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CHAIRMAN'S FOREWORD

At no time in recent American history has there been a more
searching concern about the performance of our political

institutions than at the present.

This state of mind in the body politic is amply demonstrated
by the flood of remedies that are now being proposed to improve the
system.

All of this has to be put into perspective. In the first place, there
are no silver bullets. Our political system is a reflection of our in­
dividual values and priorities. It will function properly only when it
is led by those for whom leadership means more than the inclination
to read public opinion polls and when it is sustained by a citizenry
who understand that it cannot always opt for the easy choice. Anyone
who has seriously worked at it will acknowledge that making demo­
cracy function properly has never been simple. But today it is harder
than ever.

Making democracy work is what the state and local public
service must be about. It is here that the actual delivery of the most
basic and essential services takes place. Since people have the most
direct contact with their public officials in county seats, city halls, and
state capitols, it is here that most citizens form their opinions of how
well government is performing.

An obvious part of the process of addressing the problems that
face us as a society is examining the structure of government and
determining how it can be better organized to do its job more efficient­
ly. This must be a continuous activity, and one sufficiently dynamic
and broadly based to resist those defenders of political turf who
would argue for maintaining the status quo. But there is another
measure of governmental performance that is even more important:
the human dimensions of public service.

The process has to start with executive leadership. Certainly
the chief executive has the benefit of the bully pulpit. But, as important
as that is, it is still only a platform for oratory. It is the act of leading
by example that more often makes the difference. It is this quality that
is at the heart of public leadership, and it is this element that in too
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Hard Truths/Tough Choices

many cases is lacking, thereby contributing to a rising cynicism both
within and outside government.

The concept that public service, especially public service at the
state and local level, is a noble and worthy calling must somehow be
revitalized in this country. Those of us who have had the good fortune
to serve in state and local government know how many genuinely
dedicated and committed people work there. In most cases their
efforts are unsung and their contributions to society are unrecognized
and inadequately rewarded.

Most people with whom I have been associated in government
take added pride in their work and produce infinitely more satisfac­
tory results when they are kept informed of the larger mission in
which they playa supporting role. It is an elementary fact of life that
most of us like to be involved in a meaningful process that is larger
than ourselves. The key to more successful and efficient performance
by the various elements of state and local government lies in sharing
the vision of together building and serving a better society.

In the final analysis, the quality of our lives in the future will
depend on how well we come to grips with our concerns about the
capacity of our political system to handle the issues of the moment.
That capacity will be determined in large measure by the commitment
of the men and women who makeup the state and local public service,
sustained and supported by a citizenry intent on forging a better
future.

The National Commission on the State and Local Public Ser­
vice follows in distinguished footsteps. Our work is the logical sequel
to the important work of the National Commission on the Public
Service, which primarily focused on the national government. This
commission was chaired by Paul A. Volcker, who has been helpful and
supportive in our work. L. Bruce Laingen, who was Executive Direc­
tor of the Volcker Commission, ably serves as a member of our
Commission.

I wish to thank my colleagues on the National Commission on
the State and Local Public Service as well as the staff for working so
effectively together over the past two years as we start down a road
that we hope will lead to real governmental reform in America.

William F. Winter
Chairman
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THE CHALLENGE

... One of the great failings ofdemocracy is its tendency
to take the path ofleast resistance and to avoid colllrMer­
sy IVherel'er possible, and above all, to silence debate
because it is not fashionable.

Eugene Patterson
Editor Emeritus, The Sf. Petersburg Times

Tallahassee Hearing, May 1992

There are over 15 million state and local public employees, making
up 13 percent of the nation's total work force. These employees

do much of the real work of domestic governance. We literally could
not live without them. They provide our water, collect our trash,
vaccinate our children, police our communities, and administer traffic
safety, airports, and the vital systems we need to communicate with
each other and with other nations. They do much of the teaching,
training, and counseling in our public schools, universities, and com­
munity colleges to prepare our children for fulfilling careers. They are
responsible for environmental clean-up and protection programs.
They design and carry out programs to lift our most needy out of
poverty and into jobs and housing. They operate the hospitals that are
the last hope of the uninsured. They staff most of our prisons, as well
as our court system. ot a day passes during which their work does
not touch and shape our lives (see Table 1).

