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This issue of the  LBJ JournaL appears at an auspicious time in the history of 
our School. Over the coming months the LBJ School and the LBJ Library, 
with the support of the LBJ Foundation, will mark the Centennial of Presi-

dent Johnson’s birth with a series of events in Washington and Austin. As befits a 
policy school, we will be looking to the Johnson legacy not simply to deepen our 
knowledge of history but to understand better how the policy choices made then 
can help us understand how to tackle the pressing issues of our time. 

It seems particularly appropriate to examine the Johnson policy legacy in 
this national election year—an election that touched us directly with the February 
21 Democratic primary debate on campus, as well as the swirl of candidates, advi-
sors, and press who have shared their insights with students over the past several 
months. We plan to bring together the past and future during a symposium here 
at the LBJ School this December 4 and 5, which will examine, through policy pa-
pers written by our faculty and a distinguished group of outside experts, how the 
experience of Johnson years can help the next President meet the challenges that 
will confront the nation in January 2009.

The articles in this issue are in keeping with that spirit. They seek to bridge 
the gap between research and practice across a broad range of policy issues, 
ranging from U.S. maritime strategy in the Western Pacific to Austin’s response 
to Hurricane Katrina. The issue features two of our most distinguished faculty 
members, former Labor Secretary Ray Marshall and Gary Chapman, as well as 
Jay Zarnikau, an adjunct professor at the LBJ School, and Patricia Wilson from 
the School of Architecture (writing about participatory democracy and delibera-
tive polling, a subject that surely would have caught LBJ’s eye!). It also features 
a broad range of younger researchers from the LBJ School, and other graduate 

James b. steinberg
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programs at UT and across the nation. They reflect LBJ’s vision of the school as a 
place to prepare “thinkers and doers.”

Our focus on bridging the gap between theory and practice, between aca-
deme and the real world, is reflected in two key initiatives at the LBJ School. The 
first is the launch of our new Center for Politics and Governance, founded with 
an initial three-year $1 million grant from the AT&T Foundation. The goal of the 
Center is to be the nexus of the theoretical and practical in the teaching of poli-
tics and political leadership—not simply how to master the existing system, but 
how to make it function more effectively to achieve better results. The second 
is the aptly named “Bridging the Gap” program at the Robert S. Strauss Center 
for International Security and Law. The program, made possible by the generous 
support of the Ford Foundation, is specifically designed to open a dialogue with 
stakeholders who traditionally have not been engaged in academic debates and 
discussions on global affairs, including policymakers, business leaders, nonprof-
its, and the media. Creating these new networks will inspire an innovative way of 
looking at research in global affairs and help the LBJ School and The University 
of Texas better prepare its students and scholars to be leaders in an increasingly 
globalized world. Both initiatives reflect the unique “sweet spot” that a school 
of public policy and public affairs can play in our public lives—bringing the best 
minds to bear on the real world challenges of our communities, states, nation, 
and the world. 

As we build a strong future for the School, we also mark with sadness the 
passing of an extraordinary teacher, thinker, and doer — our own former dean, 
Elspeth Rostow. Professor Galbraith’s tribute to her, included in this volume, elo-
quently expresses the sense of appreciation and loss that everyone in the LBJ 
community—students, staff, faculty, alumni, and friends—all keenly feel. Togeth-
er with the class of 2008, we honor her contribution through the creation of the 
Dean Elspeth Rostow Memorial Graduate Fellowship, to be awarded to second-
year graduate students whose interests embody the spirit and dedication to pub-
lic service that Dean Rostow exemplified throughout her life and career.
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This has been an exciting year for the lbJ Journal of Public affairs. As Editors-
in-Chief, we began in the fall by recruiting a large staff of energetic and 
capable students from among our colleagues. These staff members offered 

exceptional talent and creativity to the project, and as a result, we were able to 
undertake a comprehensive redesign to make the print and online Journals more 
cohesive and interactive. This redesign has targeted three critical areas: website 
redevelopment, alumni involvement, and a new-look print Journal.

First, our website, www.lbjjournal.org, is becoming a sleeker, user-friendly, 
and interactive forum for short opinion articles as well as the online home of the 
LBJ print Journal. David Baumann, our Deputy Online Editor, and his staff have 
worked diligently to transform the LBJ Journal Online. Our web designer is cur-
rently implementing these changes. Please continue to check the website and use 
it to engage further in the intellectual life of the LBJ School. 

Second, we are attempting to make the LBJ Journal a regular part of the lives 
of LBJ alumni. By becoming a regular subscriber to the Journal, you not only have 
the opportunity to make the Journal a vital part of the LBJ School academic dis-
course, but also to keep it financially stable. We also want the Journal to become 
the forum of choice for LBJ alumni to present their most current research propos-
als and interests.

Finally, you have no doubt noticed the print Journal looks different this year. 
While preserving the Journal’s status as primarily a forum for public policy stu-
dents, we have solicited a mix of articles from practitioners, professors, and stu-
dents to ensure the Journal is comprehensive and balanced. We want the Journal 
to communicate that one’s policy education does not end when one exits the LBJ 
School doors for the last time.

We believe these changes will put the LBJ Journal on the right track to inte-
grate technology with the already impressive intellectual contributions we regu-

ian t. brown & KiP brown
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larly receive. We would like to give special thanks to those staff members who 
went beyond the call of duty in this year’s print Journal production: Todd G. 
Smith, Fiona Murphy, Sean Reyna and Elisabeth Long. Last year’s Editors-in-Chief, 
Jennah Durant and Rachel Silberman, also deserve a great deal of thanks. Finally, 
of course, we must thank the LBJ faculty, students, and outside contributors for 
their unwavering support. As we now prepare to exit the LBJ School, we hope that 
our legacy lives on through the LBJ Journal, and that the LBJ Journal continues to 
bring pride to the school.

Kip Brown 
Ian T. Brown 
Editors-in-Chief 
LBJ Journal of Public Affairs
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James K. galbraith

remembering 
Dean elspeth rostow 

(1917–2007)

The editorial staff of the LBJ Journal of Public Affairs dedicates this edition of the 
Journal to the memory of Dean Elspeth Rostow, who died on December 9, 2007. 
The following are remarks made by Professor James K. Galbraith at the memorial 
service for Dean Rostow.

Contrary to something my father wrote many years ago, matriarchy is not an 
oppressive form of government. We know that here.

Elspeth Davies Rostow was my direct link to worlds that I had tasted 
but that she had lived. She first met my mother, then 14 years old, at Camp Mar-
bury on the shores of Lake Champlain near Vergennes, Vermont, in 1927. She 
knew the Cambridge of Kaldor and Lady Keynes, the MIT of Kindleberger and 
Samuelson, the Washington of Kennedy and Johnson, and her family roots went 
back to a New York I never knew and even to the mist-bound age of New England 
ship captains. We met when I was two years old. When I was 35 I had the pleasure 
of vetting her for a presidential appointment, and I stated on my personal author-
ity that she had not abused drugs in 33 years.

She escorted Leadbelly to parties at Columbia and she dined with Andre Mal-
raux at the White House; if you wanted to cast a film star in her role you would 
have chosen Eva Marie Saint—oh wait . . . Eva Marie Saint did play her, thinly dis-
guised as Elspeth Whittaker, in The Russians Are Coming, The Russians are Com-
ing, in 1966. And yet for all that, she was also Texan. More precisely, she became 
Texan, implausibly and to her own surprise. Or again: she came to Texas, and the 
state made room.

She loved The University of Texas at Austin as an extension of her own soul. 
Her star turn came as Dean of the LBJ School, but there was much more, done 
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quietly, in later years. She knew our campus like an air traffic controller knows 
the sky. And in all essential matters she saw exactly where the interest of the 
University lay. How many of you—I should say, how many of us—are here today, 
because she made the right call at the right time?

And the teaching! Through and with and around Walt she observed the presi-
dency and foreign policy at close range, spent 65 years in the classroom teach-
ing it and never lost her taste or touch or verve. And the paperwork! How many 
hours did she spend on her couch, student papers or Texas Excellence fellowship 
applications piled high around? And the meetings! For how many years did she 
patiently interview the best students we have, screening and coaching them for 
the Rhodes and Marshall competitions? How many debates, in how many depart-
ments, did she decide, or defuse, with an aphorism or an epigram?

In conversation she was wry, pithy, arch, irreverent. What Bill Buckley said 
of my father applies to her: she was “syntactically pure.” The pleasure of her 
company was that of sharp judgments, never malicious but never saccharine, 
always delivered with not a single extra word. Once after slipping out of a sympo-
sium I asked her later if there had been any controversy after I left. No, she said. 
“Everyone was brilliant. Everyone said that everyone was brilliant. Everyone was 
wrong.”

She and her beloved Walt opened their house to my family, and alongside her 
circle of gracious and fascinating friends we celebrated birthdays and Thanksgiv-
ings and a wedding and shared two memorials before this one. But how many 
others, who saw her less, felt the touch of her friendship just as much? The for-
mer Indian Foreign Secretary Jagat Mehta writes that at my father’s memorial in 
Cambridge last year she took his daughter Vijay aside “and told her in a whisper 
‘You know I have always been in love with your father.’ That was her method,” 
Jagat wrote, “of expressing her sustained affections for me over the years that I 
was in Austin.”

My wife wishes it known that to her, Elspeth was the perfect blend of pro-
fessional, mother, and spouse; together they understood exactly what place the 
cosmos reserves for husbands. A card in her hand, dated April 1993, captures her 
comic timing. It reads: “Dear Ying, now that we know that the date has been set, 
we feel it is safe to give you this haunting query from another century—with great 
affection, Walt and Elspeth.” The enclosure, sheet music dated 1871, carries these 
lyrics: “Jamie has long been a-courting me, Never was lover more true. But if he 
asks me to marry him, What in the world shall I do?”

As a woman she was elegant, impeccable, exquisite, but the words do not do 
exact justice. She had perfected the high art of the mask—of the feminine poker 
face. But the mask was there to be lowered, she would let you slip in behind it, 
to see the twinkle in her eye, the impish smile, to share the confidence or the 
touch of wit. As the photographs have captured she was intensely beautiful when 
young, and again intensely and I think increasingly beautiful in great age. I was in 
love with her from the day I arrived in Austin until the day she died.

Of her last week, this is what we know so far. On Wednesday night, she at-
tended the LBJ School holiday party; I came in as she was leaving and she noted 
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that I was wearing Walt’s tie. On Thursday she attended the Ph.D. colloquium; the 
topic, near to her heart, was the preparation for college of high school students 
in Central Texas. Friday she finished her grades and went to another party. On 
Saturday evening she dined at home—on a martini.

How we wish we could have kept her longer. But as my daughter Eve, now 
eleven, wrote to Ann last Sunday, she was the perfect person. She lived in grace 
and style to the last day. How lucky we were, to have known her so well and to 
have kept her so long.

James K. Galbraith 
Austin, Texas 
December 14, 2007
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MoDern Democracies rely heavily on representative forms of government. Bra-
zil’s return to democratic rule only 20 years ago brought with it an ex-
periment in a hybrid system of federal, state, and municipal governance: 

one that mixes traditional representation with direct public participation in the 
formation and execution of policy. The principal instruments for that participa-
tion are the conselhos, or councils formed by representatives of diverse interests, 
including government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), social move-
ments, private business, and technical experts. Conselhos exist at all levels of 
government in Brazil, in ever increasing numbers, and have become integral to 
governmental functioning, especially within municipalities.

The present study, conducted between May 9 and July 5, 2007, illuminates 
the history, structure, functioning, and effectiveness of the conselhos in the city 
of Campinas, São Paulo, Brazil. It concludes that conselhos are of central impor-
tance not only to public participation in municipal policy, but also to the enhance-
ment of social capital, cultivation of notions of citizenship, and in the ongoing 
process of defining Brazilian democracy. The primary strengths of the conselhos 
include the breadth and depth of participation and the facilitation of collabora-
tion across levels of government and policy areas. The primary challenges faced 
by the conselhos are the lack of counselor capacity and professionalism, inad-

michael meyer

Conselhos MuniCipais 
anD participatory 

Democracy in 
campinas, brazil

The author would like to thank the Bilateral Consortium in Social Science and Pub-
lic Policy, co-sponsored by the Center for the Study of Public Policy (NEPP) at the 
State University of Campinas and the Brazil Center and LBJ School of Public Affairs 
at The University of Texas at Austin.
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equate accessibility of conselho personnel and information, a shortage of resourc-
es, and limitations to effectiveness and efficiency that are inherent in conselho 
structure. Nevertheless, the accomplishments of the conselhos are considerable, 
and they provide an effective model of public participation to civic leaders across 
the hemisphere.

methoDs anD bias

Research was conducted via a sample of 15 of approximately 30 active consel-
hos in Campinas (see Appendix). The conselhos are geographically dispersed but 
concentrated in three locations: the Casa dos Conselhos (Conselho House), the 
Prefeitura (City Hall) and its annex, and the Estação de Cultura (Cultural Station). 
The non-random sample group was generated via a snowball approach target-
ing these locations. Face-to-face, email, and phone interviews with 18 individu-
als were conducted in individual and group settings for a total of 23 interviews 
and follow-ups. Nine conselho meetings were also observed. Attempts to broaden 
the sample group through email surveys were unsuccessful. Self-selection bias 
skewed the sample toward the most institutionalized and longest-running consel-
hos, those focusing on social welfare policy, and those with the most prominent 
role in policy execution and fund management. Also, most interviewees (12) were 
employed by the city.

backgrounD anD history

At the federal level, the concept of conselhos—an umbrella term for groups of 
representatives of various social and economic interests that influence or set pol-
icy—dates back to at least the 1930s with the Estado de Bem Estar (Welfare State).1 
However, the current expression of conselhos in Brazil grew out of social move-
ments of the 1980s in response to decades of military rule. Those movements 
demanded new kinds of rights and involvement in policy formation and execu-
tion, including institutionalizing mechanisms of public participation.2 The end 
of military rule, the new Constituição da República Federativa do Brasil de 1988, 
and subsequent state constitutions brought the importance of conselhos to new 
heights at all levels of Brazilian government by establishing the basis for a unique 
hybrid political system including both representation and participation.

