe Gyourko wrote in a paper published in 
January, was “a transfer of wealth to a few lucky homeowners and 
… a distorted labor market where people move to regions such as 
the Sun Belt that make it particularly easy to build.” Indeed, de-
mographers have estimated that the failure of productivity centers 
such as Silicon Valley to add more housing since the 1960s has 
shaved nearly 15 percent off  the nation’s gross domestic product 
over that period of time.

Not only do supply constraints enrich older homeowners and 
force workers to move to cities where they may be less productive, 
but these constraints also distort what developers choose to build. 
“If carmakers could only build 100,000 cars,” Pinto says, “they’d 
build the most expensive cars with the largest margins. That’s the 
situation builders are in.” 

Economists have long had a ready 
answer for this situation: greater 
density. That’s easier said than done, 
however. Consider the case of Seattle. 
In 2014, Mayor Ed Murray assembled a 
task force to examine the city’s aff ord-
able housing situation and charged 
the group with developing a plan to 
produce 30,000 additional market 
rate units and 20,000 new subsidized 
housing units. Ten months later, the 
group unveiled a 65-point plan, the 
Housing Aff ordability and Livability 
Agenda. Perhaps the most important 
provision dealt with how Seattle was 
zoned. The task force noted that two-
thirds of Seattle was zoned for single-
family homes. It called for “extensive 
citywide upzoning of residential and 
commercial zones.” In other words, 
more multifamily projects. “Seattle’s 
zoning has roots in racial and class ex-

clusion and remains among the largest obstacle to realizing the 
city’s goals for equity and aff ordability,” the group wrote. “In a 
city experiencing rapid growth and intense pressures on access 
to aff ordable housing, the historic level of single-family zoning is 
no longer either realistic or sustainable.”

Just before the report came out, a local newspaper columnist 
got an advance copy. He wrote a story alleging Seattle was planning 
to “do away with” single-family zoning. In response to the uproar 
that followed, Murray announced that the city would instead focus 
new development on neighborhoods served by transit.

Notwithstanding this sort of opposition, some communities 
have taken steps to embrace greater density, or at least blocked 
eff orts to restrict it. In the fall of 2015, voters in Boulder, Colo., 
where housing prices are well above average, rejected a plan to 
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New development has residents of 

Leimert Park worried that the

neighborhood is losing its status 

as an African-American enclave.
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housing is aff ordable. In towns that fall short, developers who 
include aff ordable units in their plans can appeal local zoning 
board rejections to the state. 

By most accounts, 40B has been very successful, facilitating 
the construction of an estimated 60,000 aff ordable units over the 
course of the law’s history. Another dozen states have laws with 
similar, though usually weaker, provisions. However, enacting new 
laws modeled on 40B is challenging, even in progressive states. In 
California, opponents of new multifamily housing have used the 
California Environmental Review Quality Act to delay and disrupt 
new housing projects. A major initiative proposed in 2016 by Gov. 
Jerry Brown, known as “streamlined aff ordable housing approval,” 
would have limited local zoning boards’ ability to approve or reject 

give neighborhood groups greater say over local zoning decisions, 
a plan that would have made it harder to build multifamily units 
in residential areas. Austin, San Francisco and Washington, D.C., 
have seen groups form to support changing local zoning laws to 
permit greater density. 

The media has given these groups a catchy name, YIMBYs, 
which is short for “yes in my backyard.” Social scientists have 
supplied YIMBYs with evidence to support their arguments. 
Economists have shown how housing constraints disproportion-
ately benefi t the oldest, wealthiest homeowners. Sociologists have 
begun to argue that large minimum lot sizes and single-family 
zoning often function as tools of segregation, denying lower-in-
come city residents the benefi ts that come from living in economi-
cally integrated neighborhoods. In at least a few places, in short, 
upzoning is becoming a social justice issue.

Yet for now, YIMBYs exercise more power over the imagination 
of journalists than they do over the actions of elected offi  cials. As 
a result, advocates of increased housing production are pursuing 
another approach—moving responsibility for development deci-
sions away from neighborhoods and localities and toward state au-
thorities. The model is legislation, Chapter 40B, that was enacted 
by Massachusetts in 1969 and is still in eff ect. It gives builders 
who propose developments that include aff ordable housing units 
(25 percent of units for home ownership projects, 20 percent for 
rentals) access to a fast-track approval process. It also directs lo-
calities to develop plans to ensure that at least 10 percent of new 

29May 2017 |  GOVERNING

ADVERTISEMENT

Why doesn’t middle-
class housing get built? 
The primary reason is 
that we’ve made it much 
harder to build 
in the nation’s 
hottest markets.

GOV05_24.indd   29GOV05_24.indd   29 4/10/17   9:26 AM4/10/17   9:26 AM

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

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

     CMY grey         T1       T2       T3



GOVERNING |  May 201730

new projects that included aff ordable housing. Instead, develop-
ers would have been given approval “by right.” Environmental 
reviews would no longer have been required for such projects. 
Brown’s proposal quickly ran into a buzz saw of opposition, and 
the idea died in committee. This year, Brown declined to request 
an increase in funds for aff ordable housing. 

“The governor was saying, if you [the legislature] want more 
money for aff ordable housing, then you need to do something 
about the regulatory environment,” explains Carol Galante, who 
heads the University of California, Berkeley’s Terner Center for 
Housing Innovation. Legislators have responded with more than 
300 proposals to date. 

M
eanwhile, many localities with rising rents 
have focused on a diff erent intervention—in-
clusionary zoning. There are several varieties. 
Voluntary inclusionary zoning programs typi-
cally off er developers the incentive of greater 

density in exchange for including af-
fordable units. Then there is manda-
tory inclusionary zoning. Montgomery 
County, Md., was the trailblazer in this 
area. In 1974, county council members 
enacted a law that required developers 
to set aside 12.5 percent of the units in 
new developments for low- to moder-
ate-income residents. 

Economists don’t tend to like in-
clusionary zoning requirements. Most 
see them as a tax on housing produc-
tion. That hasn’t stopped an increasing 
number of cities from instituting new 
mandatory zoning requirements. Since 
1992, San Francisco has required devel-
opers to set aside 12 percent of units 
in new market-rate developments for 
aff ordable housing or make an off set-
ting payment to the city’s housing trust 
fund. That approach kept the trust 
fund well-stocked, but produced very 
little aff ordable housing. Other cities 
had a similar experience. 

Last summer, however, San Francisco voters decided more 
needed to be done. The result was Prop. C, which increased the 
set-aside percentage for buildings with more than 25 units to 25 
percent, the highest in the country. Voters overwhelmingly ap-
proved the initiative, despite credible warnings that the require-
ment could reduce overall levels of construction if not lowered. 
In December, Portland, Ore., followed suit (although its set-aside 
mandate was slightly lower—20 percent for large projects). Seattle 
is currently moving forward with a mandatory inclusionary zoning 
requirement as well. 

Some economists see a kind of cynical logic to this decision.  
“Politically I can make a really good argument that is the smart 
thing to do,” says Joe Cortright, an economist who publishes the 

City Observatory website. “Make homeowners happy, maintain 
their values by not doing anything signifi cant to expand the supply, 
then I as an elected offi  cial can turn around and say, ‘We are going 
to have inclusionary zoning,’ and I try to keep a few aff ordable 
housing units loose that I can then allocate through a show lottery.” 

To expect inclusionary zoning to reduce housing prices is “com-
pletely misguided,” says economist Vigdor. “A few dozen units 
here and there is like putting a Band-Aid on an amputated leg.”

Many planning departments disagree with this harsh assess-
ment of mandatory inclusionary zoning. They see it as a useful 
element of a broader strategy. “It is has been extremely eff ective,” 
says Gwen Wright, who heads Montgomery County’s planning 
department. “From 1976, which is the time the program started, 
to 2016,” she says, “there have been an average of 373 MPDUs—
moderately priced dwelling units—produced every year. We have 
literally produced thousands of MPDUs over the course of the 
program.”

Economist Lisa Sturtevant echoes Wright’s view that inclu-
sionary zoning requirements can generate signifi cant amounts of 

aff ordable housing—if the requirements are not set at a level so high 
as to discourage market-rate development. That is not always easy 
to determine. “Inclusionary zoning works best in markets where 
there is a strong demand for market-rate housing,” she says. She 
questions its value in more economically troubled communities. 
“It feels to me like these places are going down the wrong path,” 
says Sturtevant. “They have a chance to buy land cheaply, set up 
some community land trusts and be thoughtful about where they 
can be proactive, not just jump into inclusionary zoning, which 
could become a tax on market-rate development.” 

Instead of battling NIMBYs—or those who favor “not in my 
backyard” policies—in single-family neighborhoods or imple-
menting potentially damaging mandatory inclusionary zoning 
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At the Housing Authority of the City of El Paso we’re revolutionizing the affordable housing model through a 

dynamic, new approach that  will invest 1.3 billion dollars into our local economy, create over 1,000 jobs  

and raise  the quality of life for 40,000 El Pasoans.  See how at HACEPrad.org
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moderate-income people who are stuck with no mass transit can 
end up spending as much on transportation as on housing.” 

That can quickly become a big problem. Bernstein would like 
to see government provide housing consumers with more accurate 
information, much as it does in estimating the mileage of a new 
car. He’d also like to see local government do more to encourage 
the development of new housing closer to jobs. 

Bernstein’s ideas are beginning to gain some traction among 
economists and students of the housing problem in general. “If you 
don’t put economical rental units near jobs, you automatically build 
in another $3,000 a year, give or take, for the commute,” agrees 
AEI’s Pinto. For a working-class person, “that’s a huge amount. If 
you could eliminate that cost, you’d go a long way toward solving 
the problem.”  G

 Email  jbuntin@governing.com 

requirements, Cortright suggests city offi  cials consider other 
options. One is to target underutilized commercial land. In 
Portland, the largest new developments have gone into previ-
ously underused areas such as the Pearl District and the South 
Waterfront area. “Both of those neighborhoods are former indus-
trial areas, so politically there was not the neighborhood reaction 
to deal with,” he says. “If you built four- and fi ve-story buildings 
on 2 percent of the land in Seattle, you could dramatically increase 
the housing supply.”