Yet there is a growing consensus among both citizens and
public officials that state and local institutions of government need to
drastically improve their capacity and performance if we are to meet
the challenges of our rapidly changing economic and social systems.
This report contains a series of proposals that taken together would
constitute a significant change in how our more than 15 million state
and local public employees perform their duties. These proposals, we
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believe, would move us away from an encrusted and outmoded
system of command and control and its rule-bound management that
emphasizes constraints and process at the expense of mission and
results. They would move us to a new way of operating, which is to
build trust and then lead. This approach, which we call trust and lead,
requires strong and positive relationships between the leaders of state
and local government, public employees, citizens, and the many
diverse groups essential to the governmental process.

TABLE 1: STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT
(FULL- AND PART-TIME), 1991

TYPE OF GOVERNMENT

TOTAL 15,451,772

State 4,521,385
Local 10,930,387

County 2,196,263
Municipalities 2,661,823
Townships 414,717
School Districts 5,045,433
Special Districts 612,151

Source: u.s. Bureau of the Census, Public Employmcnt: 1991, Series GE-91-1. Washington, D.C.:
U.s. Government Printing Office, 1992.

Ours is a frank and urgent call for change in the nature of these
relationships. How they evolve in the years to come will offer America
a choice between two quite different futures. The first is mired in the
hidebound, outmoded ways of doing business that too often get
encrusted in our governmental institutions. The second emphasizes
leadership and trust on a basis that we believe is fully appropriate to
a strong democracy.

One future would result from a stand-pat approach that allows
elected officials, public servants, and citizens to hide from the kinds
of tough choices that would infuse new energy and purpose into
public service and that would force nonresponsive bureaucracies into
the forefront of change. That approach would surely lead to a future
in which our nation would be poorer-in economic strength, in global
influence, and in the ability of all the nation's citizens to lead satisfy­
ing, productive, and prosperous lives.

2



The Challenge

But America's state and local governments can work toward
an alternate future. Achieving it would call for courageous leadership,
not politics as usual-for empowered public servants, an engaged
citizenry, and new ideas. It is a future in which schools are more
effective, families stronger, the environment cleaner, and the economy
more productive. It is a future that allows us to continue that remark­
able historical legacy of passing on a more vibrant nation and a higher
standard of living to each subsequent generation.

Unfortunately, too many of America's state and local govern­
ments appear to muddle along, deceiving themselves and ducking
decisions. Just as discouraging-and more to the point of this report­
those who are willing to face reality confront a host of obstacles to
action. Imagine a governmental system that embodied all of the
often-caricatured problems that prevent governmental systems from
making tough choices and effecting change. This system would have
many debilitating features:

>- It would deny chief executives the authority to act, by frag­
menting and diffusing authority over the programs and agen­
cies those chief executives are supposed to lead.

>- It would put those executives in charge of unyielding
bureaucracies, clogged with layers of management and super­
vision, driven by antiquated personnel, procurement, and
budget systems that seek to regulate even the smallest
decisions.

>- It would foster a "knowledge gap" inside those public agen­
cies, preventing employees from acquiring the skills and in­
formation they need to do their jobs better and enjoy them
more.

>- It would encourage public distrust by blocking access to infor­
mation about who influences the system, including informa­
tion on campaign finance and lobbying. At the same time it
would bring citizens into the policy-making process at the
latest possible moment, so that their ideas would really have
no bearing on final outcomes. It would be a system that keeps
the public off balance and uninformed, thus fueling their
anger, apathy, and cynicism.

>- Finally, that system would saddle itself with an overwhelming
fiscal burden, guaranteeing that it would operate in a state of
recurring budget crisis, further dampening the willingness of

3



Hard Truths/Tough Choices

potential executives to serve, hampering the ability of rank
and file employees to muster the resources to do their jobs
right, and confirming public suspicions that state and local
government cannot do the job.

Unfortunately, these conditions are realities for many state and
local governments. Governments hamstring their chief executives by
diffusing their power. They operate with antiquated and obsolete
personnel, procurement, and budget systems. They fail to invest in the
most critical resource they have: their rank and file personnel. They
isolate and frustrate their citizenry. And, finally, they find themselves
struggling to cope under the weight of a crushing crisis in health care
funding. In many ways it could be described as a system undergoing
death by a thousand paper cuts, while states are losing their fiscal life
blood to Medicaid costs.