The federal constitution ensures direct participation via plebiscites, refer-
enda, popular initiatives, and conselhos, though the conselhos have by far been 
the most utilized of the three.3 The Constitution allows for—and sometimes re-
quires—conselhos within specific policy areas but delegates the responsibility of 
implementation and institutionalization to states and municipalities. Like other 
state constitutions, the Constituição do Estado de São Paulo de 2002 complies with 
the federal constitution and sets the minimum policy scope of state and munici-
pal conselhos for São Paulo State, calling for the elaboration of state and munici-
pal laws to fulfill participation requirements. Numerous state and municipal laws 
have since been passed, and internal regimens written, to create different struc-
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tures for participation in various public policy domains, with all these structures 
loosely referred to as conselhos.4

The high degree of variation in conselho structure and func tioning is often 
a source of confusion. A succinct, compre hen sive definition of modern conselhos 
is elusive, though the host of characterizations encoun tered does suggest the 
follow ing: Conselhos are partici patory, executive gov ernmental struc tures whose 
composition mixes govern mental, popular, and pri vate interests; whose de gree 
of authority ranges from consul tative to deliberative; and whose activities range 
from informa tion provision to resource alloca tion. Variation in characteris tics re-
sults from conselhos’ differing policy foci and degree of socio-political support.

Since the writing of the constitution, these structures have rapidly prolif-
erated. This is especially the case in the area of social welfare: Avritzer (2006) 
found that throughout Brazil, 98 percent of municipalities had Conselhos da 
Saúde (health councils) while 93 percent had Conselhos da Assitência Social (so-
cial welfare).5 New municipal conselhos are formed through different channels 
depending on their degree of authority and control over resources: conselhos that 
allocate resources and/or set municipal policy must be proposed by the mayor 
and approved in law by the Câmara de Vereadores (municipal law-making body). 
Those without this authority can be proposed and approved directly by the Câ-
mara.6

Nationwide, conselhos have proliferated in two ways: across levels of gov-
ernment and at the same level of government within a specific policy area.7 In 
the former case, the formation of a federal conselho is followed by the creation 
of a state conselho and later municipal and neighborhood conselhos, all with the 
same charge as their “parent conselho”8 but within consecutively smaller territo-
rial units. This occurs especially in policy areas where governmental action is 
required at all levels, such as education, health, or environment. In the latter case, 
workgroups and commissions within an established federal, state, or municipal 
conselho become increasingly institutionalized with time until they become con-
selhos in their own right. This is common to policy areas with sub-categories, such 
as social welfare which can be logically subdivided into children and adolescents, 
senior citizens, the disabled, etc. Laws are 
required to formalize new conselhos, de-
fine their scope and responsibilities, and 
officially place them within the structure 
of government. Priorities and directives 
flow down the resulting hierarchies while 
ideas, needs, and nominations for rep-
resentation flow up. At the time of this 
writing, no law set a limit on the number 
of conselhos or their scope, nor any well-
defined circumstances or procedures for dissolving them.

At all levels of government, proliferation of conselhos was rapid during the 
1980s and ‘90s, and the City of Campinas was no exception (see Figure 1). Several 
additional conselhos have been proposed or stipulated for the municipality but 
have yet to be formed (Lei Orgânica of Campinas 1990).9

Conselhos are participa-
tory, executive govern-

mental structures whose 
composition mixes gov-
ernmental, popular, and 

private interests.
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structure anD Functions

Draibe (1998) has suggested a typology for conselhos at the federal level.10 While 
fitting for that stratum of government, Draibe’s categories cannot be readily ap-
plied at the municipal level due to the large amount of regional variation. How-
ever, some broad categorizations of structure and functioning are instructive.

In Campinas, conselho functions range from administrative to management 
to policy formation and monitoring. Formative laws as well as internal regimens 
use no fewer than eight terms to describe the conselhos: deliberativo, fiscaliza-
dor, controlador, normativo, consultivo, para propor, mobilizador, and orientador, 
although these eight can be grouped into two broad categories: deliberativo, and 
consultivo. These categories capture the fundamental distinction between differ-
ent municipal conselhos. Deliberativo (deliberative) indicates a high degree of au-
tonomy and authority over policy, municipal funds, and/or internal functions. 
Consultivo (consultative) conselhos provide technical expertise, general informa-
tion, and public opinion as consultation to policymakers.

Three examples best illustrate the character of deliberative conselhos. The 
Conselho Muncipal do Idoso (CMI) is working to define “idoso” (senior citizen) and 
related rights and responsibilities.11 The Conselho Municipal de Assistência Social 
(CMAS) makes and approves the municipal plan for social welfare. The Conselho 
Municipal do Orçamento Participativo (COP, for participatory budgeting) formerly 
controlled 100 percent of the municipal investment budget.12 Consultative con-
selhos, in contrast, gather and distribute information. The Conselho Municipal 
de Turismo (CMT, for tourism) brings together public and private stakeholders 
in local tourism to coordinate efforts and make policy recommendations. The 
Conselho Municipal de Trânsito e Transporte de Campinas (CMTT, for transit and 
transportation) provides technical expertise to lawmakers.

The composition of representation on the conselhos is quite variable. Types 
of representatives include: those from the executive branch (appointed); those 
from associations and syndicates, educational or other institutions, or other 
conselhos (mostly elected in plenary sessions); professionals and technical ad-
visors (appointed or elected); and representation from state government or so-
cial movements (appointed and elected, respectively). These representatives tend 
to be grouped together as poder público (public authority) and sociedade civil 
(civil society), with most conselhos balancing power between them. For the vast 
majority of conselhos, the number and types of representatives are fixed. The 
requirements for the control of the presidency vary by conselho, although most 
conselhos formally or informally alternate the office between poder público and 
sociedade civil.13

The conselhos hold monthly “ordinary” meetings and as-needed “extraor-
dinary” meetings (generally at least one per month). Most conselhos have work-
groups and commissions that develop recommendations on specific issues and 
then bring them to the full conselho for approval. All conselhos with deliberative 
authority organize conferences to set priorities, make recommendations, facili-
tate the upward flow of both of these, and elect representatives to parent consel-
hos.14
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Figure 1
Total Municipal Conselhos in Campinas, Brazil

Source: Author generated from COP 2007[b].

accomplishments

The conselhos of Campinas have had a profound impact beyond their intended 
purpose. In addition to providing an outlet for public participation in the execu-
tion of municipal policy, the conselhos represent an active arena where social 
capital is developed and exercised, notions of citizenship are cultivated, and citi-
zens influence the evolving definition of modern Brazilian democracy.

Deliberative conselhos pass resolutions recognizing organizations and giving 
them seats at the table in policy discussions. They also set policy priorities within 
Campinas, develop municipal policy plans and monitor them, administer funds, 
and define terms and concepts within their policy context. Consultative conselhos 
do none of these things—for want of political authority—but their social and mor-
al influence often ensures the salience of their consultation in municipal policy 
development and execution.15 Both types of conselhos play a lesser role in the 
legislation of policy due to their placement in the executive branch: they can do 
little to affect municipal law beyond lobbying legislators.

The conselhos also function as venues where social capital and citizenship 
are enhanced. Interviewees referred to the conselhos as a “conquered space” that 
the public must protect,16 and one identified the discovery of citizenship and soli-
darity as the true purpose of conselhos.17 This “true purpose” is realized through 
capacity building of counselors and participants; bringing members of society to-
gether, organizing them, and giving them a new sense of value; fostering connec-
tions between conselhos in Campinas and in smaller communities; and enhancing 
social webs via intentional and incidental overlap of participants and frequent 
collaboration.18 Conselho meetings are also very important for information ex-
change, consciousness-raising, and social networking. For example, the CMI, the 
Conselho Municipal dos Direitos da Criança e do Adolescente (CMDCA, for children 
and adolescents), the Conselho Municipal da Saude (CMS, for health) and the Con-
selho Municipal dos Direitos da Mulher (CMDM, for women’s rights) all distribute 
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journals, print resolutions and statutes, and disseminate copies of current mu-
nicipal policy. Representatives of the Conselho Municipal de Cultura (CMC, for 
culture) attend conferences and report back on policy approaches in other mu-
nicipalities. The COP organizes trips around the city to show representatives the 
needs of various neighborhoods.19

What’s more, conselho meetings provide a forum for debating the nature of 
Brazilian democracy. A recent phenomenon, Brazil’s current governmental struc-
ture continues to evolve, and conselhos are seen as integral components to that 
process.20 This is manifest in a palpable government – civil society tension at 
conselho meetings, and occurs through the debate of roles and responsibilities 
of government, civil society, and the conselhos themselves.21 Furthermore, at the 
Conselho Municipal de Atenção à Pessoa com Deficiência e com Necessidades meet-
ing (CMADENE, for the disabled), time was specifically allocated to an academic 
presentation concerning the history of conselhos and their functioning, and their 
very nature and role in a participatory democracy. This presentation morphed 
into a debate about the virtues of the current system, its weaknesses, and po-
tential changes for its improvement, despite the fact that this kind of debate is 
outside the conselho’s legally defined purview.

strengths

The diversity and depth of participation in the conselhos constitute their primary 
strength. Poder público representatives are appointed, but sociedade civil positions 
are open to anyone and require no specific qualifications. Multiple interviewees 
commented that the resulting participation is genuinely diverse, and perspec-
tives come from people “on the ground.”22 Additionally, several interviewees felt 
that a principal strength of conselhos lies in their ability to connect the general 

population with technical expertise and 
governmental authority, unifying other-
wise adversarial groups into action for 
the public good.23 Some interviewees 
found conferences 24 and commissions/
work groups especially effective in civic 
engagement.25

A second strength identified—and 
one that several interviewees hope will 
be expanded—is the way conselhos fa-
cilitate collaboration across multiple 
levels of government, diverse policy ar-
eas, and different segments of society.26 
Such collaboration pulls in local knowl-
edge about needs, helps shape that in-

formation into directives and ideas, and ensures cooperative responses. Specifi-
cally, interviewees lauded the flow of information between municipal, state, and 
federal conselhos with the same policy focus and the flow of information between 
conselhos nested within the same municipal secretariat.27

Conselhos represent an 
active arena where social 
capital is developed and 
exercised, notions of 
citizenship are cultivated, 
and citizens influence 
the evolving definition 
of modern Brazilian 
democracy.
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Additionally, most conselhos have strong legal underpinnings and enjoy con-
siderable municipal and public support.28 The conselhos’ ability to enhance social 
capital, mentioned above, was also seen as a strength,29 as was their ability to en-
courage redistribution of resources and public participation in municipal policy.30 

Several conselhos benefit from the drive and commitment of their representa-
tives.31 Most meetings are also egalitarian in nature: there was little to no differ-
ence between counselors, substitutes, and general attendees until the moment of 
voting.

challenges

CoMpetenCe and professionaLisM of CounseLors

Despite these strengths, the conselhos in Campinas do face a number of 
challenges that limit their effectiveness and efficiency; chief among them are the 
competence and professionalism of counselors. Considerable meeting time is 
spent educating and re-educating representatives on fundamental subjects like 
the purpose and authority of each conselho, the roles of counselors, the differ-
ence between poder público and sociedade civil representatives, and the responsi-
bilities of the executive committee—all of which happens at the expense of other 
functions. Furthermore, the lack of clarity on these subjects negatively impacts 
representatives’ ability to discuss, deliberate, and act independently.32

For example, counselors sometimes vote on more than one proposal simul-
taneously.33 Considerable time is often devoted to reading and clarifying internal 
policies and procedures and discussing roles, responsibilities, and expectations 
for counselors within and outside of conselho functioning.34 Meetings are often 
informal or unfocused, with counselors taking calls, leaving the room, chatting, 
moving around and smoking. Several interviewees also noted the difficulty of get-
ting counselors to participate and take their conselho work seriously.35

This issue of limited capacity and professionalism within the conselho can 
be partially linked to the duration of counselors’ mandate. With two exceptions—
Conselho Municipal de Desenvolvimento Urbano (CMDU, for urban development) 
and CMAS—counselors’ terms are two years with one possible re-election. Except-
ing CMAS, presidential mandates last only one year. Counselors have difficulty 
familiarizing themselves with internal policies, relevant laws, and their individual 
roles in such a small timeframe.36 Extending counselor terms may partially allevi-
ate the issue of counselor capacity by giving them more time to grow into their 
positions. Also, counselors would benefit from an orientation course or materials 
given them at the time of their election.

aCCessiBiLity

If the conselhos are to be the primary instruments for public participation in 
political processes, the issue of accessibility should be addressed, including the 
accessibility of staff, meetings, and information, as well as the consistency of that 
access over time.
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For those conselhos that have offices, their on-site staffs are almost always 
employed by the city, generally from within the corresponding secretariat. This 
may be an issue insofar as the individuals available to receive citizens on a daily 
basis are almost exclusively governmental. Furthermore, contact with sociedade 
civil representatives is prohibitively difficult to arrange. In that sense, “control” 
of the conselho in its regular functioning and access to it are inordinately shaped 
by government representatives.