But perhaps the most intriguing new idea is to think about af-
fordability much more broadly. That’s the approach touted by Scott 
Bernstein, who heads the Center for Neighborhood Technology in 
Chicago. “We have a national discussion about income,” Bernstein 
says, pointing to the proliferation of “living wage” ordinances and 
the debate around them. “We don’t have a national discussion 
about the cost of living.” 

In Bernstein’s view, true aff ordability involves much more than 
the price of shelter. It includes, most important, transportation. 
In most cities, the aff ordable housing strategy most homeowners 
and renters use is basically “drive until you qualify.” Housing prices 
drop as distance from the city increases. As a result, homeown-
ers and renters keep moving further out until they fi nd a place 
where they aff ord to live. Unfortunately, they nearly always un-
derestimate the cost of transportation. “Very low-income people 
can easily spend 80 percent of their incomes on the combined 
cost of housing and transportation,” Bernstein says. “Even 

In most cities, the 
affordable housing strategy 
most homeowners and 
renters use is basically 
“drive until you qualify.”
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Abroad in 
America
Once a rich resource for state colleges, 
international students may leave U.S. 
universities high and dry. By Alan Greenblatt

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  D a v i d  K i d d 
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The University of Illinois has 

one of the nation’s largest 

populations of foreign 

students, with more than 

5,000 from China alone.
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J
oel Glassman has been running the international stud-
ies program at the University of Missouri-St. Louis for 
more than 25 years. His offi  ce is crammed with photos 
and souvenirs from trips to distant countries such as 
Oman and Indonesia. In March, Glassman made his 

fi rst visit to India. He didn’t like what he heard. All the people 
there could talk about, at least to a visiting American, was the 
February shooting in Olathe, Kan., of two Indians by a white man 
who allegedly had yelled, “Get out of my country!”

“It was on the front page of the newspaper every day I was 
there,” Glassman says. “People talked about it relentlessly and 
were outraged about it.”

Incidents like that, and anti-immigration rhetoric and policies 
coming out of the Trump administration, have made Glassman’s 
job recruiting internationally much harder. That’s a political 
problem—and a  fi scal one. In an era when practically every state 
has cut fi nancial support for higher education, public colleges and 
universities from the University of Washington to the University 
of Florida have come to depend on the money international stu-
dents bring in. The students often pay double or triple the tuition 
of in-state students, with a surcharge sometimes tacked on.

The number of international students on American campuses 
has exploded over the past decade. During the 2015-2016 school 
year, their numbers exceeded 1 million for the fi rst time, rep-
resenting an 85 percent jump from a decade earlier. University 
offi  cials talk about the importance of diversity and the value of 
exposing American students to international peers in an era of 
globalization. Those were the traditional goals of recruiting stu-
dents from abroad, and they still matter to faculty and deans. “One 

of the central functions of higher education is to expose people 
to people other than those they went to high school with,” says 
Barmak Nassirian, director of federal relations and policy analysis 
at the American Association of State Colleges and Universities.

But campus administrators admit that foreign students are a 
revenue source they’ve come to count on. “International students 
defi nitely contribute to our fi nancial strength and health,” says 
Renée Romano, vice chancellor of the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. “In some ways, the international students 
are keeping this place open and keeping it strong.”

Illinois has long been one of the leading destinations for for-
eign students, thanks in part to its strong engineering programs. 
But where Illinois could crack the top fi ve among American cam-
puses with 5,000 foreign students a decade ago, it barely holds 
onto its top rank with more than 12,000 foreign students today. 
Those students have spread from traditional magnets like Illinois 
and Purdue to small regional colleges that formerly saw few appli-
cants from neighboring states, let alone countries halfway around 
the world. “You’d be surprised at how eff ective rural universi-
ties are at recruiting, just because of the high-quality reputation 
of American higher education,” says Daniel Hurley, CEO of the 
Michigan Association of State Universities.

The biggest growth has been among students from China, 
which now sends one out of three foreign students to the U.S. 
India, South Korea and Saudi Arabia also supply sizable numbers. 
More than 100 other countries send students, including 12,000 
from Iran, one of the predominantly Muslim countries President 
Trump has put on a no-entry list. Universities are advising stu-
dents from the targeted countries not to go home, for fear that 

they won’t be allowed back in—a big bur-
den to put on teenaged kids for three or 
four years.

Dozens of university presidents and 
chancellors signed a letter in Febru-
ary calling on the president to rescind 
his original anti-immigration executive 
order. His policies, along with anti-immi-
grant incidents such as the Olathe shoot-
ing, have admissions offi  ces nervous 
about the question of whether the fl ow 
of foreign students will be substantially 
reduced. 

Given recent growth, that may seem 
unlikely. But there was a time, back in the 
1980s, when Japan was the top sender of 
students to the U.S. Then there were a 
couple of high-profi le shootings involv-
ing Japanese students, including the 1992 
death of Yoshihiro Hattori, an exchange 
student in Baton Rouge, La., who was 
shot when he mistakenly went to the 
wrong house in search of a Halloween 
party. Although the incident was quickly 
forgotten here, it left a lasting impres-
sion in Japan. The result was plummet-
ing enrollment at American campuses. 

A B R O A D  I N  A M E R I C A

Anti-immigration talk from the Trump administration has made it harder for 

the University of Missouri’s Joel Glassman to recruit internationally.
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Japan now sends just 2 percent of the foreign students enrolled 
in the U.S.

Renewed concerns about safety are being expressed today 
among foreign-born students—and their parents. “My mom has 
called me at least three times and asked, ‘Are you OK?’” says 
Ishaan Kansal, a computer science student from Delhi at the 
University of Illinois.

There are a lot of factors that go into the decision of choosing 
a college, particularly one thousands of miles from home. But one 
of the main factors for foreign students is the belief that they’ll 
receive a superior education at a university in the United States. 

Millions have been willing to overlook 
the high comparative cost of American 
higher education—especially at a time 
when the dollar is strong—because of 
the belief that this country off ers them 
the best potential opportunities. “Some 
of the professors we have here are some 
of the most respected people in their 
fi eld in the world,” Kansal says.

Many are also motivated by hopes 
of not just studying but staying perma-
nently in the U.S. But to the extent Amer-
ica appears to be a less welcoming place, 
international students might turn their 
attention elsewhere. Certainly, colleges 
in countries such as Canada and the 
United Kingdom are taking advantage 
of the opportunity the new American 
attitude gives them to convince Chinese 
or Korean students that they’ll receive 
a more gracious welcome. “We’ve built 
up generations of a good reputation for 
fostering good ideas and being very wel-
coming to students,” says Scott Bennett, 
who represents Champaign in the Illi-
nois Senate, “and that’s jeopardized by 
just a few thoughtless statements.”

 Canada’s advanced STEM pro-
grams come with a pathway to resi-
dency embedded in them. By contrast, 
the Trump administration has already 
announced that it is ending a program 
that expedites applications for H-1B 
visas, which permit highly skilled indi-
viduals to live and work in this country 
and are often used by foreign students to 
stay after graduation.

 A recent survey of colleges and uni-
versities found that 39 percent of them 
saw a drop in the number of applications 
from foreign students this year. That 
drew national media attention. What 
didn’t make the headlines was the fact 
that the survey found nearly an equal 
number of campuses (35 percent) that 

saw an increase in applications. What’s more, application dead-
lines at most schools had already passed before Trump was even 
sworn in.

So no one really knows whether administration policies or 
general anti-immigrant sentiment will lead to a dip in interna-
tional student enrollment. But there’s a lot of worry that they will. 
“Higher ed is terrifi ed of what’s going to happen this coming year 
in terms of its ability to enroll the baseline of foreign students it 
has enrolled to this point,” Nassirian says. “We are sending gener-
ally negative messages at a point when other countries are step-
ping up to do more recruitment.”

A B R O A D  I N  A M E R I C A

Several new buildings that mostly house foreign students have sprung up in 

the past few years, bringing change to the Urbana-Champaign skyline.
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A 
new word has been added to the local lingo in 
Urbana-Champaign: skyline. Green Street, the main 
drag off  campus, is still primarily made up of two-
story buildings fronted by smoke shops and res-
taurants. But over the past few years, several new 

15-story towers that off er luxury housing to predominantly for-
eign students have sprouted up.

Nationwide, international students pump an estimated $35 bil-
lion into the economy. In college towns where their numbers have 
proliferated, they’ve become linchpins of the local economy. The 
branch of one bank that serves the Urbana-Champaign campus 
has three Mandarin speakers on staff . Many of the female Chinese 
students staved off  the cold this winter by wearing fashionable 
Canada Goose jackets, which can cost hundreds of dollars. The 
area’s BMW dealership just held an event specifi cally targeted 
at female Chinese freshmen. “They’re moving out of dorms, and 
we’ll give them some special pricing,” says Ben Quattrone, who 
owns the dealership. 

The University of Illinois started targeting the Asian student 
market more than a decade ago. Other schools are coming to 
international recruiting fresh. Sometimes, they don’t do enough to 
help students adjust. Foreigners face the same stresses as domes-
tic students in terms of adjusting to a new community and living 
away from parents for the fi rst time, only theirs are magnifi ed by 
being farther away from support networks and home cultures. 

Many also face language hurdles. A sizable number of Chinese 
students at the University of Illinois have adopted Americanized 
names such as Annie and Tony to avoid having to hear their class-
mates mangle their real names. They have to adjust to diff erent 
teaching styles as well. In some cultures, speaking up in class may 
be considered rude or disruptive, while American professors may 
expect active participation, says Suejung Han, a psychologist at 
Illinois State University who has studied how international stu-
dents adjust. Too many universities, she says, are trying to get in 
on the international student gold rush without thinking through 
how they’ll handle the infl ux, a negligent approach Han considers 
“unethical and detrimental to both international students and the 
campus climate.”

But a number are making eff orts. Prestigious universities such 
as Harvard and Yale have been drawing in students from abroad 
for centuries and have learned how to help students acclimate. 
Many universities with even a relatively small number of foreign 
students now have full-time staff  dedicated to making sure they 
have the services they need. 

Colleges with large foreign enrollments take diff erent 
approaches to integrating international students. The University 
of Central Florida saw more than 2,250 of these students enroll 
last fall—a 23 percent jump from 2014. The university uses an 
academy approach, having foreign students take core require-

ments together for a year. That 
may help those students feel 
comfortable, but many inter-
national students come for the 
American experience, not the 
chance to sit among other stu-
dents from Southern China. “It’s 

kind of off ensive to put us all together,” says Evan Zhao, an archi-
tecture student at Illinois. “If you’re going to study abroad, you 
should meet foreign people.”