Of course, many are coping-even prospering-through
remarkable energy and innovation, an energy and innovation that
helped inspire this report. But the fact is that many are far from able
to playa role in assuring the alternative American future. And if state
and local governments are not ready to lead an American renewal, it
will not happen. Washington has its own budget problems, and while
it may offer some financial relief to states and localities, the federal
government cannot provide a quick fix. Furthermore, the economic
recovery is likely to be slow and will be unable to lift states and
localities out of their fiscal difficulties. That means that governments
will have to make tough choices if they are to realize their alternative
future. In fact, even if fiscal stress is much less than we expect, they
must pursue this future if only to keep faith with the American people.

The Commission does not believe that the roughly 87,000 state
and local governments and the people who work for them are failing
America. Surveys show that citizens mostly like what they get from
their 50 states, 3,000 counties, 36,000 cities and towns, 15,000 school
districts, and 33,000 special districts.

Yet there is a growing sense that our state and local govern­
ments-and the citizenry that supports them-are missing the wake­
up call. At a time when standing pat has become a recipe for decline,
even dismantlement, the Commission believes that too many states
and localities and their citizens are doing just that. Consider the
warning signs:

4



The Challenge

~ The number of citizens who want government to spend more
in virtually every category is up-more on education, child
care, AIDS, homelessness, the environment, the elderly, parks,
and transportation. At the same time, the state and local tax
revolt movement appears alive and well.

~ The number of citizens who expressed a great deal or a fair
amount of confidence in local government fell from 73 percent
in 1987 t060 percent in 1991, while the number who expressed
confidence in state government fell from 73 percent to 51
percent. "If we could get the public as involved and as in­
formed about politics as they are about Monday Night Foot­
ball," one Florida legislator told The New York Times, "we
wouldn't have as many problems. People have to get off their
duffs and participate."

~ A recent survey of college honor society students by the Na­
tional Commission on the Public Service (the Volcker Commis­
sion) showed that only 1.8 percent and 0.9 percent of them,
respectively, ranked state and local government as their "most
preferred employer." The federal government ranked at 3
percent, large corporations at 34 percent.

~ The number of states and localities in fiscal distress has never
been higher-for example, 29 states cut spending below
original appropriations in 1991; 23 froze across-the-board
salary increases; 17 cut the absolute value of welfare benefits;
12 laid off employees; 34 raised taxes.

Ironically, we did this to ourselves, usually with the best of
intentions. We want strong leadership, but in the name of democracy
we often fragment and temper authority. We want to hire the best
employees, but to keep the process fair and patronage-free we have
designed a system so complex that good people turn away out of
frustration.

We want to use money efficiently but in the name of fiscal
responsibility we have papered the procurement process with so
many rules and procedures that many of our best companies refuse
to bid on contracts, and the simplest and cheapest of purchases are
treated as equal to the most complex and expensive. We want our
bureaucracies to be fiscally accountable, but in that quest we have
created enormous incentives to "spend it or lose it" at the end of each
fiscal year.
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There is, of course, no statute that says we have to frustrate our
leadership; that we have to pile rule upon rule or manager upon
manager until decision-making becomes the exception rather than the
rule. There is no law that says we have to preclude front-line staff from
having a say in how services are delivered or how government does
its job. There is no rule that says government has to maintain an aloof
relationship with citizens. There is no provision that says we cannot
change. It all starts with putting away the smoke and mirrors and the
chewing gum and baling wire that too many states and localities have
been using to get by over the past few years. It starts by recognizing
that business as usual is a guarantee that this generation of leaders
will fail the next generation of Americans. Owning up to reality is at
the heart of the Commission's agenda.

The Commission is based at the Nelson A. Rockefeller Institute
of Government at the State University of New York in Albany, a
national center for the study of American state and local government.
Two years ago the 27-member Commission embarked on a journey of
study and debate leading to this report. The Commission includes
three former governors, two former big-city mayors, one former big­
city manager, a member of the Los Angeles County Board of Super­
visors and a former county council member, seven former state and
local agency heads, a former U.s. Secretary of Labor, nine scholar/ex­
perts, and two journalists who made careers in covering state and local
government. (Member biographies can be found starting on page 67
of this report, and lists of Commission hearing witnesses and research
papers begin on pages 75 and 81, respectively.)