The accessibility of information regarding conselho meetings and actions 
varies widely: some conselhos have up-to-date websites, others have websites with 
obsolete information, and still others have no website at all. Some conselhos’ staff 
members are available and able to provide information via telephone, though sev-
eral do not. A number of conselhos have physical offices and staff; while others 
have offices but no staff or vice-versa. Clearly, average citizens and counselors 
will have diverse approaches to gathering information about the conselhos and 
their activities; no conselho is comprehensively prepared for that diversity.

Access to conselho meetings is perhaps most important yet remains largely 
inconsistent. This issue ranges in flavor from openness to the public, to sched-
ule and location, to public notification of changes. For example, though the COP 
holds meetings in neighborhoods themselves or in public rooms at the Prefeitura, 
in one case the start time was changed without public notice. Several conselhos 
hold their meetings after hours at the Prefeitura; attendance requires preautho-
rization via a cumbersome bureaucratic process. CMT and CMC meetings are by 
invitation only, and the CDPCNC meetings are held at night in a potentially unsafe 
part of town. Some meetings are held during work hours, when average citizens 
would have difficulty attending. These factors affect not only the public’s ability 
to attend meetings, but the counselors’ as well.

These accessibility issues are exacerbated by a lack of consistency over time. 
Most conselhos experience fairly rapid turnover in representation, even more fre-
quent than the representatives’ two-year mandate would suggest. There is slightly 
more consistency when it comes to printed and electronic materials, although 
such materials can quickly become out-of-date and many conselhos lack the re-
sources to update them as necessary. Also, a number of conselhos do not have 
their own permanent email addresses or phone numbers but instead use officers’ 
personal contact information (which is difficult to keep updated) or shared secre-
tariat email addresses (where communications can be easily overlooked).

Several strategies could address accessibility problems. Some counselors 
suggested a more developed and consistent administrative structure, even to the 
point of having semi-permanent staff familiar with the Prefeitura and its opera-
tions.37 For example, the advantages of having an executive secretary were pal-
pable in the CMAS, COP, and CMS meetings, which were better organized, had 
professional-looking materials, were less devoted to redundant re-education and 
clarification, and made greater headway toward their stated purpose. Other con-
selhos could benefit from such a position.
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resourCes

The entire sample group of conselhos faced difficulties related to available 
resources, ranging from physical space to funding. The facilities available to each 
conselho are determined by its function and/or its level of connectedness to the 
respective municipal secretariat, and they vary in quality. The Casa dos Consel-
hos—about 10 blocks from the Prefeitura—houses the social welfare conselhos 
(CMAS, CMI, CMDCA, CMADENE, and CMDM); the Estação de Cultura is home to 
the CDPCNC and CMC. These two locations offer (limited) common meeting space 
of sufficient quality as well as private offices. The Conselho Administrativo da 
FUMEC (CAFUMEC, which oversees a literacy fund), CMDU, CMS, CMT, and COP are 
found at the Prefeitura; Conselho das Escolas Municipais de Campinas (CEMC, for 
municipal schools) and Conselho Municipal de Educação (CME, for education) have 
offices at the Prefeitura annex (two blocks from the main building); and CMTT is 
housed at the regional transit building (across town). These three locations have 
ample, superior meeting space but almost never provide private offices. The lack 
of sufficient facilities was often identified as a major issue,38 especially in terms 
of the time and effort required to coordinate usage of common space.39 Some lo-
cations (particularly the Estação de Cultura) also posed difficulties for the quality 
of meetings due to disturbances like trains, loud groups of people, other activi-
ties, or due to safety concerns. 

A second dimension of resource obstacles is financial, both in quantity and 
flexibility of funding. Most conselhos do not control their own financial resources, 
which is true even for conselhos with deliberative authority and occurs despite the 
fact that some conselhos have a le-
gal right to “maintenance”—office 
space, staff, and overhead costs—
by the Prefeitura.40 For example, 
the law permits a small allowance 
for overhead made directly to the 
CME, but the Prefeitura has yet to 
provide it. Where the municipal 
secretariats do cover basic mainte-
nance, the conselhos lack autono-
my and flexibility. The exceptions 
are the CMT, which has direct control over maintenance funds from tourism tax-
es, and CMAS and CMDCA, which have full control over corporate and individual 
tax donations designated toward maintenance and program administration.

struCture

Several elements of conselho structure and organization pose limitations for 
effectiveness and efficiency as well, both in terms of the quality of public partici-
pation and the administration of government. The voluntary nature of represen-
tation on the conselhos and the lack of a consistent administrative apparatus are 
two such elements previously discussed. Other, larger issues include positioning 

Placement in the the execu-
tive branch and the low level 

of representation from the 
legislative branch cause a dis-

connect between the legisla-
tion and execution of policy. 
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within the structure of government, limitations related to conselho character, and 
lack of flexibility and central coordination.

The conselhos’ placement in the executive branch and the low level of rep-
resentation from the legislative branch cause a disconnect between the legisla-
tion and execution of policy in Campinas.41 For example, the CMS’s structure 
is outdated and resistant to change: it was originally codified—and can only be 
changed—by lawmakers who are often unfamiliar with the conselhos.42 Also, the 
conselhos authority within the executive hierarchy is ill defined: it is often unclear 
if ultimate authority rests with the conselho, the secretariat, or the mayor. Such 
ambiguity hurts the efficiency of governance in Campinas.

Differences in designations of roles and authority have implications to the 
conselhos’ effectiveness as instruments of public participation. Deliberative, funds-
managing conselhos tend to be stronger, more visible, and better organized. De-
liberative conselhos without funds and consultative conselhos are predictably less 
organized and carry less weight in policy discussions.43 The CMI has often found 
itself in this position and, in response, devotes considerable attention to raising 
awareness about its work, thereby improving the conselho’s political position.44

Whether flexibility in conselho structure is advantageous is an open question. 
Most conselhos are legally required, ensuring their continued existence. However, 
such codification comes at a price: an often inflexible delineation of their struc-
ture and responsibilities. Both the CMS and the CME are currently struggling to 
update their structure and functioning. These changes must be approved by the 
Câmara dos Vereadores, a time- and energy-consuming endeavor.45 Other consel-
hos are not legally required but are merely permitted to exist either through the 

unspecific constitutional mandates or at 
the discretion of local executive authority. 
Such conselhos face an uncertain future but 
are also more adaptable to the changing 
policy environment. The COP, for example, 
has easily altered its composition and fo-
cus as the needs of the city have changed.46 
Conselhos mandated by law but principally 
governed by internal regimens (rather than 

municipal laws) are best positioned: they enjoy both security and adaptability.
There is also no central coordination of the conselhos—no “conselho of the 

conselhos.” In one respect this is logical: there is no formalized system of consel-
hos, so there cannot be central organization. Individuals in a given policy area 
tend to know the conselhos “below” or “around” them, but not others. Although 
insiders can navigate this “system,” the average citizen would be hard-pressed 
to understand what conselhos exist, who best to talk to concerning a given issue, 
and what options are available for participation. This issue was salient in the 
author’s difficulty in getting an up-to-date list of active conselhos: only one inter-
viewee knew such a list existed and where to find it, which she knew because she 
herself had created it. Furthermore, there was no single contact person within the 
Prefeitura for conselho matters, nor one that showed a broad-based knowledge 

There is also no central 
coordination of the 
conselhos—no “conselho 
of the conselhos.”
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of the conselhos in operation. Some form of central coordination—in the form 
of a “clearing house” of information like contacts, activities, roles and responsi-
bilities, policy areas of the conselhos—might improve the quantity and quality of 
public participation, and may also help to address other issues facing conselhos 
described above.

other ChaLLenges

Among several secondary difficulties, the proliferation of conselhos within 
the municipality and nation entails an expanding and impenetrable bureaucratic 
structure whose boundaries become increasingly blurred. There is also a perceived 
and genuine fragility to the conselho approach to governance,47 especially in the 
area of participatory budgeting.48 The ambiguity of authority and spheres of in-
fluence and responsibility divert energy away from fulfilling conselhos’ purposes 
and more toward trying to decipher them. Some interviewees expressed concern 
over keeping leaders of conselhos “in check” and connected to the population.49 
Others spoke about the issue of maintaining transparency50 and avoiding party 
politics.51 Two individuals noted that as a group sociedade civil representatives 
tended to be inflexible and uncompromising while simultaneously lacking well-
articulated positions on the issues at hand.52 Similarly, two others were frustrated 
over the lack of focus and unity among counselors.53 Counselors also reported 
that they experienced tension with constituents and tension between sociedade 
civil and poder público representatives.

conclusion

While Brazilian conselhos have a long history, they have assumed considerably 
more importance in the years following the dissolution of military rule and the 
return to democracy. The number of conselhos in the country, and in the munici-
pality of Campinas, has grown rapidly in the past two decades. The resulting con-
selhos cover a wide range of activity and with highly variable degrees of authority 
and autonomy. They have been integral in public participation in the execution 
of policy, in the enhancement of social capital and notions of citizenship, and in 
the continual process of defining Brazilian democracy. Despite strengths related 
to the participation in the conselhos and their ability to encourage collaboration, 
they face considerable challenges in counselor competence, structure of the “sys-
tem,” resources, and accessibility.

What conclusions, then, can be made about conselhos as instruments of par-
ticipatory democracy? According to one interviewee: “The conselho is an instru-
ment, depending on how you use it. It can be a privileged space for public par-
ticipation, just as it can be used as a facade to legitimate demagogic policies and 
practices.”54 

Further research is required to determine whether the conselhos of Campi-
nas and all of Brazil truly constitute participatory structures or rather a broad-
ened and deepened form of representation. The results of this study tentatively 
suggest the latter, though the system most definitely represents a significantly 
decentralized and devolved form of governance. This claim is based on the mul-
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titude of available opportunities for participation and on the continual “upward 
flow” of priorities and recommendations both before and after representatives 
are chosen. In that sense, the conselhos do ensure a greater level of public input 
into the policy process than sister systems in other countries.

The conselhos of Campinas, São Paulo, Brazil, can rightfully claim that they 
are achieving their primary goal of providing the populace with mechanisms for 
more direct involvement in municipal governance. Though the “system” has room 
for improvement, it has met with a level of success that could hardly have been 
imagined when it began merely 20 years ago. Indeed, the conselhos of Campinas 
and throughout Brazil may serve as a model for other countries as they strive to 
broaden and deepen civic engagement.
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CAFUMEC: Conselho Administrativo da FUMEC
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CEMC: Conselho das Escolas Municipais de Campinas
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CMAS: Conselho Municipal  de Assistência Social

CMC: Conselho Municipal  de Cultura

CMDCA: Conselho Municipal  dos Direitos da Criança e do Adolescente

CMDM: Conselho Municipal  dos Direitos da Mulher

CMDU: Conselho Municipal  de Desenvolvimento Urbano

CME: Conselho Municipal  de Educação

CMI: Conselho Municipal  do Idioso

CMS: Conselho Municipal  de Saúde

CMT: Conselho Municipal  de Turismo

CMTT: Conselho Municipal  de Trânsito e Transporte de Campinas

COP: Conselho Municipal  do Orçamento Participativo
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CFUNDAP: Conselho do Fundo de Apoio à População de Subhabitação Urbana – 
FUNDAP
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Patricia a. wilson

Deep Democracy:
Creating a Culture of Dialogue

What haPPens when you take the tools of dialogue, systems thinking, learn-
ing communities, presencing, and profound change, and apply them to 
civic engagement? The result is Deep Democracy—an organizing prin-

ciple based on the transformation of separation to interconnectedness in the civic 
arena. Deep democracy is not what elected representatives do, nor experts, nor 
large public institutions, nor voters. At its essence, deep democracy is the in-
ner experience of interconnectedness. The following stories show this organizing 
principle at work.

Twenty-two residents of inner city Sydney, Australia—resettled Aborigi-
nal migrants and working class whites—are gathered around a site map 
to talk about their needs and desires for the re-use of the abandoned fac-
tory that lies between their two neighborhoods. The whites have worked 
hard to come to terms with a generation of fear for the safety of their 
children in the face of drugs and crime in the adjacent Aboriginal hous-
ing projects and are now willing to listen to the “other.” The Aboriginal 
migrants have worked hard to deal with their rage over generations of 
inhumane treatment and discrimination by whites and are now willing 
to talk to the “other.” They are not just designing a site plan, they are 
building deep democracy.