Conversely, some schools have a critical mass of students 
from China, South Korea or India who tend to segregate them-
selves. One recent study found that 40 percent of foreign stu-
dents have no close American friends on campus, with numbers 
higher among East Asian students. In China, students are used to 
remaining with the same small cohort of friends all through their 
school years. “Ninety percent of the Chinese kids around me still 
hang out with Chinese kids, and they barely have any American 
friends,” says Sihong Peng, a recent graduate of the University of 
Iowa from Beijing. “I barely fi nd any common topics. American 
kids like to talk about football and basketball.”

In addition to more than 5,000 students from China, the Uni-
versity of Illinois has roughly that many students who are Asian-
Americans. “A lot of the students are from suburbs of Chicago,” 
says Junhong Xu, a University of Illinois student from China’s 
Fujian province. “‘I’m from Joliet,’ ‘I’m from Naperville’—it’s an 
instant connection Chinese students don’t have.”

Xu started a club to bring Chinese and American students 
together. The University of Illinois has no end of student clubs, 
associations, mentorship and volunteer programs meant to help 
students from diff erent backgrounds to meet and mingle, but it 
doesn’t take too many swings through dorm dining halls or the 
student union to see that students seem to congregate among 
their own kind, whether out of their own choice or a sense of 
being ostracized by domestic students. 

X
u, Peng and other foreign students say they were 
drawn to the U.S. because of the opportunity to 
pursue a top-quality education. In China, there’s 
intensely stressful competition to get into the hand-
ful of universities that are considered the country’s 

best. Many of the other colleges are second-rate. At those schools, 
Peng says, “education quality suddenly goes way [downhill]. Kids 
don’t care about grades and basically just lose four years of time.”

The Chinese consulate in Chicago keeps track of 58,000 stu-
dents in its Midwestern district alone. The recent arrival of so 
many foreign students, particularly from China, has led to wide-
spread complaints that they’re crowding out in-state kids. In Cali-
fornia last year, the legislature voted to withhold $18.5 million 
from the University of California unless the system agreed to limit 
the number of out-of-state students, foreign and domestic, that it 
enrolls. The market may be taking care of the problem for them. 
This year, University of California schools saw a slight decline 
in international student applications—the fi rst in a decade and 
a notable turnabout from the past decade, when the number of 
applications rose 21 percent.

At the Ivy League schools, foreign enrollment shot up 46 per-
cent between 2004 and 2014, while freshman class sizes rose 
just 5 percent. For public colleges and universities that are less 
in demand, foreign students are a boon, not just because they pay 
full tuition, but because they are taking up slack. The number of 
American 18-year-olds is projected to decrease for the foresee-
able future. “There is absolutely plenty of capacity at Michigan 

A B R O A D  I N  A M E R I C A

Junhong Xu, a University 

of Illinois student from 

China’s Fujian province, 

started a club to bring 

Chinese and American 

students together.
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public universities and national public universities,” says Hurley, 
the Michigan higher ed association chief.

Intuitively, it seems counter to the mission of a state-funded 
university to concentrate on educating students from elsewhere. 
But that’s why such students pay higher tuition. With state sup-
port badly depleted, in-state students often represent a loss for 
universities. Foreign students aren’t necessarily taking “their” 
places anyway. At the University of Illinois, undergraduate enroll-

ment at the engineering school was 90 percent in-state kids a 
decade ago. Now, they make up just 60 percent. Yet the actual 
number of Illinois students has increased, even as their share has 
dropped. The school simply expanded as part of its international 
outreach eff ort. “We ran into the perception that still exists that 
we were bringing in international students at the expense of Illi-
nois residents,” says Kevin Pitts, an associate dean of engineering. 
“That was never our strategy.”

The University of Illinois goes out of its way to help interna-
tional students navigate campus life—and even fi nd their way to 
campus. Four years ago, a freshman from China got into a car 
at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport and was charged more than $4,000 

for the 150-mile ride to campus. That incident helped prompt a 
new approach. With more than 90 percent of its foreign students 
disembarking at O’Hare, the university’s international students 
program sends a team to camp out by the baggage claim at the 
international terminal for several days at the start of each term, 
guiding jet-lagged and confused students onto shuttle buses that 
will take them straight to campus. “Our goal is from the moment 
you get through baggage claim, there is somebody from the uni-

versity until you step right into your 
dorm,” says Martin McFarlane, the 
international student program director.

These days, McFarlane says he’s 
constantly hearing from foreign stu-
dents who are nervous about what 
Trump administration policies may 
mean for their futures. There’s a bal-
ance to strike, he says, between trying to 
keep them informed and not wanting to 
cause them undue alarm. There are stu-
dents at the University of Illinois—even 
some from Muslim countries—who 
shrug off  the idea that serious barriers 
will arise to keep most foreign students 
out. But the fear that this could hap-
pen seems to be front of mind for many 
international students, including those 
from countries who face no new immi-
gration restrictions. “For those who 
are now applying, maybe they’ll think 
of other countries outside the U.S. a lot 
more,” says Tiff any Su, a psychology 
major from China. “A lot of my friends 
are applying to Australia, England and 
Canada.”

During the campaign, Trump’s web-
site called for eliminating the J-1 Visa 
Exchange Visitor program, which col-
leges use to bring in foreign scholars 
and sometimes students. Perhaps his 
administration won’t go that far. But 
the president is both expressing and 
triggering anti-immigrant sentiment. 
In March, a group of Muslim students 
who sought an appointment with Okla-

homa state Rep. John Bennett were told they would have to fi ll 
out a questionnaire fi rst that included questions such as, “Do you 
beat your wife?”

Such open hostility may be rare, but foreign students and their 
parents are sensitive to it. “My concern is not that my job is get-
ting harder,” says Glassman, the University of Missouri-St. Louis 
international student program director. “My concern is that the 
U.S. is squandering an enormous advantage that we’ve had for 
several generations, that we become less a destination of choice 
for skilled and talented people.”  G

Email agreenblatt@governing.com 

A B R O A D  I N  A M E R I C A

“I don’t think even Trump would block the great minds of science from coming 

to the States,” says Mamdouh Al-Ghzawi, an Illinois grad student from Jordan.
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A ZIP CODE
SHOULD NOT DETERMINE 
A CHILD’S FUTURE.
Many variables can shape a child’s outcome in life–like the zip code where a child grows up.  
That’s because not all neighborhoods have the same opportunities and resources, such as 
quality schools, transportation, housing, healthcare, food and jobs. The good news is that 
there are many ways to improve our communities so that everyone has a fair chance to  
succeed, regardless of zip code. You can play a vital role in your local community.

Find out how at:  
hud.gov/fairhousing

FAIR HOUSING. SHARED OPPORTUNITY IN EVERY COMMUNITY.

A public service message from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development in partnership with the National Fair Housing Alliance. The federal Fair Housing Act  
prohibits discrimination because of race, color, religion, national origin, sex, familial status or disability. For more information, visit www.hud.gov/fairhousing.
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Some city managers live in 
constant quest of new places 
with new problems to fi x. 
By Liz Farmer

City 
Fixers
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I
n the early 2000s, Mark Scott had been working for the 
city of Beverly Hills for 20 years—14 of them as city man-
ager. Thanks to the opulence of the town, it was the kind 
of place where a budding manager could learn the busi-
ness minus the typical “city” problems. But eventually 
the absence of serious issues started to get to Scott. Dur-
ing his tenure, he had watched neighboring Los Angeles 
endure dramatic civil and social unrest. Meanwhile, in 
Beverly Hills, luxury merchants and developers were 

bending over backward to do business. In 2003, the town’s Rodeo 
Drive Committee announced that the glassware company Bacca-
rat was displaying $1 million worth of crystal chandeliers along 
the famous road’s median. It all triggered something in Scott, and 
he decided he needed a change. Or, really, a challenge.

He couldn’t have picked a more opposite place for his next 
chapter. Scott landed in Spartanburg, S.C., a former mill town 
divided almost evenly between white and black residents. About 
one-quarter of the town lived in poverty. Scott started working 
on ways to bring life to depressed places, overseeing a revital-
ized town square, new public housing, and new parks and grocery 
stores in historically segregated neighborhoods. He learned how 
to fi nance new projects “out of nothing,” he says, a skill he hadn’t 
needed in Beverly Hills. 

But as it turns out, the move to Spartanburg was only the 
beginning of what became Scott’s quest for new problems to 
solve. He returned to California, and in a relatively short time 
has been manager of four cities: Culver City, Fresno, Burbank and 
now San Bernardino, which is in the process of exiting municipal 
bankruptcy. In making those moves, Scott has come to see him-
self as a troubleshooter. “I’m almost a little bit addicted to the 
excitement of going to a new city and creating 
those new relationships,” he says. “I’ve done 
it now six times. When you go into that new 
organization, there’s a dynamic you go through 
establishing that new rapport and new trust.”

The popular perception of a city manager 
is of someone who devotes his career to one 
or two local governments. But some city man-
agers just can’t sit still for that long. They are 
attracted to places with problems and are will-
ing—even compelled—to take to the road every 
few years in search of a new test of their skills. 

Restless city managers have been around 
for the full century that the job has existed. 
But these days, the fi scal challenges that many 
localities are facing has created a new set of 
opportunities for those who want to keep 
moving. These people are as diverse as the cit-
ies they fl ock to. They are drawn to diff erent 
kinds of challenges. But they are inextricably 
linked by two things: a discontent with the sta-
tus quo and a fascination with the next impos-
sible riddle. They aren’t administrators in the 
conventional sense. They are problem solvers. 

Jerry Newfarmer, a longtime city manager 
and consultant, notes there is a distinction 

between managers who tend to be curious about how government 
works and those who get their satisfaction from simply operating 
it well. “You have lots of people who are good administrators,” he 
says. “That’s diff erent from people who feel it’s really important to 
fi gure out how organizations can work better.” Mobile managers, 
he says, belong in the second category.