Launched with a generous grant from the Florence and John
Schumann Foundation, and additional support from the Ford Foun­
dation, the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, and the Carnegie
Corporation of New York, the Commission held six hearings, starting
in Jackson, Mississippi, in January 1992, and moving to Austin the
following March, Tallahassee and Sacramento in May, and Chicago
and Philadelphia in June. The Commission solicited over two dozen
papers from leading scholars in the field, and sought input from a
host of local, state, and national organizations.

In the course of its travels, the Commission was strengthened
in its conviction that state and local governments need to change, that
too many are waiting for miracles that will not happen. At the same
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time, the Commission was heartened by the reports it heard of hard­
won successes:

~ Two of the four largest cities in Jackson County, Mississippi,
have saved hundreds of thousands of dollars by letting the
county government collect their taxes, thereby eliminating
needless duplication of services.

~ The city of San Francisco implemented a labor-management
committee recommendation to free paramedic ambulances for
emergencies by contracting out routine medical transport
tasks.

~ Bellevue Hospital, the largest public hospital in New York
City, has undertaken a series of management initiatives that
save money, assure accurate billing, and require less time in
the waiting room. These changes and others have generated
the needed revenue for a new ambulatory care program.

~ The state of California has decentralized its personnel process,
reduced the reliance on written test scores to give managers
more hiring discretion, and established an aggressive program
for increasing the diversity of the public work force.

~ The Neighborhood Capital Budget Group, a nonprofit or­
ganization in Chicago, helped the city find a way to retire and
refinance public debt, lowering interest costs and enabling it
to take on new obligations to rebuild inner-city neighbor­
hoods.

~ The state of Florida has moved 500 of its health care workers
into "outposts" to make them more accessible to people. It has
streamlined its regulations and computerized the eligibility
process so that its health care workers no longer have to
memorize reams of complex eligibility requirements.

~ Contra Costa County, California, has established a $100,000
"Productivity Investment Fund" to loan departments money
for new projects. The fund is a revolving one; the departments
repay the money through budget savings from their projects.

~ The city of Orlando, Florida, now provides citizens with a City
Owners Manual and computer access to information on city
resources, thus giving citizens a clear stake in their govern­
ment.
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~ With help from the Clark Foundation and the founders of
Homebuilders (a program that allows children headed for
out-of-home placement to remain safely with their families),
13 states, including Michigan, Missouri, New York, and Ten­
nessee, have adapted their child welfare systems to incor­
porate this innovative family preservation initiative. With 80
percent of families staying together successfully, many states
have been able to finance at least part of these intensive ser­
vices by redirecting dollars that otherwise would have been
used for out-of-home placement.

These states and localities knew they were at the watershed,
and that they would some day look back on these years as a time when
they had the chance to choose a better future. In large or small measure
they made the tough choices. Whether working with their local non­
profit organizations, with other governments, or on their own, they
changed direction; they tried something new. And in their efforts the
Commission sees great hope for America. That is why the Commission
does not intend to stop its work after the release of this report. The
Commission will continue as a resource to states, localities, and the
federal government in helping set and fulfill a national agenda for
change.

The National Commission on the State and Local Public Ser­
vice is a new kind of commission. This first report indicates the
direction our work is taking based on the six hearings held in cities
throughout the country and the book of research papers, to be pub­
lished in the fall of 1993, described in the appendix to this report. But
we intend to be a working commission. Plans have been made to
conduct state conferences on the ideas put forward in this report with
matching contributions from sponsoring groups. We also will be
issuing further reports-including one on health care policy. Other
Commission products will include reports in videocassette form that
can be used by students and television stations, as well as instructional
materials for interactive teleconferences using network facilities. The
Commission also plans to undertake a field research program on the
leadership systems and managerial capacity of states and localities.
The chairman, staff, and members of the Commission intend to make
theirs a continuing commitment to educate and motivate people and
to make our work part of the "new movement" to improve the
capacity of state and local governments so that they can lead and
manage effectively.
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