A version of this article was published in Fieldnotes 3, February, 2004, Shamb-
hala Institute, Nova Scotia, accessible at www.shambhalainstitute.org/fieldnotes/
Issue3/index.html.
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Five men and three women talk animatedly over a map of Central Texas, 
listening, laughing, and working together. They are recognized leaders 
of their stakeholder groups—environmentalists, developers, minority 
communities, urban neighborhoods, rural communities—who moments 
before, with arms folded amid palpable tension, had thought that build-
ing a consensus from such divergent positions would be impossible. But 
now they are each thinking about the needs of the whole, engaged in 
creative conversation, taking into account each other’s concerns and 
ideas. Like the other 280 people in the room, they are doing more than 
putting together a land use plan to accommodate the expected growth in 
the greater Austin area over the next 20 years, they are practicing deep 
democracy.

Six black women, one with a baby on her back, and two black men are 
huddled around a site plan, pondering, discussing, and drawing. They 
are a group of South African urban landless who, like several million 
other black and people of color in South Africa, live in improvised shacks 
in the unserviced shantytowns relegated to them by the apartheid policy 
of divided cities. Now a decade into the post-apartheid era, they are no 
longer waiting for the government to give them housing nor suffering in 
individual isolation. They have pooled their meager savings, negotiated 
with the municipality for a piece of land, and are designing the neighbor-
hood they will soon build. But they are building more than houses. They 
are building community, voice, connection, and power. They are building 
deep democracy. 

Twenty African American and Hispanic teenagers from an inner city 
public high school in the U.S. are meeting with twenty other students 
from an expensive suburban prep school. They are sharing their ste-
reotypes and revealing their fears about visiting each other’s schools. 
They are not just planning an exchange with the other school, they are 
learning to dismantle the notion of “other.” These are students who have 
learned to care, not only about themselves, but about the larger commu-
nity. They are practicing deep democracy.

the core practices oF Deep Democracy

For the individual, deep democracy is the enfranchisement of self at the level of 
mind, heart, and spirit: the realization that “I count.” It is the exercise of one’s 
membership in a larger whole, the acceptance of one’s responsibility for that 
whole, and the desire to act for the good of the whole, the realization that “I care.” 
From a system’s perspective, deep democracy is an open dynamic system spring-
ing from the diverse points of engagement where individuals and community 
come together. It neither privileges the individual nor imposes collective values. 
It is the point of creative tension between individual and community held in place 
by the transformation of self through greater understanding of, compassion for, 
and relationship with an expanding circle of others.
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In deep democracy, citizenship is conferred by personal engagement—not 
by revealing individual preferences through voting or rational choice, but by step-
ping out of isolation. Deep democracy starts with the practice of civic dialogue, 
where one begins to listen to and know the “other,” to see through others’ frames, 
and to recognize and expand one’s own frame. From civic dialogue, it moves to 
civic “knowing,” the learning and sensing 
together in community; then to civic “will-
ing,” the visioning and presencing of the 
whole that is wanting to emerge; and then 
to civic “manifesting,” the co-creative pro-
cess of making the invisible visible. Final-
ly, through renewal and reflection, the cy-
cle returns, in no necessary order, to civic 
dialogue. The end result is participatory 
consciousness—a sense of oneness—manifested in the realm of the visible.

Many of us have experienced moments of participatory consciousness in a 
group that suddenly found itself on the same wavelength, moving in synch, ef-
fortlessly creating, or connecting in warm silence. Deep democracy is a pattern of 
such moments. Through small daily acts of engagement, iterative actions become 
habits that grow into new cultural patterns of interaction. Deep democracy will 
not be created by a master plan, experts, or government officials, but rather by 
the small daily acts of engagement. Imagine how the following three habits, if 
embedded in the culture, could build the basis for deep democracy:

the habit of listening to understand the other before advocating a posi- �
tion;

the habit of reflecting on, and revealing, one’s own assumptions and val- �
ues; and 

the habit of sensing together the emergent future of the whole organism  �
or field. 

process leaDers

An important catalyst to deep democracy is the process leader—the person who 
facilitates the experience of participatory consciousness. Process leaders create 
the container for building trust and shared understanding amid diversity and 
difference. The process leaders embody the values and attitudes of deep democ-
racy, model the practices, deepen the conversation, and raise the standard for the 
transformation from separation to connectedness to occur. 

In each of the stories below, at least 
one process leader played a crucial role 
behind the scenes in nurturing the capac-
ity of individuals and the group to find 
their voices and connect with others:

At its most profound 
level, deep democracy is 

the inner experience of 
interconnectedness and 

wholeness.

A process leader is 
strong like a mountain 

and spacious like the air.
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In the Australian case, it was an urban planner contracted by the town  �
council to put an end to the violent controversy around the re-use of the 
factory site. She could have simply designed a compromise plan that in-
corporated the interests of both sides, but she knew it would be only a 
temporary truce. Instead she worked with each side for months, listening 
to their anger, fear, and pain until they felt heard and ready to meet face 
to face to design the plan together.

In the South African case, a professional from a non-profit (NGO) in Cape  �
Town created the space for horizontal learning and empowerment which 
encouraged the participants to step forward and work together.

In the story from Central Texas, it was the facilitator who called on the  �
stakeholder representatives to think from the whole and modeled how to 
do that, putting aside her own opinions about the future of the region.

In the case of the teenagers, the process leader was a former corporate  �
executive with training and facilitation experience now heading a project 
for a non-profit in which she worked directly with youth, creating a space 
for the teens to find their own voice and capacity to care for the larger 
community.

An effective process leader knows the social technologies for civic engage-
ment and when best to use them. But more importantly, she or he has done the 
deep inner work necessary to be “strong like a mountain and spacious like the 
air”—to be centered in the face of conflict and emotion, to connect with the oth-
er’s humanity without judgment or defensiveness, and to be aware of the invisible 
energy field of the whole.

Figure 1
The Core Practices of Deep Democracy
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social technologies For civic engagement

Civic engagement is fast becoming a field of practice, bursting with new modali-
ties (DIPs, as they are called internationally—deliberative and inclusionary pro-
cesses) for face-to-face citizen deliberation and dialogue. Designed to provide al-
ternatives to adversarial activism, lobbying, and political alienation, these efforts 
respond to the growing distrust of experts and large institutions. The table below 
lists prominent examples of the new modalities. All of these modalities help to 
deepen the civic conversation through face-to-face interaction among an array of 
citizens and stakeholders.

The deliberative approaches, varying in size from citizen summits with thou-
sands of people to citizen juries with a dozen people, involve a cross-section of 
everyday citizens (as opposed to recognized stakeholders). In some cases par-
ticipants are randomly chosen to ensure representation. The deliberative forums 
typically offer information or expert input to inform the participants about the 
public issue under consideration. These forums emphasize rational analysis that 
looks at all sides of an issue as opposed to defense of pre-determined positions or 
emotional arguments. Most of the deliberative approaches are designed to bring 
the participants into agreement on a recommendation for action to be presented 
to a decision-making body, usually a government entity. Aimed at influencing or 
informing government policy making, they are popular in North America and Eu-
rope for issues such as technology, environment, health, and land use. The 2002 
New York City Town Hall Meeting on the future of the World Trade Center site 
is an example on a large scale, bringing together over 4,000 participants around 
small, electronically connected tables (see the AmericaSpeaks website). Beginning 
in the U.S. in the early 1990s, Citizens’ Juries (similar to Planning Cells in Ger-

Figure 2
Social Technologies for Civic Engagement
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many) are an example of a small scale format, with 12 to 16 randomly selected 
participants meeting over two to four days to listen to and cross-examine expert 
witnesses and come up with findings and recommendations to government enti-
ties on controversial, often technical, issues—e.g., the use of genetically modified 
crops.

The dialogue approaches are social learning processes that aim to build 
mutual understanding and trust among a diverse range of participants through 
non-judgmental listening and sharing of the personal experience and meaning of 
public issues. Social learning takes place through emotional response as well as 
cognitive appreciation. Dialogue is not aimed at coming to agreement around a 
course of action or recommendations and does not involve outside information 
or expert briefings. It is generally done in small groups, often with a facilitator 
or host, and usually with the participants agreeing at the start to certain guide-
lines to promote respect and mutual learning. Participants are usually identified 
and invited through the associational networks of the convenors, and sometimes 
specific stakeholders in the chosen topic are invited. Dialogue is a rapidly multi-
plying form of civic engagement in the U.S.  Since the early 1990s, the Public Con-
versations Project, for example, has trained hundreds of convenors and spawned 
countless dialogues on divisive public issues such as abortion, homosexuality, 
environment and land use, 9/11, race issues, and the war in Iraq, in two-hour 
facilitated dialogues of usually five to fifteen people. 

The collaborative action approaches bring together diverse citizens as well as 
public, private, non-profit, and community change agents to increase community 

Figure 3
Dimensions of Innovation in Civic Engagement
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motivation and capacity for collaboration around issues of public concern, espe-
cially the “wicked messes.” Collaborative action technologies, which have taken 
root over the last ten years in the U.S., use dialogue, inquiry, and deliberation 
to inspire participants, build working relationships, and make decisions about 
collaborative actions they will take to improve their communities. Study Circles, 
brought to the U.S. from Sweden in 1989, use dialogue to build relationship and 
understanding, and deliberation to decide on actions.  Appreciative Inquiry uses 
interviewing and story telling to get people in touch with their dreams and aspira-
tions and thereby spawn collaborative action on community issues (for example, 
Imagine Chicago, which involved hundreds of participants). Future Search brings 
together up to 64 stakeholder and citizen representatives in a structured two-
and-a-half-day workshop format designed 
to build shared understanding, vision, and 
collaborative action. Policy dialogues bring 
organized stakeholders together into a safe 
container away from the public and the me-
dia so they can step out of their roles, dia-
logue, and build consensus on legislative initiatives (e.g., California environmental 
quality dialogues in the 1990s). These approaches work with the organizational 
landscape of the community or region in order to ensure continuity of collabora-
tion and implementation. Examples of issues being addressed by collaborative 
action approaches in the U.S. and Canada are community revitalization, housing 
affordability, watershed management and land use, logging and forestry, urban 
brownfield clean-up and redevelopment, regional growth management, and chil-
dren and family services. 

In North America and internationally the field of alternative dispute resolu-
tion has opened up a new arena for civic engagement through community conflict 
resolution. Consistent with the systems theory maxim of “bringing the whole sys-
tem into the room,” community conflict resolution assumes that healing a conflict 
must reach well beyond a legal decision involving the immediate disputants. In 
the case of a conflict between stakeholder groups who reside in the same commu-
nity—e.g. ranchers, loggers, and environmentalists—the relationships must be re-
built, understanding of each other’s frames established, the possible solution set 
expanded creatively, and a commitment to follow-through made by each party. 
This transformative approach to community conflicts is being used not only for 
broadly divisive community issues, but also for victim-offender cases. Circle sen-
tencing is an example of a systems approach to victim-offender cases: both the 
victim and the offender tell their stories to each other and the entire community. 
The community decides on the retribution required to reintegrate the offender 
into the community and oversees the enforcement of the agreements. In some 
versions, the community then continues to discuss the root causes of the incident 
(e.g. unemployment, access to schooling) and comes up with a community-wide 
approach to address the root causes and reduce the likelihood of such an event in 
the future. Community conflict resolution approaches mushroomed in popularity 
during the 1990s in North America and Europe.

… increasing 
community capacity for 

collaboration …
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In addition to these four categories, innovations in facilitation approaches 
(such as dynamic facilitation, strategic questioning), communication skills (com-
passionate communication, non-violent communication), and group decision 
making processes (such as consensus) are enriching public dialogue and delibera-
tion. Peer-to-peer learning communities in which cohorts from several different 
communities (or even countries) learn from each other’s experiences is another 
mechanism for deepening civic engagement through social learning.  

Deepening the practice oF civic engagement

The field of civic engagement is advancing along several dimensions: scaling-up 
both in numbers and diversity of people involved; increasing the continuity of 
participatory mechanisms over time; strengthening the links between dialogue, 
decision-making, and action (see Archon Fung’s work); and increasing community 
capacity for collaboration.

I find the most exciting dimension of discovery in civic engagement to be 
that of depth—not downward but inward, moving deeper toward collective attun-

ement to the inner source of knowing. A 
flowering of work along these lines uses 
unified field theory (e.g., Rupert Shel-
drake) as a framework for understand-
ing the vibrational or energetic nature of 
the invisible webs of interconnectedness 
and attunement to the implicate order: 
for example, the work of Otto Scharmer, 

et al., on presencing, William Isaacs on profound change, Tom Atlee on co-intel-
ligence, and Allan Kaplan on co-creativity. Other innovations have emerged from 
the study of Native American and other spiritual traditions such as Barbara Marx 
Hubbard’s Evolutionary Circles and Christina Baldwin’s PeerSpirit circles. These 
circles introduce ceremony, ritual, song, intuition, connection with the earth, 
awareness of energy moving, and explicit spirit-centeredness. Taken together, 
these processes can lead directly to the inner experience of knowing the whole 
through group attunement and entrainment. Applied to civic engagement, these 
tools can help guide the journey inward toward deep democracy.