“I don’t want to jump into something just for the sake of the 
exercise,” says Oakland City Administrator Sabrina Landreth. “It’s 
whether or not my skill set for that time and place is going be 
eff ective.” For Landreth, that has meant some unexpected and 
seemingly unlikely moves. In 2013, she left a job as budget director 
in Oakland to become manager of Emeryville, a municipality that 
was no larger than some of Oakland’s neighborhoods. Emeryville 
was a former industrial waste site that had transformed itself into 
a retail and biotech center, thanks largely to funding from a state-
fi nanced redevelopment agency. Its daytime population of 40,000 
was four times its resident population. It was in the midst of try-
ing to establish itself as a bonafi de city with parks, schools and 
other services when the Great Recession hit.

In the aftermath, the state of California eliminated its rede-
velopment agencies. Emeryville suddenly lost half its budget 
and went on life support. Other managers would have seen it as 
a place to avoid. But Landreth saw an opportunity, one enticing 
enough for her to take a huge step down in local scale. “That job 
wouldn’t have been interesting to me a year earlier,” she says. “But 
for me there was now this ultimate challenge. Come in, stabilize 
the budget and help them go through that identity crisis.”

The experience of Landreth and Scott in transitioning to 
a vastly diff erent jurisdiction is fairly common among mobile 
managers. Terrence  Moore, who has managed cities in Florida, 

C I T Y  F I X E R S

San Bernardino’s Mark Scott left Beverly Hills for greater challenges.
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New Mexico, West Virginia and now Georgia (and was the fi rst 
African-American manager in two of them), says he’s drawn to 
wherever the next big economic development challenge is—not 
necessarily cities that are similar. Todd Hileman, who has man-
aged cities in Arizona, Illinois and Texas, says he purposely seeks 
out cities that are diff erent from one another. “No two organiza-
tions are the same,” he says. “Every place has its own heartbeat, 
its own challenges.”

Adjusting to a new civic culture while leaving your own 
imprint is a challenge in itself. It typically involves a lot of lis-
tening at fi rst. But mobile managers enjoy the benefi t of having 

done this kind of transition a time or two and in diff erent types 
of places. It allows them to bring in experiences that the new 
governments wouldn’t otherwise be exposed to. That’s the case 
with Sharon Subadan, who is the manager of Albany, a city of 
about 75,000 in largely rural southwest Georgia. Subadan came up 
through county government in major metropolitan areas—fi rst, 
affl  uent Montgomery County, Md., outside of Washington, D.C., 
then Hillsborough County, Fla., home to Tampa and more than 1 
million residents. She was drawn to Albany for the socioeconomic 
challenges it presented: It is in the center of a region struggling 
with joblessness and population loss. One-third of the city lives in 
poverty. Albany was also going through a dramatic reorganization 

that left the city manager in charge of public utilities, as well as 
more conventional duties. 

Subadan admits she was attracted to the slower pace of life 
Albany off ered—including a reasonable commute after living in 
traffi  c-clogged regions. But when she got there, she found her 
expectations for the pace of city government were vastly diff erent 
than those of her new colleagues. “Patience is not my virtue,” she 
says. “They don’t move here the way they do in D.C. or Tampa.” 
In her fi rst six months, she pushed through or started more than 
a dozen projects, including a city rebranding campaign, the pur-
chase of properties for government and private business use, 

and a deal with the local Boys and Girls Club to 
co-manage a new city recreation facility and splash 
park. She spearheaded a project to off er Albany’s 
high-speed Internet service to businesses outside 
city limits. 

It’s a pace that struck some of Subadan’s Albany 
colleagues as breakneck speed, and it has likely 
taught some of them valuable lessons. But Subadan 
is trying to speed it up even more. The slower pace 
in Albany may be cultural, in her view, but it isn’t 
always consistent with the most eff ective gover-
nance. “It leads to some missed opportunities,” she 
says. “We spend so long on a single project, leaving 
Projects Two and Three on the backburner.”

For managers who stay on the move, arrival in a 
new city brings on the exciting uncertainty of plot-
ting a new course. Leaving tends to feel somewhat 
like graduation day. When the fi res are put out, the 
wreckage is cleared and the rebuilding is under-
way, it is time to consider other places. Sometimes 
the reasons are personal. The declining health of 
Scott’s father, for instance, pulled him back to Cali-
fornia from South Carolina. But more often, it’s just 
that matters have settled down and they feel the 
itch to stir things up elsewhere. 

Following a couple of stabilizing years in 
Emeryville, Landreth was persuaded to go back to 
Oakland because it was in the midst of a manage-
ment crisis. She even took over as administrative 
police chief there for a year after the city cycled 
through three chiefs in nine days. Scott, after see-
ing San Bernardino through the hardest part of 
its bankruptcy and getting a new city charter in 

place, says he’s ready to fi nd his next “project.” Hileman, who 
helped rebuild the management team in Avondale, Ariz., after a 
scandal involving the arrest of the former city manager, says he 
knew it was time to go when it felt like the place was “running 
on autopilot.”

Moore, who has overseen major projects in every city he’s 
managed, including two new city halls and the upgrading of 
municipal airports, is drawn to new places that need economic 
development help. “These positions often have a certain shelf life, 
if you will,” he says. “My goal is to keep moving forward.”  G

Email lfarmer@governing.com 
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Sharon Subadan brought a big-city ethos to Albany, Ga.
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Together
New public-private 
partnerships may 
fi nally help bridge the 
digital divide. 
By Daniel C. Vock Photographs by David Kidd 

Andrew Dean owns a 

software business that 

greatly benefi ts from  

a recently installed 

fi ber-optic Internet 

connection.
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A
ndrew Dean remembers counting down to “Ting 
Day.” That was the day in December 2014 when 
Dean’s Maryland software business was getting 
hooked up to the kind of high-speed Internet 
that most Americans only dream about. Ting, 
the company that would replace Comcast as the 

offi  ce’s Internet service provider, off ered a new fi ber-optic con-
nection that promised to be incredibly fast: a gigabit per second. 
That’s about 26 times faster than the average U.S. Internet con-
nection. Gigabit fi ber is so fast that users can download a full-
length, high-defi nition movie fi le in two minutes and can watch 
fi ve video streams at the same time. A user can upload a fi le to 
the cloud faster than she can save it to a thumb drive attached to 
her computer. For Dean and his co-workers, Ting Day couldn’t 
come soon enough. 

At fi rst blush, Dean’s software company might not seem like 
the kind of business that would attract such a coveted asset. 
Open Professional Group, where Dean is the president, employs 
19 people and is located in Westminster, Md., a quaint town of 
about 18,000 people half an hour north of Baltimore. The area was 
largely rural and blue-collar when Dean grew up there, but these 
days it’s better known as a bedroom community for commuters 
to Baltimore or Washington, D.C. In other words, it doesn’t have 
the kinds of institutions, like a major university or a big corporate 
headquarters, that would require fi ber-optic networks.

But the city of Westminster has struck a deal with Ting that, it 
hopes, will result in a citywide network of fi ber-optic connections 
to every home and business. Under the terms of their public-pri-
vate partnership, the city is laying all the fi ber itself, which Ting 
is then paying to lease for customers, whom it is responsible for 
signing up and serving. The more fi ber the city installs, the more 
customers Ting can reach. The more customers Ting signs up, the 
more the company pays the city. Eventually, other service provid-
ers will be allowed to compete with Ting on the network as well. 
“We may not be curing cancer,” Dean says, “but the technology 
provides us with a tool that allows us to do what we do faster, to 
do what we do better and to be able to do more of it. That means 
I get to hire more people and we get to grow.” 

Right now, the Westminster project is perhaps the nation’s 
most closely watched public-private partnership trying to deliver 
high-speed Internet access. Many other local governments are  
also looking to public-private partnerships for broadband to spur 
development in places where the private company won’t provide 
it on their own. The approaches vary widely, and many are still 
in their early stages. But if they’re successful, these P3s could 
fi nally crack the code of how to bring next-generation Internet 
to people in rural communities and other long-neglected places 
on the wrong side of the digital divide.

Ever since browsing the Web has required more than a modem 
and a dial-up connection, vast swaths of the United States have 
struggled to get the state-of-the-art infrastructure they need to 
keep up with new technology. While utilities in many big cit-
ies off ered higher speeds, small towns and rural areas were 
left behind. The phone and cable companies were reluctant to 
upgrade existing lines in those areas because they typically can’t 
turn a profi t. The low-density development, low subscriber rates 

and long distances between customers mean higher upfront 
installation costs.

As a result, some cities decided to build out their own fi ber-
optic systems. More than 400 municipalities, mostly ones that 
already owned their own electric utilities, started off ering broad-
band services. Lots of those eff orts were successful, but the most 
prominent was Chattanooga, Tenn. It became the fi rst city to 
off er a gigabit Internet connection in 2010, despite legal chal-
lenges from Comcast and AT&T. The lightning-fast service helped 
revive its fortunes, spurred the creation of an “innovation district” 
downtown and attracted companies like Amazon, OpenTable and 
Volkswagen to open or expand operations there. Meanwhile, the 
Obama administration tried to spur the building of “middle mile” 
networks in its 2009 stimulus package, with the hope that build-
ing high-speed networks that connect schools, government build-
ings and other major institutions would make it easier for private 
providers to extend those networks to homes and businesses.

But the real game-changer turned out to be Google. The tech 
giant made a big splash in 2010 when it announced it would pro-
vide one city with gigabit fi ber service to homes and businesses. 
It was a bold goal, because it depended on installing a whole new 
layer of infrastructure on the city grid. For Internet access, most 
of America still depends on electric signals that travel down cop-
per wires laid decades ago by telephone and cable companies. 
But Google wanted to build its Internet network with fi ber-optic 
cables, which use laser fl ashes that race through thin glass wires 
to convey information at nearly the speed of light. The wires can 
carry virtually unlimited information, and they can be upgraded 
as technology improves. Enthusiasts say that makes fi ber-optic 
networks “future proof.” 

Google was by no means the fi rst carrier to use fi ber-optic 
networks, which already make up the backbone of the Internet 
and are used by many big institutions. For example, some Verizon 
home customers have fi ber-to-the-home through the company’s 
Fios (fi ber-optic service) product, but Verizon largely stopped 
expanding the areas where it off ered Fios in 2010. 