The inner dimension of deep democracy can be represented as a cone (see 
Figure 4). Around the perimeter of the top are the core practices of deep democ-
racy as moments of the creative cycle. In the sectional view of the cone, one can 
picture the creative cycle as a spiral wrapped around the cone, consisting of ever-
deepening practices of civic engagement. As the practices deepen, they approach 
the bottom point of the cone, which is the center point of the circle—the empty 
center in which participatory consciousness resides. For example, the core prac-
tice of dialogue can be deepened until we are listening beyond the words to our 
own and others’ needs, feelings, assumptions and frames; and even deeper until 
we are listening together to the silence, to the heartbeat of the whole, to what is 

… healing a conflict must 
reach well beyond a legal 
decision involving the im-
mediate disputants.
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wanting to emerge and be born. At this point we are listening not with the ear, but 
with the mind, the heart, and the body. We are listening to the deepest faculty of 
inner knowing.

conclusion

So where do we jump in? As process leaders we can help to build the container for 
a culture of dialogue and connectedness, while we pursue our own inner work—
some call it spiritual practice—that lies at the heart and soul of deep democracy. 
Aware of the collective importance of each of our own small efforts to create new 
habits, we can also observe our own practice of engaged citizenship. Let us begin 
by cultivating just one habit of deep democracy. I propose this one: to smile and 

Figure 4
Deep Democracy: A Spiral of Transformative Practice
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listen to understand the other before advocating a position. That alone may be 
the flap of the butterfly wing that creates the sea of change to deep democracy.
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The twentieth century brought repeated political upheaval, economic disas-
ter, and social revolution to Nicaragua. In the 1970s, after controlling the 
country for almost a half-century, the Somoza dynasty came to a bloody 

end with the rise of the popular Sandinista movement—a movement that sought 
to revolutionize every aspect of Nicaraguan life, from government to economy 
to society. Although the Sandinistas wholeheartedly pursued policies designed 
to eliminate class inequality, one of the main selling points of leftist ideology in 
Latin America, their particular brand of socialism also aimed to remedy non-class 
disparities, such as gender inequality. Their attempts to level the playing field be-
tween men and women took on many forms, among them support for increased 
female labor force participation, promotion of legislation supportive of women 
and repeal of legislation detrimental to women’s position in society, and political 
organization of Nicaraguan women. In many ways, the Sandinistas represented 
a significant departure from the conservative views promulgated by the Somo-
cista government, which maintained a healthy and friendly relationship with the 
Catholic Church until the final years of its reign in the early 1970s.1

At times on purpose, and at times as a byproduct of their own failures, the 
Sandinistas proved remarkably successful in reinterpreting practices of female 
idolization that were hundreds of years in the making and utilizing them in the 
revolutionary context. Legacies of Spanish society—the strictly bifurcated tradi-
tional gender role structure, in particular—created the traditions of womanhood 
that were embedded in Nicaraguan history and culture and subsequently taken 
advantage of by the Sandinistas.2 One of the most prominent themes in an exami-
nation of gender roles under the Sandinistas during the revolution is the endur-
ing importance of images of motherhood in inciting women to action: Sandinista 
manipulations depicted the ideal revolutionary mother as a female guerilla, a 
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“combatant-bearing vessel who later enthusiastically sent [her] children off to 
war,” and an individual “willing to offer [her life] for the defense of [her] chil-
dren and the country—the epitome of the selfless, self-sacrificing mother.”3 In 
addition to using their traditional roles in gestation and childbirth to mobilize 
women in support of the regime, the image of the Nicaraguan woman as a mother 
proved effective in mobilizing women for the economy and civil society to fill the 
vacuum created by the Sandinistas as they struggled to maintain the health of the 
economy and neglected to address women’s public health issues. This paper puts 
forth and supports the idea that the revolutionized gender roles advocated by 
the Sandinistas have seen enduring success and remain prominent in Nicaraguan 
society today, particularly when compared to the conservative gender agenda of 
the counterrevolutionary forces and other even more contemporary sectors. 

The outcomes of this study provide insight into the importance of cultural 
sensitivity in promoting change. In particular, it helps determine to what degree 
drastic challenges to and revisions of tradition—in this case, traditional gender 
roles—can be carried out successfully if revolutionary motives are cast as recon-
ceptualizations and revisions of tradition. Although I focus specifically on a case 
of leftist revolution that represents an instance of mass societal upheaval, the 
implications of my findings carry significant weight in comparable situations of 
alteration of the social status quo; for example, the methods used by the Nica-
raguan revolutionary and counterrevolutionary camps, along with an analysis of 
their effectiveness, could contribute to the body of knowledge used in develop-
ment agenda-setting and policymaking.

The first section of this paper provides the necessary historical and social 
context for understanding the main points on the road to gender role revisionism, 
namely female participation in the Sandinista revolution and the election of Vio-
leta Chamorro to the Nicaraguan presidency in 1990. The second section presents 
the first revision of Nicaraguan motherhood undertaken by the Sandinistas, in 
which they allowed motherhood to become a woman’s choice rather than an ex-
pectation or a requirement. It examines the reproductive and sexual health poli-
cies of the revolutionary and counterrevolutionary regimes and provides evidence 
that the Sandinistas’ more permissive abortion and contraceptive policies retain 
continuing popularity in present-day Nicaragua. The third and fourth sections of 
this paper explore how the Sandinistas’ policy failures—not just their successes—
served to reinterpret gender roles and change the image of Nicaraguan mother-
hood. The former details the Sandinistas’ role in increasing the role of women in 
the economy, while the latter illustrates how women participated actively in civil 
society in order to compensate for the government’s failure to reduce maternal 
mortality and modify the image of motherhood as the act of a mother dying in or-
der to give birth to her child. Finally, the fifth section discusses the participation 
of women in Nicaraguan government, and how it compares rather favorably—
both in numbers and over time—to other countries in Latin America. The final 
sections will review the arguments supporting the view of Sandinista success in 
gender role revisionism, shed light on the implications of this study, and provide 
insight to and interpretations of recent events in Nicaraguan politics that pertain 
directly to gender role depictions in that country.
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women anD the sanDinista revolution

When the Sandinistas took control of the Nicaraguan state in 1979, they wished 
to extend greater rights to the country’s women in order to move closer to the 
movement’s ultimate goal of social equality. They aimed to increase female in-
volvement in national life—a term I will use to refer collectively to politics (politi-
cal activism of any kind, such as voting or participating actively in government), 
civil society (involvement in grassroots organizations), economy (particularly the 
formal economy, although also the informal economy outside of the home), and 
society (all facets of life not encompassed by the other categories). The first di-
vergences from traditional gender roles occurred as women participated actively 
in the movement to overthrow the Somocista regime and moved increasingly into 
the public eye for their significant contributions. Despite the apparent transfor-
mation of many female participants from traditional Nicaraguan women to em-
powered female revolutionaries, the reality of the change took on less drastic 
dimensions. 

Although the Sandinistas’ efforts seem to have removed women from their 
domestic sphere of influence, this was neither the intention nor the outcome; the 
Sandinistas sought not a substitution of national life for domestic duties, but 
rather an expansion of women’s duties to include both national life beyond the 
home and within the home itself. The mother, long a symbol of traditional female 
gender roles in Nicaragua and Latin America, remained the ideal role for women 
during the guerilla war and Sandinista period; however, the Sandinistas’ depiction 
of the mother—as a grinning young woman, holding a small child and carrying a 
rifle over her shoulder—represented a radical departure from traditional notions 
of Nicaraguan motherhood.4 The Sandinistas initially attempted to organize wom-
en into groups affiliated with the movement, such as AMPRONAC (Asociación 
de Mujeres ante la Problemática Nacional, or Association of Nicaraguan Women 
Confronting the Nation’s Problems), and to mobilize them for security, as neigh-
borhood guards; for society, in literary and immunization campaigns; and for 
the economy, in crop harvesting.5   Increasing involvement made females more 
attuned to the effects of their participation on various levels of national life, in-
cluding the familial level of society. This realization lent women not only a sense 
of agency, but also a sense of duty. It seems, then, that the Sandinistas, whether 
purposefully or not, succeeded in manipulating motherhood by expanding the 
traditional female role of maintaining the well-being of the family beyond the 
boundaries of the home and into other arenas of national life. 

Despite the Sandinistas’ efforts to engage women more fully in national life, 
their progress took a significant blow starting with the 1990 election of Violeta 
Chamorro to the Nicaraguan presidency. A superficial glance makes Chamorro’s 
win look like a victory for Nicaraguan women and the Sandinistas’ project of so-
cial equality. A closer and more in-depth exploration, however, reveals that this 
female president actually wished to reverse many of the strides made to integrate 
women more fully into national life.6 In line with traditional lines of Nicaraguan 
motherhood, Chamorro’s campaign and election essentially saw her acting as an 
extension of her deceased husband, Pedro Joaquín Chamorro, a popular news-
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paperman and owner and editor of the La Prensa newspaper.7 Doña Violeta, as 
she was called, carried on her husband’s conservative legacy, which featured a 
strong opposition to the Somoza dynasty, retention of fairly conservative views, 
and non-alignment with the revolutionary movement.8 During the course of the 
presidential campaign process, Chamorro presented a traditional view of woman-
hood that, despite a decade of revolutionary revisionism, still held deep roots in 
Nicaraguan society. Among the multiple images—all traditional—of womanhood 
projected by Doña Violeta, her role as a mother featured prominently.9 Like many 
other families during the revolution, Doña Violeta saw her family split by politi-
cal loyalties.10 But unlike others, she held her family, mainly her four children, 
together, and they rallied around her despite their different political views. 

In a country torn by war and civil strife for over a decade, Chamorro repre-
sented an opportunity for positive change for Nicaragua, namely the end to the 
civil war and the subsequent reassertion of Nicaraguan unity. Chamorro preached 
to the Nicaraguan public, saying: “We need to rise above this tragic inheritance 
for our country and for our children, be great and be generous in order to accom-
plish, once and for all, the reconciliation of the Nicaraguan family.”11  Chamorro’s 
successful actions as a cohesive force in her family led Nicaraguans to envision 
her accomplishing similar feats on a national scale. If “maternal love had tri-
umphed over political divisions…for Doña Violeta’s immediate family, why not 
for the whole Nicaraguan family?”12 This idea motivated the electorate to vote for 
peace and national reunification—two goals embodied by Doña Violeta.

Doña Violeta’s promises proved attractive enough to allow her to defeat 
Daniel Ortega—the man who led Nicaragua into war and chaos and had not yet, 
over ten years later, managed to find the way out—for the presidency; however, 
her attempts to return Nicaraguan society to its conservative and traditional roots 
did not succeed in eclipsing the Sandinistas’ strides in the field of gender roles. 
Contradictory fertility control policies over the years, continued high levels of 
female labor participation, female involvement in health movements, and signifi-
cant female political involvement all illustrate the enduring effects of Sandinista 
policy successes and failures, and their manipulation of motherhood in post-
revolutionary Nicaragua.

catholicism, nicaragua, anD the right to choose

The Sandinistas revised traditional views of motherhood by allowing motherhood 
to become a choice, rather than a requirement. Abortion and contraception did 
not occupy a prominent position on the Sandinista agenda and were not, in fact, 
actively promoted. The Sandinistas retained by-revolutionary-standards conser-
vative policies in order to protect themselves from the probable backlash from 
the Catholic Church and more socially conservative members of the Nicaraguan 
population whose support they wanted to keep, and who would take issue with 
pro-contraceptive policies.13 For their own part, the Sandinistas saw Nicaragua as 
a large, underpopulated country that not only enjoyed ample room for popula-
tion growth, but would also require population growth to sustain the revolution-
ary fighting against the contras.14 The idea of the “patriotic womb”—a woman’s 
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ability to contribute to the revolutionary cause through her reproductive capa-
bilities—is reflected in the following selection from the Gioconda Belli poem “We 
Will Bear Children.”

We will bear children, 
for every man or woman whom they kill, 
we will give birth to 
hundreds of children 
who will continue in their footsteps.15 

In order to avoid contradicting their own interests and offending the church 
and more conservative sectors of society, the Sandinistas retained conservative 
policies regarding abortion in Nicaragua by not altering the “semi-legal” status 
it gained under the Somocista regime and continuing to allow women to obtain 
abortions only on medical grounds.16 The significant internal and external an-
ti-fertility control forces notwithstanding, “access and availability [to abortion] 
increased during their administration,” and the Sandinistas did not prosecute 
women who obtained illegal procedures to terminate their pregnancies.17

The Sandinistas’ unwillingness to face popular backlash prevented them 
from promoting fertility control measures; however, they recognized public de-
mand for such measures and responded by emphasizing contraceptives as the 
least undesirable method of fertility control. Despite their best efforts, such as 
providing contraception free of charge, Nicaragua’s economic situation limited 
the availability of such contraceptive methods, thus diminishing the utility of 
such a policy.18 In order to help remedy the failures of the system and keep pro-
viding women with the right to choose, the Sandinista government created policy 
“by 1988 [that] made it possible for a woman with more than six children to be 
sterilized without her husband’s permission.”19 In doing so, the Sandinistas set 
aside party politics and personal preferences, and tried to deal with economic 
difficulties in order to respond to popular demands and give Nicaraguan women 
what they wanted—control of their bodies, control of their situations, and the 
right to make decisions about fertility control for themselves.

During her presidency, Doña Chamorro implemented policies that attempt-
ed to return the role of women in society to its more conservative and traditional 
pre-Sandinista state, in which motherhood was not only an expectation, but al-
most a requirement, of women. Chamorro and her party—the UNO (Unión Nacio-
nal Opositora)—repealed various maternal and child health and social programs, 
including state-provided childcare services, thus effectively forcing women back 
into the home on a full-time basis.20 They also condemned any contraceptive 
methods other than the rhythm method, prohibited sex education from being 
taught in schools, and promoted anti-abortion campaigns; “right before the elec-
tions, Chamorro said during an interview…that one of her first tasks as president 
would be to shut down the private feminist clinic that performs abortions.”21 
Changes in national sex education policies for the public changed drastically as 
well; billboards posted under the Sandinistas that read “Prevent AIDS, use a con-
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dom,” were promptly replaced by Chamorro and the UNO with signs announcing 
“Prevent using condoms, be faithful to your partner.”22 

Despite the rabidly anti-fertility control policies enacted by Chamorro and 
the UNO, however, the Sandinistas’ strangely contradictory policies of birth con-
trol prevailed. As Nicaragua’s economy has recovered, comparatively speaking, 
the country has seen increasing contraceptive prevalence to the point of experi-
encing some of the highest levels of contraceptive prevalence in Latin America 
(Tables 1 and 2).23  In this context, contraceptive prevalence refers to the propor-
tion of married women aged 15 to 49 who use contraceptives.

Increasing contraceptive prevalence in Nicaragua can be linked to the coun-
try’s decreasing fertility rate. Nicaragua had the second highest fertility rate in 
Latin America for the period 1970-1975; however, between then and the period 
2000-2005, the country has more than halved its fertility rate—one of the most 
drastic decreases in fertility in the region (Table 3). 

Despite their reluctant approach to fertility control policies, the Sandinis-
tas changed the perception of motherhood from one of requirement to one of 
choice by making available the means of contraception and abortion that allowed 
women to choose—or opt out of—motherhood. They also expanded the meaning 
of motherhood and the role of the mother in national life in Nicaragua’s unique 
revolutionary context. The Sandinistas effectively linked traditional female re-
sponsibilities to similar functions in national life outside of the home, thus fo-
menting a change that endures in present times and is reflected in the country’s 
continued high rates of female labor force participation.

nicaraguan mother, working woman: 
sanDinista expansion oF the mother’s traDitional sphere

The Sandinistas’ success in manipulating of the meaning of motherhood, as well 
as other, less purposive but equally effective methods of affecting its revision, is 
demonstrated by continued high levels of female labor force participation in Ni-
caragua. Rather than perceiving the economy as an arena of national life separate 

Table 1
Contraceptive Prevalence Rate in 

Nicaragua, Bolivia, and Honduras, 1977-2003

Country Year
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Nicaragua 9 27 44 60 69

Bolivia 26 30 45 48 58

Honduras 27 35 41 47 50 62
Source: “Contraceptive prevalence (% of women ages 15-49).” World Development Indica-
tors, World Bank. 1977-2006.
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from the home, women increasingly saw its effects on their traditional sphere of 
involvement in national life, which was comprised of the home and the family. 
Women responded to this newfound awareness with the encouragement and sup-
port of the Sandinistas and continually expanded their participation in national 
life into the economy. They redefined motherhood to include external—and often 
less direct—factors that affect the family, rather than solely internal matters with 
immediate effects on the family in the home. Together, women and the Sandini-
stas redefined a mother’s physical sphere of influence in society by knocking 
down the traditional walls that kept a woman enclosed in her home and rebuild-
ing those walls to include the economy. In so doing, they rendered the formerly 
taboo idea of women working outside of the home a natural phenomenon, a mere 
expansion of the home beyond its actual physical space. 

The expansion of the Nicaraguan labor force to include women was only one 
of the economic reforms undertaken by the Sandinistas to ameliorate the coun-
try’s inefficient and severely structurally flawed economy. While the Sandinistas 
achieved some success in the short term, particularly in the areas of economic 
growth and social development, they failed to perform the economic restructuring 

Table 2
Contraceptive Prevalence Rate in Latin America, 1995-2003

Country
Contraceptive prevalence rate (%) 

1995-2003

Costa Rica 80

Colombia 77

Brazil 77

Paraguay 73

Peru 69

Nicaragua 69

Mexico 68

El Salvador 67

Ecuador 66

Honduras 62

Panama 58

Bolivia 53

Venezuela 49

Belize 47

Guatemala 43

Chile No data

Argentina No data

Uruguay No data
Source: “Contraceptive prevalence rate (%).” United Nations Population Division Database on 
Contraceptive Use. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005.
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necessary to sustain growth and avoid backsliding.24 Furthermore, because “the 
main thrust of Sandinista policy was economic change, pro-women policies were 
determined largely on their relationship to economic goals.”25 While persuading 
women to pursue involvement in the national economy, the Sandinistas also em-
phasized that such economic participation  not interfere with or subtract from 
their roles as wives and mothers.26 Despite the various intervening factors that 
tempered the Sandinistas’ expansion of female labor force participation, women 
saw “an extension of their rights…in the workplace through legal reform…and 
[were] encouraged to participate in the defence and development efforts, entering 
various kinds of economic activity in large numbers.”27 

All factors considered, it would certainly be an oversimplification to suggest 
that evolving gender roles alone pushed women into production outside of their 
homes. As the revolution progressed, the economy continued to suffer as the twin 
burdens of defense costs and social spending inflicted increasing economic hard-
ship, including “a large deficit and spiraling inflation.”28 Realistically speaking, 
then, the policies implemented by the Sandinistas caused Nicaragua’s already-

Table 3
Fertility Rate, 1970-1975 to 2000-2005

Country
Total fertility rate (births per woman) Fertility rate decrease (as %)

1970-1975 2000-2005 1970-1975 – 2000-2005

Argentina 3.1 2.4 22.6%

Belize 6.3 3.2 49.2%

Bolivia 6.5 4.0 38.5%

Brazil 4.7 2.3 51.1%

Chile 3.6 2.0 44.4%

Colombia 5.0 2.6 48%

Costa Rica 4.3 2.3 46.5%

Ecuador 6.0 2.8 53.3%

El Salvador 6.1 2.9 52.5%

Guatemala 6.2 4.6 25.8%

Honduras 7.1 3.7 47.9%

Mexico 6.6 2.4 63.6%

Nicaragua 6.8 3.3 51.5%

Panama 4.9 2.7 44.9%

Paraguay 5.7 3.9 31.6%

Peru 6.0 2.9 51.7%

Uruguay 3.0 2.3 23.3%

Venezuela 4.9 2.7 44.9%
Source: “Total fertility rate (births per woman).” World Population Prospects 1950-2050: 
The 2004 Revision. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Divi-
sion, 2005.
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dire economic situation to deteriorate, thus necessitating multiple incomes to 
support a family and providing a driver for female emancipation from the home, 
so to speak.29 

Sandinista revisions of views of motherhood to include participation in the 
economy met with little resistance, particularly because Nicaraguan women tend-
ed to view changing—or more accurately, deteriorating—economic conditions in 
the country “in terms of how changes affected their families,” as opposed to men’s 
perceptions, which tended to use the market as the standard of comparison.30 
Many Nicaraguan women who work outside the home contribute the entirety of 
their earnings to household expenses, whereas their partners provide a portion of 
their earnings for such expenditures and retain the remainder for discretionary 
spending.31 Thus, women do not personally reap the benefits of their labor in the 
formal economy in the way that men do. As a result of the family-motivated and 
unpaid nature of female participation in the economy outside of the home, such 
work becomes decreasingly controversial as it begins to resemble women’s tradi-
tional work—also family-motivated and unpaid—in the home. 

Despite the relative lack of empowerment and emancipation gained by wom-
en through their formal economic activities, Violeta Chamorro used growing fe-
male participation in the economy as evidence of the FSLN’s32 “moral decay of 
the country,” and tried to beckon women back into the home.33 She depicted the 
FSLN as having a “military ambition that turned to nothing all that had been won” 
and implied that Sandinistas upheld “ideologies that destroyed [Nicaraguan] re-
alities…and lies that obscured [Nicaraguan] history.”34 But neither her rhetorical 
Sandinista-bashing nor her reduction of state-sponsored child care and other so-
cial benefits succeeded in stemming the flow of women into the formal economy.35 
Instead, Nicaragua has seen its female labor participation grow steadily during 
and after the Sandinista period; for example, female labor participation increased 
from 26.7 to 32 percent between 1977 and 1985, and to forty percent in 1990.36 
Labor force participation continued to expand through 2003, when Nicaraguan 
women participated in the formal economy at a higher rate than women in most 
countries in Latin America (Table 4), even as GDP per capita has grown steadily 
since the early 1990s.37

In a 1990 edition of the Nicaraguan publication Barricada, Sandinista Mag-
da Enríquez wrote that the Chamorro government was “not just sending women 
back to the house, but [was] trying to convince us that this [was] ‘our place.’ ”38 
Chamorro’s attempts to invoke tradition to drive women from the workplace to 
the home, including the promotion of breastfeeding to “facilitate an optimal re-
lationship between mother and child,” have been somewhat counteracted by her 
structural adjustment policies.39 Cuts to public sector jobs drastically increased 
the unemployment and underemployment rates (Table 5), while attempts to in-
crease foreign investment in Nicaragua led to the establishment of a maquiladora 
industry seeking female employees.40

Due to biases in the gendered division of labor, women tend to work for low-
er wages than men, which allows them to find employment more easily than men 
during times of economic hardship.41 Additionally, women tend to act as shock 
absorbers during economic crises and in Nicaragua during this period, “with the 
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rising cost of living and decreasing earning opportunities, more women were 
looking for paid employment to meet household needs.”42 These factors, when 
combined with the re-imagination of the economy as an extension of the home, 
contributed to the successful and enduring expansion of female participation in 
society beyond the home and into the formal economy. 

The Sandinistas effectively reconceptualized participation in the economy 
as necessary for maintaining the well-being of the family and the home, without 
reducing the expectations of the mother in those traditional spheres of influ-
ence. As a result, female participation in the economy illustrates the willingness 
of women to make sacrifices for their families in the name of motherhood. That 
said, their decreasing willingness to endure literal self-sacrifice—death related to 
pregnancy or childbirth—is demonstrated by increasing levels of participation in 
health movements and initiatives promoting maternal health.

no more Dying to give liFe: 
maternal sacriFice anD civil society

As times grew difficult and resources scarce for the Sandinistas, unfavorable cir-
cumstances forced them to start cutting back the social services that had seen so 
much success in improving life in Nicaragua.43 This government failure pushed 
members of society to deal with cutbacks in their own ways, which women did by 
creating organizations to deal with female health problems. A legacy of the failure 
of the Sandinista regime, but a legacy nonetheless, the existence of community-
run health centers and similar civil society movements has grown over the past 
two decades. These movements have helped redefine motherhood as a sacrifice 
or a series of sacrifices, rather than the ultimate sacrifice of a mother giving up 
her life in order to birth a child.

Starting in the months after assuming the presidency, President Chamorro 
demonstrated her withdrawal of support for women by cutting spending on wom-
en’s health programs by 11 percent, despite the fact that the reproductive role she 
emphasized most was one of the leading causes of death for Nicaraguan wom-
en.44 At the time when these cuts were made, an estimated one in 66 Nicaraguan 
women who died during their childbearing years did so because of complications 
related to pregnancy, delivery, or post-pregnancy.45 Estimates of Nicaragua’s ma-
ternal mortality through the 1990s range approximately from 100 to 400 mater-
nal deaths per 100,000 live births, which equates to a maternal mortality rate of 
0.1-0.4%. Furthermore, studies of Nicaragua demonstrate a 59 percent increase in 
maternal mortality rates starting shortly after Chamorro took office (1993-1998), 
thus resulting in Nicaragua gaining one of the highest levels of maternal mortal-
ity in the region.46 Although national figures are comparable with those for coun-
tries of similar levels of economic development, they fall significantly short of 
the single-digit instances of maternal mortality in parts of the developed world; 
for example, in the period 1987-1988, Canada and the U.S. reported 4 and 6.6 
instances of maternal mortality per 100,000 live births, respectively.47
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Seeking to close the widening gap in social services, women’s health or-
ganizations sprang up to do what the government would not: promote female 
health, not related solely to their reproductive role, but rather to “the total physi-
cal, social, and psychological health and well-being of women.”48 These organi-
zations, usually non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with financial support 
from larger international organizations, provided services such as legal, psycho-
logical, and birth control counseling, midwife training programs, and clinics and 
“birthing houses” for women with high-risk pregnancies to over 125,000 women 
in 1992.49 These programs were designed to manipulate motherhood by giving 
women greater knowledge and, therefore, control over their bodies and lives, and 
to change motherhood from a single instance of self-sacrifice—of a mother’s life 
for that of her child—to a process of making sacrifices. 