Still, the Google competition made it seem possible for almost 
anywhere in the country to make the jump to high speeds. Even 
better, customers would initially only have to pay $120 a month 
for Internet and TV service, about the same rates most customers 
pay for connections a fraction of the speed. Roughly 1,100 cities 
entered Google’s competition. Many took drastic steps to stand 
out from the crowd. Topeka, Kan., renamed itself “Google” for a 
month. The Duluth, Minn., mayor jumped into Lake Superior in 
February wearing only shorts and a T-shirt. University of Mis-
souri fans waved Google signs during a nationally televised bas-
ketball game. In the end, Google chose Kansas City, Kan. 

 Google Fiber, which is now offi  cially called Alphabet Access, 
has since expanded across the state line to Kansas City, Mo. It has 
also added another eight cities and plans to build networks in two 
more. But last year, the company put all other expansion plans on 
hold. It hired a new CEO and laid off  hundreds of workers, leading 
some watchers to speculate that Google might be getting out of 
the fi ber business altogether. 

Still, nearly everyone agrees that the introduction of Google 
Fiber was a turning point. It made local offi  cials all around the 
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country think seriously about the benefi ts of installing super-fast 
Internet connections in their cities. Municipal leaders quickly 
realized that broadband could be the backbone for smart cities 
and connected vehicles, the foundation for advanced telemedi-
cine, or the means for schoolchildren to explore the world far 
beyond their classrooms. In competing for Google, cities realized 
they wanted a fi ber-optic network, regardless of whether Google 
provided it. “People got all excited about Google Fiber, which was 
very useful, because it opened people’s eyes to the country’s need 
for world-class, cheap data. But Google Fiber was never going to 
reach every city in America, because it’s not in their company’s 
interest to build basic infrastructure,” says Susan Crawford, a 
Harvard University law professor who specializes in Internet and 
communications law. “It is in the interest of every local govern-
ment to ensure economic growth and social justice for its citizens. 
And the only way to do that is for the city or the local government 
to take matters into its own hands.” 

W
hile cities’ appetite for gig fi ber grew, they were 
confronted with a conundrum. On the one hand, 
building and running a city-owned network 
is extremely diffi  cult. Those cities that don’t 
already operate a utility, like a local power com-

pany, often don’t have employees with the technological expertise 
to run an Internet service, says Jim Baller, president of the Coali-
tion for Local Internet Choice. City employees, Baller says, often 
are “not on a day-by-day basis versed in the industry changes in 
technology, fi nance and services that you provide in the commu-
nications world.” Another limitation: Thanks in part to intense 
eff orts from telecom lobbyists and lawyers, at least 19 states have 
laws that restrict or prohibit cities from off ering municipal broad-
band services. 

On the other hand, as the experiences with cable and phone 
companies showed, cities had learned they couldn’t rely solely on 
the private sector to provide high-speed connections. And even if 

B A N D I N G  T O G E T H E R

Westminster offi cials hope that building a fi ber-optic network will prepare residents and businesses for the future. 
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private companies brought gigabit speeds to every big city in the 
country, they’d never be a viable solution for getting faster Inter-
net to the small towns and rural communities that need upgrades 
the most. That’s why so many cities have turned to public-private 
partnerships, using a mix of public resources and private know-
how to achieve what neither sector could do on its own.

So far, the approaches vary markedly. “We are in such early 
stages of innovation that every project is developing its own 
model,” says Joanne Hovis, the president of CTC Technology 
and Energy, a consulting fi rm that has helped states and cities, 
including Westminster, develop public-private partnerships for 
broadband. “I think many of them will become models and be 
replicated by other communities. But there is not yet a standard 
way of doing this, as there is in, for example, P3s for toll roads, 
where there’s 20 years of experience and lots of data.”

At one end of the spectrum are the cities in Mississippi that 
lured fi ber networks built by C Spire, a regional wireless carrier 
based in the state. C Spire started off ering fi ber to communities 
because it was inspired by the example of Google Fiber. It even 
initially modeled its selection process after Google’s by hosting 

a competition among cities. Like Google, it stressed the impor-
tance of streamlining the regulatory process in cities it chose, so it 
could build its networks with minimum hassle. “We found pretty 
quickly that was the easy part,” says Jared Baumann, a manager 
who led C Spire’s eff orts to develop franchise agreements with 
cities and towns for the fi ber networks. “It was far more impor-
tant to have the city and volunteers within the cities really taking 
this to the next level.”

The mayor of Ridgeland, for example, organized a “Tour de 
Fiber,” with dozens of cyclists riding through neighborhoods to 
encourage residents to sign up for C Spire’s service. The mayor of 
Quitman, a town of fewer than 2,300 people, went door to door 
to encourage residents to get the fi ber connection. In the town of 
Clinton, a group of two dozen residents “made it their goal in life” 
for several years to promote the new service, Baumann says. “In 
many ways, the mayors of our towns, and their staff  members and 
their volunteers, were more of a sales force for us than our own 
sales force was. That was key,” he says. “Mayors were knocking 
on doors just like campaign season, saying this is only coming to 
town or your area if you sign up.”

“This is the barebones, basic infrastructure of the 21st-century economy,” says Westminster Councilman Robert Wack.
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Other states have used more traditional P3 approaches. Ken-
tucky is installing 3,000 miles of fi ber-optic lines through a pub-
lic-private partnership. The new network will link every county 
in the state to faster Internet connections, although it will be up 
to local Internet providers to link end users to the new “middle 
mile” network. Macquarie, an Australian bank, will build and 
operate the network for 30 years. It will 
recoup its costs by selling access to univer-
sities and state government over the course 
of the deal, but Kentucky will own the net-
work when the deal is over. 

In Minnesota, local governments in two 
counties are using an old model to deliver 
new technology. Seventeen townships and 
10 cities have formed a co-op to build fi ber 
and wireless Internet connections over a 
700-square-mile area, much as rural areas 
used co-ops to bring electricity to farms 
during the Great Depression. The co-op RS 
Fiber got its initial funding when the 10 cit-
ies issued bonds for half the cost of the fi rst 
phase of its project. The co-op built wire-
less towers to cover farms in the area while 
it constructs a fi ber network in the towns. 
With the money the co-op generates from 
providing service in town, it will then start 
building fi ber to the farms. A local Internet 
provider runs the day-to-day services.

B
ut it’s the public-private partner-
ship between Ting and West-
minster that experts are watch-
ing most closely these days.

The eff ort to bring higher-
quality Internet access to the Maryland 
city started more than a decade ago, and 
the city considered all options, even the 
idea of installing and off ering broadband 
on its own. Ultimately, it decided to partner 
with a private provider. Westminster had a 
few advantages that helped make it more 
attractive. For one, the city had enough cash on hand to fund a 
small pilot project. And Westminster found that businesses in 
town were very excited about getting the service. More than 90 
percent of companies signed up when it became available to them. 
One of the things that distinguishes Westminster’s approach is 
that the city is building and keeping control over the physical fi ber 
network. The strategy, says Councilman Robert Wack, who has 
worked extensively on the issue, is “perfect for municipalities. We 
are in the long time-horizon business,” he says. “We build water 
treatment plants that have a useful life of 40 years. We dump mil-
lions of dollars into pavement and nobody bats an eye because 
everybody understands how important good roads are for eco-
nomic development. Why would building fi ber be any diff erent? 
We’re basically building a road for data.”

For Ting, selecting cities to work with comes down to both 

objective measures, like demographic data, and subjective judg-
ments, like how easy a city is to work with. One thing that stood 
out about Westminster, says Monica Webb, the company’s direc-
tor of government relations, was that the town was not just eager 
for service but also willing to do most of the hard work of fi nanc-
ing and then installing the fi ber all the way up to buildings. 

But Webb cautions that there are not enough private compa-
nies like Ting to partner with all the cities that want high-speed 
Internet. After the Westminster deal went through, Ting received 
more than 2,000 requests from residents or public offi  cials to 
come to other communities. Currently, Ting serves just fi ve cit-
ies, with a few more in the works. “Sometimes, the best thing cit-
ies can do is to do it themselves,” she says. “There needs to be a 
plan B.”

Wack says communities like his don’t have a choice. They have 
to fi nd a way to build better data connections. “This is the bare-
bones, basic infrastructure of the 21st-century economy,” he says. 
“Communities that have this infrastructure will thrive, and those 
that don’t will wither and die. It’s just that stark.”  G

Email dvock@governing.com 
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Ting manager Valerie Giovagnoni helps Westminster customers connect 

to the city’s fi ber-optic network. Currently, Ting serves fi ve cities.
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Maternity 
Crisis
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Texas is the 
most dangerous 
place in America 
to have a baby. 
There are many 
reasons why.
By Mattie Quinn
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A few years ago, after more than two decades as a 
gynecologist taking care of low-income women 
in Texas, Lisa Hollier began to see something 
unexpected and disturbing. The number of 
maternal deaths—women dying in pregnancy, 
childbirth or the fi rst few postpartum weeks—

was spiking. The numbers were far above those in any other state—
in fact, they were not normal for any country in the developed 
world.

Hollier and a handful of allies began lobbying the state leg-
islature to form a special panel to investigate why this was hap-
pening. In 2013, a 15-member task force was put together , with 
Hollier heading it up. The members knew a few things going in. 
They knew that maternal mortality had been increasing in Texas 
for several years. They knew that black women were three times 
more likely to die from complications of childbirth than white or 
Hispanic women. But a bigger surprise—just how many women 
were actually dying—was about to come.

Maternal mortality rates have been edging up in much of the 
United States. A study published last year in the Medical Journal 
of Obstetrics & Gynecology found that the national rate rose 26 
percent from 2000 to 2014. Systemic health problems across the 
country, notably unequal access to care and high rates of chronic 
illness, seemed to play a key role. 

But Texas is in a category all by itself. For the fi rst half-decade 
of the new millennium, maternal deaths were steady, hovering at 
around 18 deaths per 100,000 births—not a particularly dramatic 
number. However, from 2011 to 2014 the number doubled. During 
those more recent years, more than 600 Texas women died from 

complications around childbirth. Those fi gures, the study con-
cluded, didn’t make sense “in the absence of war, natural disaster 
or severe economic upheaval.”

If Texas were a country, it would have the highest maternal 
mortality rate in the developed world and would be on a par 
with Mexico or Turkey. “We’re trying to fi gure out how to get 
our rate down to a First World country,” says Tony Dunn, chair  
of the Texas chapter of the American Congress of Obstetricians 
and Gynecologists. The question is not just why Texas has this 
problem, but also why it’s been getting so much worse and why it’s 
more severe there than in other states. There are no clear answers, 
but there are clues. 