A majority of Nicaraguan women, 82 per cent in one study, expressed views 
that “being a woman implies making sacrifices or a greater effort than the one 

Table 4
Female Labor Participation

Country
Female Labor Force Participation Rate

(% ages 15-64)

1990 2003

Argentina 33.7 45.4

Belize No data No data

Bolivia 46.3 49.7

Brazil 47.6 46.9

Chile 35.0 44.7

Colombia 45.2 52.6

Costa Rica 35.5 41.4

Ecuador 28.9 36.3

El Salvador 39.1 51.2

Guatemala 29.0 40.8

Honduras 34.0 44.3

Mexico 35.5 43.2

Nicaragua 42.0 51.6

Panama 41.4 47.9

Paraguay 35.6 39.9

Peru 30.6 38.3

Uruguay 52.4 59.6

Venezuela 40.0 47.8

Latin America & Caribbean 41.4 46.3
Source: “Labor Force Structure.” Estimates and Projections of the Economically Active Popula-
tion, 1950-2010, Yearbook of Labor Statistics, 4th edition. International Labor Organization.
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done by men,” and “completing an endless number of activities that made life 
too tiring, a day of exhausting work. It is not only having children and a spouse, 
it is also being able to study, to prepare oneself, to complete a career and be 
able to help others; it is being flexible and being able to do a variety of things.”50 
This depiction of motherhood is not at odds with the image of the sacrifices of 
motherhood realized under the Sandinistas and today. Remaining undertones of 
subservience aside, women no longer have to perceive motherhood as the literal 
self-sacrifice, but rather are free to live, take care of their families, and formulate 
and pursue goals of their own, outside of the household. 

New feelings of power and agency among women represent a positive sea 
change in Nicaraguan national life; however, the most important part of national 
life is arguably politics, because it is where the power to bring about change of-
ficially resides. In this arena too, present-day Nicaragua bears the mark of the 
Sandinistas’ efforts to incorporate women into national life.

politicizing nicaraguan women, politicizing nicaraguan mothers

Through their manipulation of motherhood, the Sandinistas successfully empow-
ered women to participate actively not only in the economy and civil society, 
but also in politics. The Sandinistas’ motives for encouraging female involvement 
were admittedly not altruistic, but rather geared towards broadening public sup-
port and creating a political cheer squad, so to speak, for the movement; however, 
their effective mobilization of women for political ends, regardless of the motiva-
tion, has contributed to a redefined image of motherhood in Nicaragua today. 

The Sandinistas promoted mass mobilizations, not only for the revolution 
itself, but also for demonstrations of popular support for the movement and 
for its social campaigns, in literacy and health, for example. The participation in 
these projects by women helped set changes to the female Nicaraguan identity 
in motion. As Ana María from the Sandinista Women’s Legal Office describes the 
changes: “We women felt we had the right to make demands and to say that we 
can make our own changes. They made us feel important…Later the revolution 
demystified many myths against women. We awoke with force and with a great 
awareness of our reality.”51 Because of the efforts of the revolutionaries to mo-
bilize women politically, Nicaraguan women enjoy relatively high levels of repre-
sentation in government (Table 6).

Even after their fall from power, the Sandinistas continued to try to incorpo-
rate women into party politics. In 1996, the FSLN promoted female political par-

Table 5
Employment Statistics, 1990-1995

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995

Unemployment rate (%) 11.1 14.2 17.8 21.8 20.7 18.2

Underemployment rate (%) 33.2 38.0 32.5 28.3 32.9 35
Source: Cynthia Chavez Metoyer. Women and the State in Post-Sandanista Nicaragua. Boul-
der: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2000, p. 77.
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ticipation “by requiring that at least 30 percent of party nominees for the popular 
consultation election be women.”52

The manipulation of ideas of motherhood played a significant role in the 
political mobilization of women, as they were often organized using maternal, 
rather than simply feminine, characteristics. Such policies of mobilization evoked 
subservience, self-denial, and service to others, thus allowing women to engage in 
politics without offending conservative Nicaraguan sensibilities and tendencies.53 
One prominent example of evoking maternal and feminine imagery for political 
ends occurred shortly after the 1978 assassination of Pedro Joaquín Chamorro—
opposition journalist, Somoza critic, and husband of future Nicaraguan president 
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro. In their homes and on the street, women banged 
pots and pans in protest of his death, thus proving that women could contribute 

Table 6
Female Representation in Government

Country
Women in government 

at ministerial level 
(as % of total)

Seats in lower house or single house 
held by women (as % of total)

2005 1990 2005

Argentina 0.1 6.0 33.7

Belize 0.1 no data 6.7

Bolivia 0.1 9.0 19.2

Brazil 0.1 5.0 8.6

Chile 0.2 no data 12.5

Colombia 0.4 5.0 12.0

Costa Rica 0.3 11.0 35.1

Ecuador 0.1 5.0 16.0

El Salvador 0.4 12.0 10.7

Guatemala 0.3 7.0 8.2

Honduras 0.1 10.0 5.5

Mexico 0.1 12.0 22.6

Nicaragua 0.1 15.0 20.7

Panama 0.1 8.0 16.7

Paraguay 0.3 6.0 10.0

Peru 0.1 6.0 18.3

Uruguay 0 6.0 12.1

Venezuela 0.1 10.0 9.7
Sources: “Women in government at ministerial level,” (as % of total). Interparliamentary Union 
(IPU). Geneva, 2995; “Seats in lower house or single house held by women.” Nations Millennium 
Indicators Database. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005.
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to politics in unique ways, and that politicized females could, under the right cir-
cumstances, become a political force to contend with.54

In 1990, Violeta Chamorro proved once again that women in politics are 
formidable opponents. Her victory over Daniel Ortega in the presidential elec-
tion represented a landmark event in Latin American history. Although actually 
the third female president in Latin American history, Chamorro became the first 
elected and permanent female president in the region; her predecessors, Isabel 
Perón and Lídia Gueiler, assumed the presidencies of their countries due to a hus-
band’s death and an interim appointment, respectively.55 When Julia Mena Rivera 
became Chamorro’s vice president in 1996, Nicaragua became the only country 
in the world with a female-dominated executive branch.56 Continued high levels 
of female involvement in politics represent a significant change in both Nicara-
gua and Latin America, one that the Sandinistas’ gender empowerment measures 
likely contributed to.

the staying power oF the sanDinista revolution oF genDer

Relatively high levels of female representation in Nicaraguan government and 
economy over the years, civil society participation in health movements, and cur-
rent views of fertility control all point to the lasting influence of the Sandinista 
movement on redefining gender roles and, more specifically, manipulating moth-
erhood. By framing motherhood as a choice rather than a requirement and as sac-
rifice rather than self-sacrifice and by extending the boundaries of the home to 
include politics and economy, the Sandinistas countered conservative and tradi-
tional views of motherhood forcefully enough to keep them retreating from popu-
lar imagination for almost three decades. The Sandinista project of manipulating 
motherhood was arguably so effective that it ultimately contributed to the FSLN’s 
electoral downfall to Violeta Chamorro, who most effectively used maternal im-
agery as a means to her political end. Even in the face of Chamorro’s reassertion 
of conservative notions of motherhood, the Sandinista re-creation remained firm. 
While one can call neither the Sandinistas nor Nicaragua a model of revolutionary 
success, it is important to note that the movement succeeded in bringing about 
enduring change to gender relations and identity in Nicaragua. As a result of both 
purposive policies and inadvertent political failures, the Sandinistas drew Nicara-
guan women out of their homes and into all areas of national life. 

The degree of success of the Sandinistas’ project in manipulating mother-
hood presents an example of the synthesis and fusion of tradition with moderni-
ty, more specifically, traditional and modern gender roles. By depicting the expan-
sion of female involvement as an expansion of the responsibilities of the woman 
as a mother, the movement was able to sell the idea not only to men who wanted 
to keep their wives at home, but also to women who subscribed to the traditional 
gendered divisions of labor and whose cooperation the Sandinistas needed to 
facilitate their entire project. The success of such methods of manipulation in 
Nicaragua indicates that the framing of development issues and their presenta-
tion to the intended audience are instrumental in determining a policy’s ultimate 
failure or success. 
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Ideas regarding the subversion of tradition for political ends hold serious 
implications for fields related to the development of less developed countries 
(LDCs), whether by national governments or international organizations. Orga-
nizations dedicated to development objectives—the World Bank, for example—
tend to undertake projects designed to foment social change. The mobilization 
of women often figures heavily into development efforts, whether dealing with 
problems related to health, education, economy, violence, human rights, or envi-
ronment. As stated by the World Bank’s Gender Action Plan, 

. . . the global community must renew its attention to women’s economic 
empowerment and increase investments in women . . . increased women’s 
labor force participation and earnings are associated with reduced poverty 
and faster growth; women will benefit from their economic empowerment, 
but so too will men, children and society as a whole. Women’s lack of 
economic empowerment, on the other hand, not only imperils growth and 
poverty reduction, but also has a host of other negative impacts, including 
less favorable education and health outcomes for children and a more rap-
id spread of HIV/AIDS. In sum, the business case for expanding women’s 
economic opportunities is becoming increasingly evident; this is nothing 
more than smart economics.57 
Because successful mobilization of women in LDCs holds the potential to 

yield positive secondary effects that reverberate in all levels of national life, de-
velopment organizations should—and often do—formulate policies with the im-
portance of gender in mind. Unfortunately, however, organizations often seem 
to approach policymaking from an acultural perspective that may cause clashes 
and generate resistance, thus essentially dooming their plans from inception. In 
order to increase their likelihood of success, development organizations formu-
lating social policies might consider undertaking projects similar to those imple-
mented by the Sandinistas in their manipulations of motherhood—re-imagining 
traditional gender roles and shaping tradition as needed to fit it into the mold of 
modernity.  

looking ForwarD, moving backwarD?

On November 8, 2006, Sandinista revolutionary leader Daniel Ortega regained 
the Nicaraguan presidency during his third presidential bid since his defeat by 
Chamorro in 1990.58 The elections were declared clean and transparent by in-
ternational observers, including former US President Jimmy Carter.59 Ortega has 
moderated much of the leftist rhetoric that gained him notoriety in the 1970s 
and 1980s, even proclaiming his religious rebirth in the Catholic faith.60 While 
such moderation may have been merely a ploy to help get himself elected, Or-
tega’s recent actions in the Nicaraguan Congress to help outlaw all abortions are 
of particular interest because of the success of that policy campaign.61 As of late 
October, Nicaragua joined El Salvador and Chile in the ranks of countries that 
prohibit all abortions, even those that could save a mother’s life, and that seek to 
end pregnancies related to rape or incest.62 
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This legislation certainly represents bad news for Nicaraguan women at pres-
ent; however, it comes neither as a surprise nor as a drastic change, considering 
that the country has maintained conservative abortion policies throughout its his-
tory. Even if this conservative turn in fertility control policy remains, the legacy 
of Sandinista gender role manipulation remains with it. Ironically, women’s rights 
groups across Nicaragua have sprung into action in response to the new law, us-
ing their political motivation to challenge the man who inspired them and taught 
them to be politically motivated.63 Ortega’s course in the presidency and Nicara-
gua’s path in the gender rights discourse will undoubtedly continue to inform the 
study of the manipulation of motherhood in revolutionary and post-revolutionary 
Nicaragua and the current state of gender roles in the country.
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Poverty concentration has long been viewed as a leading problem associated 
with urban areas in the United States. Adverse effects span a variety of so-
cial, economic, and political outcomes for residents trapped in high-poverty 

neighborhoods. Agents of social policy reform have been concerned with the pro-
liferation of these neighborhoods throughout past decades, particularly since the 
phenomenon has spread to inner-ring suburbs, and can no longer be viewed as 
a city problem alone. Various solutions to the problem have been proposed and 
implemented, but a panacea seems to be amiss.

A large body of literature reflects different perspectives on the causes and 
effects of poverty concentration, as well as various deconcentration strategies as 
proposed solutions. The literature described in this article suggests that both, 
problem and solutions, rest on certain assumptions about and perceptions of 
concentrated poverty. These assumptions have contributed to the prevalent para-
digm that a) concentrated poverty is the problem and that b) breaking up concen-
trated poverty is the solution. However, it is not clear whether policies targeted at 
breaking up concentrated poverty have borne the hoped for fruits. For example, 
housing mobility studies have shown ambivalent results, and the neighborhood 
effects literature is similarly ambivalent.

These uncertainties give rise to questions about the underlying assumptions 
of these policies, and the need for further research to ascertain if housing mobili-
ty benefits poor people in the long run without compromising their identities and 
social/community capitals. I argue that the popular social paradigm—breaking 
up concentrated poverty through deconcentration—is too simplistic. As such, the 
central tenet that poor people should not live together is conceptually flawed, dis-
regarding the social/community capital that does exist in poor neighborhoods.

natasha o. fletcher

poverty concentration 
anD De-concentration:

A Literature Review
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what is poverty concentration?
 High-poverty neighborhoods are commonly classified as neighborhoods 
where at least 40% of the population lives below the federal poverty line. In his 
1997 book Poverty and Place: Ghettos, Barrios, and the American City Paul Jar-
gowsky presents findings of a nationwide study of poverty at the neighborhood 
level, and provides a comprehensive account of neighborhood poverty in the U.S. 
According to the 1990 census, there were nearly 3,000 high-poverty neighbor-
hoods in the U.S. with about 8.5 million residents. Most common are ghettos 
(neighborhoods both segregated and poor), accounting for almost half of all high-
poverty neighborhoods.