The state task force published its fi rst signifi cant fi ndings on 
maternal mortality last July. Cardiac events and hypertension rank 
as the fi rst and third causes of death, aligning more or less with 
national trends. But in Texas, to the bewilderment of everyone, 
drug overdoses ranked second.  

The entire country has been grappling with an opioid epidem-
ic that is showing no sign of slowing down. Texas is not ground 
zero—the Rust Belt and parts of New England claim that title—
but it ranks near the top. And the fi gures for young mothers are 
grim. “Were they using drugs before they got pregnant? Was it 
prescribed after they gave birth? We just don’t know,” says Amy 
Raines-Milenkov, a member of the state task force. The panel has 
committed itself to looking at the issue more closely this year. 

Unfortunately, the data itself isn’t very good. In 2003, the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention revised death cer-
tifi cates to include a mortality checkbox to mark whether a woman 
was pregnant at the time of death, whether she had given birth in 
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In Texas, black 
women are three 
times more likely to 
die from complications 
of childbirth than white 
or Hispanic women. 
But maternal mortality 
rates in general have 
risen dramatically in 
recent years.
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the past 42 days, or whether she had done so within the previous 
year. But as is usually the case with electronic health records, it was 
a slow-going process. Only four states adopted the new system at 
the onset, and it took 11 years for the rest of the states to catch up. 

Even as more states started to get on board, there were dis-
crepancies. Some states just ask if the deceased woman had been 
pregnant and do not collect information about the expected date 
of birth. So the detail on the death certifi cates varies enormously 
from state to state. Because of this, the federal government hasn’t 
published any signifi cant data on maternal mortality since 2007.

Texas was a relatively early adopter of the new system, revis-
ing its death certifi cate in 2006 and collecting data on whether a 
woman gave birth within the preceding year. Consequently, there 
was some speculation that the state had always had a high ma-
ternal mortality rate and was simply showing the results of better 
reporting. But the data still raised more questions than it answered. 
“Death certifi cates don’t tell whether a woman had access to care 
or where she went for care,” says Marian MacDorman, lead re-
searcher on the journal’s study.

Health-care experts know the factors that lead to maternal 
health: good access to care, adequate funding of services and 
the general health of the larger population. Texas ranks near the 
bottom on nearly every one of these metrics. It has the highest rate 
of uninsured residents of any state. Seventeen percent of Texas 
residents go without health insurance, a full 4 percentage points 
above the second highest state, Alaska. “Women in Texas have not 
historically had access to health care across their lifespan, so when 
they’re pregnant and have care, it’s really hard to treat those things 
in such a short amount of time,” Raines-Milenkov says.  

Every state off ers some Medicaid benefi ts for pregnant women, 
even if they aren’t on Medicaid otherwise. However, Texas’ 
program is relatively paltry—benefi ts end two months after giving 
birth. The state also has the second-highest number of undocu-
mented immigrants after California, and those women are not 
eligible for benefi ts.

M AT E R N I T Y  C R I S I S

From 2011 to 2014, 
more than 600 Texas 
women died from 
complications around 
childbirth. If Texas 
were a country, it 
would have the 
highest maternal 
mortality rate in the 
developed world. 
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Texas Moms Are Dying
After 2010, the reported maternal mortality rate for Texas doubled within a two-year period 
to levels not seen in other U.S. states.
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Medicaid expansion might have helped ease this problem. 
Expanding Medicaid under the Aff ordable Care Act caused many 
states to see their uninsured numbers drop—in some instances 
dramatically. But Texas was one of 19 states that chose not to par-
ticipate in the expansion. Former Gov. Rick Perry rejected it out-
right when the Aff ordable Care Act passed, and current Gov. Greg 
Abbott also opposes it. Medicaid expansion didn’t kick in until 
2014, so it wouldn’t have stopped the spike that began to gather 
momentum several years earlier. But health-care advocates insist 
it would have had some eff ect. 

The same year the state saw its fi rst dramatic jump in maternal 
deaths, the Texas Legislature cut public funding from Planned 
Parenthood and other clinics that provide abortions. More than 
half of the state’s family planning clinics have closed since then, 
primarily in rural areas. It’s likely that some women who became 
pregnant after the clinics closed would not have become pregnant 
had they remained open. A study published in the New England 
Journal of Medicine last year found a signifi cant increase in the 
number of births in Texas in areas where a Planned Parenthood 
facility had shut down. 

Researchers caution, however, that it’s too soon to say whether 
defunding Planned Parenthood played a signifi cant role in causing 
the number of maternal deaths in the state to double. But residents 
do lose out when clinics shut down without an immediate replace-
ment. In sparsely populated regions, where hospitals are often 
hours apart, the loss can be especially acute. Low-income women 
in some parts of the state may not have access to prenatal care until 
they go to the hospital to give birth. In addition, rural hospitals in 
Texas have had a diffi  cult time trying to keep up with the record-
keeping requirements imposed on them by the Aff ordable Care 
Act. In the past four years, 15 rural hospitals have closed in the 
state. The ones that remain are often short on resources—includ-
ing ones that might be required in obstetric emergencies. 

T exas is not the fi rst state to fi nd itself dealing with a ma-
ternal health predicament. In the not-too-distant past, 
California health offi  cials found that their maternal mor-
tality numbers were alarmingly high. They launched 

an organization known as the California Maternal Quality Care 
Collaborative. Webinars and toolkits were rolled out to hospitals 
to serve as refresher courses on how to handle problems that can 
arise in childbirth. Projects targeted specifi c health metrics that 
were driving California’s mortality rate, such as preeclampsia and 
hemorrhages. Women identifi ed as high risk for cardiovascular 
problems were given resources for managing them during preg-
nancy and postpartum. The collaborative also decided to target 
unnecessary caesareans, and the state committed to reducing their 
use for low-risk, fi rst-time mothers to 23 percent.

All of these things made a diff erence. The study from the 
journal had to separate California’s numbers from the rest of the 
data because the state’s maternal mortality fi gures had dropped 
so dramatically as to skew the national picture.

Hollier and the team in Texas are hoping to model their eff orts 
off  the California Maternal Quality Care Collaborative. But there’s 
no way that the initiative can be duplicated exactly. “A lot of these 

factors are localized. What’s driving women’s deaths in California 
is likely not going to be what’s driving them in Texas, or in New 
York, for example,” says Elliot Main, medical director of the 
California program. In Texas, in particular, there will be a need 
to address drug abuse. 

Meanwhile, an effort has begun at the federal level. The 
Preventing Maternal Deaths Act has been introduced in Congress 
and has attracted some bipartisan support. The legislation would 
provide states with resources to identify and treat the common 
causes of maternal mortality. So far, there has been no signifi -
cant movement on it. But health-care activists are continuing to 
promote it. “This isn’t a pipe dream,” insists Eleni Tsigas of the 
Preeclampsia Foundation. “We know what can work, because 
California’s numbers are declining. It starts with identifying all the 
causes and using that to improve the health-care delivery system.” 

Texas took a step toward addressing the problem last July when 
it launched the Healthy Texas Women Program, which is aimed 
at connecting low-income women with health-care services such 
as free pregnancy tests and immunizations. The program is start-
ing slowly. So far, there has been relatively little communication 
to residents about what it actually off ers. Still, supporters cite it 
as a step in the right direction. 

There isn’t a clear solution to the maternal mortality problem in 
Texas because it’s still hard to say precisely how the state got to this 
point, and so quickly. But Main, who has overseen the policies that 
worked in California, believes the tide can be reversed. “Maternal 
deaths are one of the most catastrophic things that can happen in 
medicine,” he says. “It’s a big deal, and the numbers there catch a 
lot of people’s attention. But when you improve all-around prenatal 
care, you can improve the care for multiple health-care issues.”  G

 Email mquinn@governing.com 
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The same year 
the state saw its 
fi rst dramatic jump 
in maternal deaths, 
the Texas Legislature 
cut public funding 
from Planned 
Parenthood and 
other clinics that 
provide abortions.
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Problem Solver

Decline in Diplomas
Students aren’t seeking public service careers 
the way they used to.

W
hether it’s anti-govern-
ment rhetoric or budget-
ary uncertainty hanging 
over public agencies, one 

can understand why recent graduates 
have been a little timid about jumping into 
public-sector careers.

The latest data from the U.S. 
Department of Education shows that 
several of the top government-related aca-
demic fi elds—including criminal justice, 
political science and public administra-
tion—have seen the number of degrees 
awarded level off  or dip slightly over the 
past few years. This signals a departure 
from the previous several decades, includ-
ing the immediate post-recession period, 
when schools handed out more diplo-
mas in most fi elds as workers sought to 
enhance their résumé during the eco-
nomic slump. Degrees awarded for many 
public-sector professions have since pla-
teaued or declined slightly. What’s hard to 
say is whether it’s a temporary adjustment 
or a longer-term trend.

Nationally, degrees awarded for all 
fi elds rose sharply over the past several 
decades, but they too have slowed recent-
ly. Since the 2012-2013 school year, total 
bachelor’s and master’s degree comple-
tions have increased only about 2 percent. 
That’s still somewhat better than many 
public service-related degrees.

The following charts show the number 
of degrees awarded in recent years, using 
data compiled from the federal National 
Center for Education Statistics.
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Public Administration and 
Policy Analysis

Public administration and policy pro-
grams enjoyed strong growth in recent 
decades. Following the recession, adults 
returning to school, coupled with an in-
terest in public service among young 
people, propelled degree completions to 
new highs.  

But since the 2012-2013 school year, 
numbers of graduates have dipped slight-
ly. Part of that could just be a result of the 
economic recovery and improving job 
prospects for those who might otherwise 
return to school. It’s also possible that re-
ductions to the public workforce, which 
still hasn’t recovered from deep cuts in 
many places, have led some to leave the 
sector rather than advance their careers.

Data further indicates that more mas-
ter’s of public administration students are 

women, accounting for nearly 60 percent 
of graduates in 2015.

After graduation, students are increas-
ingly taking their skills to the private or 
nonprofit sectors. “It’s not necessarily 
universities adding degrees, but expand-
ing how far their degree is reaching,” says 
Stacy Drudy of the Network of Schools of 
Public Policy, Aff airs and Administration. 
The latest NASPAA survey found just 
under half of employed master’s gradu-
ates worked in government six months 
after graduation.

Political Science and 
Government

Political science and government 
degrees didn’t experience the same kind 
of steep growth as other fi elds in earlier 
decades. This trend has persisted more re-
cently, with national statistics indicating 
that total bachelor’s and master’s gradu-
ates declined each of the past three years. 
They remain popular among many under-
graduates, however, with about 34,000 
completing bachelor’s degrees in 2015.

Although political science and govern-
ment graduates may end up in govern-
ment, many also follow career paths with 
private companies or nonprofi ts. 
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By Mike Maciag

| BEHIND THE NUMBERS
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Law Enforcement
While top criminal justice degrees have 

roughly tripled over the past two decades, 
they, too, have leveled off  in recent years.

For entry-level police officer jobs, 
candidates with degrees enjoy only very 
minimal hiring advantages, says Joseph 
Pollini of the John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice. According to the U.S. Department 
of Justice, only a quarter of local police 
in 2013 worked for departments that re-
quired entry-level offi  cers to have college 
diplomas, most of which were two-year 
degrees. Education becomes much more 
crucial, however, when one seeks a promo-
tion or a spot in a specialized unit.

Pollini says he’s also noticed a shift in 
the classroom. Years ago, primarily mid-
career and older students sought degrees, 
but now it’s mostly students in their 20s. 
Interest in criminal investigations and fo-
rensic science has particularly taken off , 
thanks in part to their portrayal on popular 
television shows. “Everyone wants to be a 
detective or investigator, but no one wants 
to be a patrol offi  cer on the street,” Pollini 
says.

Education Administration
Like other fi elds, education adminis-

tration and supervision recorded rapid 
growth throughout the 1990s and 2000s. 
But since the 2009-2010 school year, mas-
ter’s degree completions have declined 
about 19 percent.

Part of the fluctuation is driven by 
shifts in certifi cation requirements. For 
school administrators and principals, 
some states accept degrees in noneduca-
tion fi elds with additional coursework. 

Susan Printy, who researches educa-
tional administration at Michigan State 
University, suspects increasing demands 
on school administrators may also play a 
role in declining numbers of graduates. 

Public Health
If there’s one major government-relat-

ed area where interest hasn’t cooled off , 
it’s public health. Public health schools, 
many of which are relatively new, graduat-
ed about 22,700 students in the 2014-2015 
school year, up from only 8,000 a decade 
earlier.

Millennials’ awareness of public health 
issues and interest in social justice are con-
tributing to greater demand, and schools 
are responding with new degree off erings, 
says Christine Plepys of the Association of 
Schools and Programs of Public Health. 
More than 172 public health schools and 
programs were accredited in 2016, up from 
100 in 2006, according to the Council on 
Education for Public Health. “When 
schools start up, they might have 20 stu-
dents the fi rst year, then the next year it 
will be 200,” Plepys says. The hottest fi elds 
of study include epidemiology, health 
policy and management, and health edu-
cation/behavioral science.  G 

 Email  mmaciag@governing.com

Review detailed data for these and

other public service-related degrees at 

governing.com/degreetrends

“There’s a lot of pressure on principals,” 
she says. “The challenges have escalated 
and the salaries haven’t necessarily kept 
pace, so it’s a diffi  cult profession to enter.”

By contrast, more students are con-
centrating on a small segment of the fi eld: 
higher education administration. One 
possible explanation, Printy says, is that 
many of these students work for universi-
ties with generous tuition reimbursement 
programs, while those in K-12 education 
have seen their benefi ts reduced.
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By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Problem Solver | SMART MANAGEMENT

Big Little Lies
Ten ways public offi cials fool some of the people most of the time.   

a costly way to get nowhere. Sometimes 
there’s simply a lack of training in the new 
technology. In other cases, the technology 
is purchased, but modules to perform spe-
cifi c tasks aren’t turned on for years—or 
ever. Just as often as we hear about the 
wonders of new technology, we hear about 
the disappointments with it.

“Merit pay is based on merit.” Truth 
is that in many states and localities, merit 
pay is just a euphemism for a raise. When 
the vast majority of employees get a merit 
pay increase—which is often the case—the 
likelihood is that it doesn’t indicate that 
the raise was necessarily merited by su-
perior work.

“Our transparency website means 
our government is transparent.” While 
websites chock-full of good information 
can be a start, that’s all they are. There’s a 
great deal more to transparency, including 
providing access to managers for members 
of the press or the public; releasing up-to-
date, comprehensive minutes of public 
meetings; and making public documents 
easy and inexpensive to fi nd. But these 
things aren’t always available.

“Buying new technology will be the 
key.” No question, inadequate or anti-
quated technology can stand in the way 
of public-sector progress. But the simple 
act of buying new electronics can just be 

I
n interviewing thousands of public-
sector managers over the past 25 years, 
we’ve accumulated a list of maxims that 
are frequently used to explain the man-

agerial actions of state and local govern-
ments. We don’t like to call them lies, but 
they are far from reality in many places. 
When people buy into these notions and 
then discover them to be untrue, that can 
easily erode trust in government, which 
makes it far more diffi  cult to manage a 
state or locality.

The following are 10 of our favorites, 
put into a little context: 

“Managers know we are in fi nancially 
sound shape because we have to pass a 
balanced budget.” It’s true that 49 of the 
50 states have some kind of mandate to 
balance their budgets. But having a bal-
anced budget at the beginning of a fi scal 
year in no way proves fi scal soundness. 
Connecticut and Kansas, for example, 
started their fi scal years with expenses 
in line with revenues. But both states’ 
budgets have fallen wildly out of balance 
subsequently and are in dire straits.

“It’s impossible to fi re a public-sector 
employee.” That’s never the case. What is 
true is that in many states and localities, 
managers need solid documentation in 
order to demonstrate that an employee 
deserves to lose his or her job. That takes 
effort, and the lack of that effort can, 
indeed, make it hard to let someone go.

“We’ll solve this problem by setting 
up a commission.” Lots of commissions 
are set up by governors and legislators. 
But the commissions themselves don’t 
solve problems. If they contain good rec-
ommendations, that’s a start. And if those 
recommendations are followed, that’s even 
better. But frequently, in our experience, 
that just doesn’t happen.
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“The main reason we have a huge un-
funded liability in our pensions is that the 
benefi ts are too rich.” However generous a 
state or local pension plan may be, as long 
as it’s funded annually at the sum recom-
mended by actuaries, unfunded liabilities 
won’t build up. Take New Jersey, which 
has more than $130 billion in unfunded 
pension liabilities. The problem isn’t that 
the benefi ts are too rich; in fact, accord-
ing to an American Enterprise Institute 
study, New Jersey’s pension benefi ts are 
less generous than most other states’. It’s 
that lawmakers have been underfunding 
the pension plans for years.

“Managers just need to examine the 
general fund in order to analyze a city or 
state’s fi nancial condition.” That’s like 
trying to get a full sense of a person’s health 
by taking just his temperature. As we’ve 
noted here before, data from the National 
Association of State Budget Offi  cers shows 
a fairly steady drop in the portion the 
general fund makes up in total expendi-
tures—41 percent in 2014 compared with 
52 percent in the early 1990s. 

“You can always trust our data.” Does 
this require much commentary? When we 
wrote a piece about bad data a couple of 
years ago we contacted more than 75 offi  -
cials in 46 states. About 7 out of 10 said that 
data problems were frequently or often an 
impediment to doing their business eff ec-
tively. No one who worked with program 
data said this was rarely the case. This is 
the most recent research we were able to 
fi nd on this topic, but we have no reason 
to believe things have gotten much better.

“Our government can be run like a 
business.” The simple truth is that gov-
ernments do the jobs that no private-sec-
tor fi rm would undertake because they’re 
not profi table. Take Medicaid. How could 
a corporation make a buck focusing on this 
service? With that in mind, while some 
business principles can be used in gov-
ernment, in many cases they simply don’t 
apply.  G

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com

| BETTER GOVERNMENT

The Evil That Institutions Do
Preventing it is a dilemma for managers, but it can be done.

“Don’t be evil.” That preface to Google’s code of conduct contains a powerful 
insight into the nature of organizations. Big organizations have the capacity to bring 
bad behavior to scale. History has lots of examples of this in both corporations and 
governments—especially in governments.

This is the central theme of Unmasking Administrative Evil, a book by Guy Adams 
and Danny Balfour published a few years ago. While the Holocaust is arguably one of 
the most extreme cases of administrative evil, I can think of lots of other examples, 
from the internment of Japanese-Americans during World War II to Jim Crow laws 
and, more recently, the Flint water crisis.

Guarding against administrative evil is an important part of the job for every gov-
ernment leader. “Our reluctance to recognize the importance of administrative evil 
as part of the identity and 
practice of public adminis-
tration and public policy,” 
Adams and Balfour write, 
“reinforces its continuing 
infl uence and increases the 
possibility of future acts 
of dehumanization and 
destruction.” And, as was 
decided at the Nuremberg 
trials, arguing that you were 
merely following orders is 
not an adequate defense.

This poses a real 
dilemma for government 
managers. On the one hand, they want to eff ectively oppose or thwart directives 
from above that they regard as evil. But they also need the people who report to them 
to do as they are directed. A counterpoint to Unmasking Administrative Evil is the 
work of University of Kansas professor Rosemary O’Leary, summarized in the title 
of a lecture she gave last year to the American Political Science Association: “The 
New Guerrilla Government: Are Big Data, Hyper Social Media and Contracting Out 
Changing the Ethics of Dissent?” O’Leary cites a number of examples of guerrilla 
government, including the leaks of national security documents by Chelsea Manning 
and Edward Snowden, to assert that ever-evolving modern technologies are giving 
individuals more power to embarrass or damage an organization.

There’s a lot that public administrators can do. To begin with, most government 
reformers tend to think of corruption narrowly, as theft of public funds. There are 
typically far fewer controls for other forms of misbehavior, such as detecting and 
preventing improper use of force by police departments. Further, as O’Leary con-
vincingly argues, there need to be far more opportunities for dissent within public 
organizations. The vast majority of the public managers she interviewed thought that 
“dissent, when managed properly, is not only positive, but also essential to a healthy 
organization.” And there needs to be far more protection for whistleblowers. 

With power comes responsibility and risk. Public offi  cials should recognize the 
risks. They should encourage and listen to dissent. And they could do worse than 
adopt the Google motto.  G

 Email mfunkhouser@governing.com 

By Mark Funkhouser
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The internment of Japanese-Americans during 

World War II is an example of administrative 

evil at its worst.
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By Tod Newcombe

Dislike
Are state ethics rules keeping up with social media? 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

drop-off  in the number of people who 
view them. Stambaugh, who launched a 
Facebook page entitled #InfoIsEthical, 
says the drop-off  means fewer people 
know what the state legislature is doing 
and fewer are engaging with her on the 
issues. The ethics rules as they currently 
stand, she says, “inhibit that connection.”

Ethan Wilson, an ethics policy spe-
cialist at the National Conference of 
State Legislatures, says there have been 
plenty of issues where “older laws come 
into confl ict with new and well accepted 
technologies.” He says that the line drawn 
in the Stambaugh case—linking versus 
embedding—is an interesting one. “I sup-
pose time will tell if similar events will 
happen, causing laws and interpretation 

M
elanie Stambaugh is in her 
third year as a Washington 
state legislator represent-
ing the 25th District, located 

near the city of Tacoma. At the age of 
26, Stambaugh is the youngest woman 
elected to the legislature in 80 years. Like 
others of her generation, she uses social 
media to engage with her constituents. “I 
believe this is the people’s government,” 
Stambaugh says, “and the way to be most 
eff ective is to share with them the details 
of what I do so they can provide feedback 
on what I’m working on. Social media is 
really the way to get that kind of instant 
feedback and real-time data.”

But Stambaugh’s use of social media 
suff ered a setback when the state Leg-
islative Ethics Board last year said she 
violated the rules 44 times by posting 
state-funded photos and videos on her 
campaign Facebook page. The board rul-
ing carried $220,000 in fi nes and an order 
to remove the videos.

In most cases, the matter would have 
ended there. Stambaugh would have 
paid the fi ne and moved on. Instead, 
she challenged the ruling late last year, 
claiming the board was too restrictive in 
how it viewed a 1994 law that says state 
resources can’t be used for campaigning. 
The board said there needed to be “sepa-
ration” between a legislator’s campaign 
and legislative resources, such as videos. 
Stambaugh had embedded the videos on 
her Facebook page. If she had just pro-
vided a link that brought the viewer back 
to the state’s website, the whole mess 
would have been avoided.

Stambaugh, however, doesn’t want to 
do that. The law, she says, is outdated. It’s 
keeping her from engaging constituents 
and it’s hampering transparency. Since the 
decision, Stambaugh has linked to, rather 
than embedded, videos on her Facebook 
page, and, as a result, has seen a signifi cant 

of those laws to change,” he says.
For now, Stambaugh has begun to pri-

vately produce her own videos, which she 
can embed on her Facebook page. The 
Legislative Ethics Board ruled in Febru-
ary against her challenge, but reduced her 
fi ne to $5,000. She has submitted a motion 
for reconsideration. Either way, Stam-
baugh says ethics rules aren’t working if 
they unnecessarily restrict how legislators 
and the public use social media. “People 
want ethics and want government held to 
an ethical standard,” says Stambaugh, “but 
the application of these ethics standards 
does not meet the goal of an open and 
transparent government.”   G
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Stambaugh posted 

this Facebook update 

to her #InfoIsEthical 

page, where she has 

chronicled her

challenge to the 

ethics ruling.
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ADVERTISEMENT

Visit ngrid.com/business to take advantage of energy saving solutions for your community facilities.

Energy Saving Solutions To 

Help Your Community Thrive 

Utility costs account for  
11% of local government 
expenditures. The EPA 
estimates energy costs in 
existing buildings can be 
reduced by more than 35%. 
Government office buildings, 
schools, water treatment 
facilities, and multifamily 
housing can all benefit  
from energy efficiency.

Solutions can range anywhere  

from smaller equipment upgrades 

(lighting, HVAC) to building retrofits 

to combined heat and power (CHP) 

systems. 

Here’s the best part: by making  

energy efficiency upgrades not only 

are you spending taxpayer money 

smarter but you’ll also be improving 

the overall health of your community. 

That means more money to  

invest in additional services, an 

improved local economy, and a 

more engaged community.

National Grid has energy saving 

solutions to help municipalities 

identify energy improvement 

opportunities and financial 

incentives to help offset  

the cost to implement them. 

 
1.  Provide additional  
 services and amenities  

 When you save on utility bills, more  

 money can be reinvested back into  

 the community. This could result in  

 buildings staying open later to   

 serve more people, quicker repairs   

 to potholes on roads, more plows   

 to combat winter storms, and new   

 parks where people can enjoy  

 the outdoors. 

2.  Create jobs and contribute  
to the local economy 

 Investing in energy efficiency 

boosts the business of local 

contractors and suppliers. The 

DOE estimates 60% of energy 

efficiency investments go toward 

labor costs, and half of equipment 

upgrades are purchased from  

local suppliers. 

 

3.  Improve health  
in public buildings 

 Making buildings more efficient 

can reduce indoor air pollution, 

resulting in healthier students, 

employees, and residents. 

4.  Cause a ripple effect 

 A visible commitment to  

energy efficiency generates  

buzz, causing residents, local 

businesses, and neighboring 

communities to reduce their  

own energy usage, creating  

even greater gains.

 

  

THE BENEFITS OF AN ENERGY EFFICIENT COMMUNITY 
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By Frank Shafroth

T
here are threats everywhere to 
state and local revenues. To that 
list add this one: The golden age 
of malls in America seems to be 

well and truly over. Several of the coun-
try’s 1,000 enclosed malls and a chunk of 
the nation’s 47,000 shopping centers have 
either shut down or are emptying out. 

Overall investment in retail property 
assets declined nearly 20 percent last year. 
Vacancy rates in community shopping 
centers increased in 30 of 77 U.S. metro 
areas last year. Rents, which usually in-
crease roughly at the rate of infl ation in 
healthy markets, decreased.

These trends may accelerate. In recent 
months, department stores such as Sears 
and Macy’s—bulwarks of shopping malls—
announced plans to close hundreds of 
stores nationwide. It will surprise few 
that this change in the fortunes of shop-
ping malls comes in the wake of the ac-
celerating growth of online shopping. 
Amazon is expected to surpass Macy’s 
as America’s top clothing seller this 
year, according to Cowen Group Inc. , a 
fi nancial services fi rm. 

The fi scal implications of mall closings 
for states and localities are signifi cant. Not 
only are jobs, corporate income tax rev-
enues, and sales and use tax revenues fore-
gone, but so are property taxes. “If a mall 
closes or goes into decline, you’re going to 
see declining property values in the area,” 
says Arthur Nelson, a professor of urban 
planning and real estate development at 
the University of Arizona. 

The Fort Steuben Mall in Steubenville, 
Ohio, is an example of what it looks like 
when a mall starts to fail. A former steel 
town on the edge of the Ohio River, the 
community is facing a double whammy 
of store closures: On one end of its mall 
is an empty space that used to house a 
Sears; on the opposite is a Macy’s, which 
is set to close this spring. The mall went 

into foreclosure in February 2016 and was 
sold to the bank that held the mortgage—
for roughly two-thirds of its previously 
estimated value.

But the depopulating of malls doesn’t 
need to be a negative. One city leader says 
he sees a signifi cant upside: “It can help 
hasten the eventual redevelopment of the 
entire mall site. It’s potentially a big posi-
tive for the city’s tax revenues as it makes 
much closer the day where redevelopment 
proceeds [start pouring in].” 

I have watched this play out in my 
own city of Alexandria, Va., where the 
Landmark Mall has both a Sears and a 
Macy’s as tenants. Seventeen years ago, 
the mall as a whole and the Sears store 
that anchored it generated $1.25 million 
in real estate taxes. Today, they bring in 
only about $500,000 in real estate taxes. 
Moreover, to aggravate the fi scal dilemma, 
the reduction in revenues from sales tax, 
dining tax and other business taxes has 

also been dramatic. And now Macy’s has 
announced it is closing its Landmark store. 
As Alexandria Vice Mayor Justin Wilson 
told me, “There is no clearer demonstra-
tion of the city’s fi nancial challenges than 
the predicament that currently faces 
Landmark Mall.”

But Alexandria is seeing and seizing an 
opportunity. It has rezoned the site and has 
encouraged the mall’s owner, the Howard 
Hughes Corp., to move ahead with its plan 
to transform the enclosed portion of the 
mall and the Macy’s parcel into an open-air 
urban village that has stores, restaurants, 
housing and entertainment venues. 

Wilson notes that the passing of the 
glory days of malls ought not to be a dirge 
for times gone by, but rather an opportu-
nity to latch onto a nationwide trend of 
returning to cities’ historic urban centers 
both to live and to start businesses.  G

 Email fshafrot@gmu.edu  

Shop ’Til You Drop
An empty shopping mall can mean lost jobs and lower revenues—but not always.

Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY
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 A GOVERNMENT  
LEADER’S GUIDE  
      

USING SURETY AND  

F IDEL ITY  BONDS TO  

PROTECT TAXPAYERS,  

EMPOWER BUSINESSES 

AND ENABLE INNOVATION 

TO BONDS

Download your guide to bonds at:
www.governing.com/guidetobonds
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Last Look
Most people tend to avoid a park full of broken 
glass, scrap metal and discarded odds and 
ends. But not Smither Park in Houston. The 
half-acre site, which opened to the public this 
past October, is a celebration of homegrown 
folk art. Nearly every surface is covered with a 
mosaic of broken glass, pottery and scrap metal. 
There’s the shimmering 400-foot undulating 
wall decorated with all manner of found and 
recycled items, including antlers and toys; an 
amphitheater resembling a giant fi sh bursting 
out of the ground; and a pavilion that looks like 
it’s supported by sparkling glass trees. Patrons 
who visit on Saturdays can watch the artists as 
they continue to work on the unusual space.      
—David Kidd 
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Sign up today at 
www.governing.com/newsletters

GET SMART, FAST.
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archivesocial.com

YOU’RE REQUIRED TO KEEP RECORDS 
FOR UP TO 10 YEARS. 

BUT DON’T WORRY. WE GOT YOUR BACK. 

IF YOUR CITY USES THESE 
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