Jargowsky suggests that between 1970 and 1990 poor people became in-
creasingly concentrated in high-poverty neighborhoods, which more than doubled 
in number during that time.1 According to his analysis, while the concentration of 
poverty rose substantially, most poor people do not reside in high-poverty neigh-
borhoods. Age is an important factor: children are more likely to live in ghettos 
and barrios than adults, leaving them at a double disadvantage. Most poverty 
concentration that took place between 1970 and 1990 was in central cities, but 
some occurred in inner-ring suburbs.

Based on analyses of 2000 census data, John Iceland (2005) claims that con-
centrated poverty fell sharply in the United States between 1990 and 2000.2 The 
reasons he gives for this trend have to do with general economic processes and 
an overall decline in the U.S. poverty rate, increasing suburbanization among mi-
norities of all income levels, and an increase in economic diversity in the suburbs 

since 1980. Based on these demographic 
trends, the author predicts the potential 
increase of poverty in some suburbs, and 
declining of concentrated poverty in inner 
cities. To some extent these predictions 
have already become realities, and pock-
ets of concentrated poverty have emerged 
in some, primarily older suburbs while 
some of the former poor urban neigh-
borhoods have gentrified. This, by conse-

quence, has resulted in shifting the “problem” to another ZIP code, rather than 
solving it. Poverty remains a prevalent problem in the United States, and is often 
addressed without adequate consideration of social and community networks.

causes oF poverty concentration

Prior to the 1960s, discourse on poverty concentration centered on individual-
level and behavioral explanations, asserting that the poor are a distinctive social 
group or subculture. During the 1960s, the emphasis was on structural, societal-
level explanations, contending that structural forces in society contribute to pov-
erty concentration.3 In the 1970s individual-level explanations were once again 
common, and the work of Jencks and Mayer (1990), Wilson (1987), and others 

According to the 1990 
census, there were nearly 
three thousand high-
poverty neighborhoods 
in the U.S. with about 8.5 
million residents.
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considered the poor as a socially isolated and pathological “underclass” which 
increasingly populated inner cities.4 Subsequent research by these and other 
scholars, however, has advanced both individual and structural explanations of 
concentrated poverty since the 1970s.5

Small and Newman (2001) provide a critical review of the urban poverty 
literature that followed Wilson’s landmark 1987 study.6 Focusing on the family, 
the neighborhood, and culture, their research discusses differences in the ways 
in which sociologists think about change in urban poverty and the increase in 
poverty concentration over the 1970s and 1980s.

Central to inquiries into urban inequality is the effect of neighborhood pov-
erty on life chances of the poor. Prevalent (academic) arguments explaining neigh-
borhood poverty are: a) structural economic changes7 and b) racial and economic 
segregation.8 Wilson’s main arguments for high-poverty neighborhood expansion 
are deindustrialization, employment de-concentration (spatial mismatch theory), 
and occupational bifurcation. On the other hand, Massey and Denton attribute 
this expansion to the growing racial and economic divide. Both of these perspec-
tives have currency throughout the poverty literature.

In addition to these two main perspectives, there are other noteworthy ex-
planations. Jargowsky (1997), for example, asserts that regional and metropolitan 
economies cause the spatial concentration of low-income residents in high-pov-
erty, urban neighborhoods.9 His findings indicate that increases in neighborhood 
poverty between 1970 and 1990 are attributable to economic rather than racial 
segregation, which contributed to the rise of high-poverty neighborhoods. Gener-
ally, however, race is still understood to be an important factor,10 and “metropoli-
tan areas with more racial segregation have more concentrated poverty.”11

Massey and Denton (1995), Dreier, et al. (2004), Turner (1998), etc., posit 
that politics and government policies have contributed to the spatial confinement 
of poor minorities in cities rather than abstract, “neutral” economic forces.12 For 
example, after WWII, low-income blacks were steered into public housing in cit-
ies, whereas low-income whites were steered into public housing in white, work-
ing-class suburbs. In addition to rapid suburbanization and racialized housing 
policies, there are other causes for the expansion of high-poverty neighborhoods 
such as middle-class flight, commercial abandonment within cities, and patterns 
of migration and immigration.13

Overall, much of the spatial concentration of poor people undoubtedly re-
lates to the uneven distribution of resources. This suggests that racism, classism, 
elitism, and discrimination are forces that have played a major role in urban de-
cline, and the spatial concentration of low-income residents and minorities.

eFFects oF poverty concentration

A large body of literature discusses the effects of poverty concentration in ur-
ban areas. Much of the research suggests that the geographic concentration of 
low-income residents in central cities has adverse effects on a variety of social, 
economic, and political outcomes. These arguments, in my opinion, focus too 
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narrowly on the individual and behavioral problems and outcomes of individuals 
that are poor and are living in poor neighborhoods while both de-emphasizing 
larger structural problems in society, such as disinvestment, uneven resource dis-
tribution, and racism, as well as disregarding the importance of community and 
social networks. For example, Lewis (1998), Wilson (1987), and others contend 
that poor people living in environments with high-poverty concentration develop 
a “culture of poverty,” and “ghetto-specific behaviors,” such as drug dealing and 
welfare dependency.14 These behaviors or “social pathologies” are said to prevent 
residents from successfully entering the American economy, and lead to a “cycle 
of poverty.” However, if resources were more evenly distributed, and all residents 
had equal educational and employment opportunities, regardless of where they 
reside, there would not be a need to participate in the underground economy or 
rely on public assistance.

This, however, is a difficult truth to face, confronting a collective respon-
sibility to share resources. It is not surprising then that viewing poverty as a 
primarily individual/behavioral problem is easier than a societal/structural one. 
Therefore, a lot of the literature has focused on adverse outcomes of living in 
concentrated poverty, and a host of studies over-emphasize negative statistics, 
while largely disregarding the effects of positive community/social networks. 
Many correlational studies, for example, have focused on adverse effects of living 
in high-poverty neighborhoods, i.e. dependency on public assistance and having a 
low sense of efficacy, as well as higher rates of teenage pregnancies, obesity and 
other health related problems, dropping out of school, and engaging in criminal 
behavior.15

Some research appropriately points to the effects of racism, a larger issue 
in U.S. society, in relation to poverty concentration. However, these arguments 
might focus too much on race as a property which is divisive rather than binding, 
and contributing to social isolation rather than contributing to social capital bol-
stering. For example, Massey and Denton (1998), Wilson (1987), O’Connor (2001), 
and others argue that poor minorities who live in high-poverty neighborhoods 
are too isolated from mainstream America, which often views them as “other” 
or foreign, bearing different or “un-American” values and ethics.16 This isolation 
and perceived difference, so the argument goes, may contribute to stereotyping, 
including, for example, the notions that poor people are poor because they are 
lazy, and that they are “draining the system.” This isolation, it is argued, has 
deepened the economic and racial divide in the country and contributed to sepa-
rate societies.17

I concur with scholars who argue that high-poverty neighborhoods are rela-
tively heterogeneous, and that it is difficult to prove neighborhood effects. As 
such, it is hard to prove that a particular negative culture is engendered by pov-
erty concentration. Jargowsky (1997), for example, refutes the simplistic notion 
that there are neighborhood characteristics that create a neighborhood “culture,” 
but rather that there are certain characteristics attributable to poor people or mi-
nority groups regardless of geographic location.18 He suggests that neighborhood 
effects (i.e. “social pathologies”) can’t be demonstrated by looking at people’s 
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behavior, and that further research (such as a longitudinal study that controls 
for selection bias) is necessary to prove that geographic location has an effect on 
residents’ behavior.

Jargowsky (1997) also rejects the notion that residents of high poverty neigh-
borhoods have a higher risk of becoming welfare-dependent given that these pay-
ments contribute little to the total income in these neighborhoods.19 In terms of 
educational effects, he claims that “youths in poor neighborhoods are almost as 
likely to be in school as those in mid-poverty neighborhoods.”20 This research 
aligns with my argument that general social and economic trends affect poor 
people the most, regardless of the neighborhoods they live in.

As such, I agree with scholars who assert that neighborhood effects are in-
deed difficult to prove, particularly given methodological problems.21 The con-
tention is that most of these studies lack causal links, and that the use of census 
tracts as proxies for neighborhoods is potentially inadequate. In terms of culture, 
a few recent approaches applied in urban poverty research, include the “bound-
ary work” approach (attending to the relationship among race, culture, urban 
poverty, etc.). Some argue that many recent studies in urban poverty are based 
on outmoded ideas of the 1960s and 1970s or that they are empirically weak or 
under-conceptualized, yet many also appear provocative and promising.22

Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley (2002) make a compelling argu-
ment that little existing research 
measures causes of key social pro-
cesses (i.e. collective efficacy and 
institutional capacity) or whether 
they are responsive to neighbor-
hood interventions.23 They argue 
that problems with studies that 
measure neighborhood effects 
include the definition of neigh-
borhood in terms of geographic 
boundaries, the dearth of longitu-
dinal studies of neighborhood temporal dynamics, and the individual selection 
bias of participants.

To reiterate, I believe that any studies of poverty concentration and/or neigh-
borhood effects must weigh in the effects of larger macroeconomic and socio-po-
litical forces. These forces include but are not limited to the uneven distribution 
of resources, particularly relating to educational and employment opportunities, 
a long history of urban disinvestment, and racial discrimination. The prominent 
solution to poverty concentration—de-concentration—as discussed in the follow-
ing section is a result of much research that emphasizes the negative statistics of 
disenfranchised areas while de-emphasizing the positive social and community 
capital inherent in poor urban neighborhoods.

Racism, classism, elitism, and 
discrimination are forces that 

have played a major role in 
urban decline, and the spatial 
con centration of low-income 

residents and minorities.
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poverty De-concentration

A prevalent approach in housing policy to de-concentrate the poor has been 
through housing vouchers such as the Section 8 program, housing mobility pro-
grams like the Gautreaux Assisted Housing Program, and urban revitalization 
towards income integration such as the Housing Opportunities for People Every-
where program (Hope VI). These strategies seek to provide low-income families 
with socio-economically and/or racially mixed environments. Examples of mobili-
ty programs are the Gautreaux program, the Yonkers scattered-site public housing 
initiative, and the Moving to Opportunity demonstration program (MTO). These 
programs have in common that they allow participating low-income residents (ex-
perimental group) to locate in racially and/or economically integrated neighbor-

hoods, which are expected to provide a 
more opportunity-rich environment than 
the concentrated poverty neighborhoods 
they lived in before.

While many researchers and policy-
makers subscribe to such de-concentration 
efforts, I am not completely convinced of 
the effectiveness of these strategies. I con-
cur with Jeff Crump and others who be-
lieve that moving the poor around might 

just be a “Band-aid” solution to larger societal inequalities and related problems. 
Crump (2002), for example, criticizes the popular notion that the spatial concen-
tration of poverty is the fundamental problem facing U.S. cities.24 He asserts that 
demolishing inner-city public housing projects and relocating its residents—de-
concentrating the poor—is a conceptually flawed solution that emphasizes the 
role of space while obscuring the social and political processes that drive poverty. 
He argues that this broader neo-liberal policy paradigm—de-concentrating the 
poor by restructuring public housing into mixed-income units—rests on stereo-
typical individual-level images of “undeserving” poor people.

Neo-liberals and conservatives, according to Crump (2002), subscribe to sim-
plistic spatial metaphors (poverty concentration) rather than complex socio-spa-
tial forces that give rise to poverty.25 He suggests that poverty de-concentration is 
a politically supported, attractive strategy to enhance the image of cities, to valo-
rize land, to combat “moral panic” among the public over crime and drugs, and to 
provide suburban employers with a pool of low-wage workers. Crump contends 
that important social and political processes such as institutional racism and 
the commodification of the urban landscape receive little attention in the policy 
literature and popular media compared to the emphasis on “social pathologies” 
of the poor.26

Mayer and Jencks (1989) are also critical of such de-concentration efforts. 
They have reviewed research on how much the life chances of children are affect-
ed by the socioeconomic and racial mix of their schools and neighborhoods.27 To 
frame their research, they scrutinize four popular schools of thought as to how 
neighborhoods affect behavior. First, disadvantaged neighborhoods are a disad-

Moving the poor around 
might just be a “band-
aid” solution to larger 
societal inequalities and 
related problems.
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vantage, and according to the “contagion” model, being raised in low socio-eco-
nomic status (SES) neighborhoods has a negative impact on children’s behavior.28 
Second, advantaged neighbors are a disadvantage, and according to the “relative 
deprivation” model, high SES neighbors have negative impacts on the self-esteem 
and behavior of low SES children. Third, disadvantaged neighbors are irrelevant, 
and strong individualists believe that one’s own circumstances and long-term 
interests determine one’s behavior, regardless of environment. Fourth, neighbors 
do not matter but neighborhoods do, whereby neighborhood institutions and re-
sources impact individual outcomes.

Most studies that measure the effect of neighborhoods, according to Mayer 
and Jencks’(1999) review, are subject to bias—for example failing to control for 
exogenous bias—and measures of neighborhood composition used by such stud-
ies are often ambiguous.29 They further contend that many studies on desegrega-
tion—for example studies measuring desegregation’s effect on cognitive skills, 
crime, and so on—have often inconsistent findings, showing varying, sometimes 
minimal effects. These inconsistencies make it difficult to ascertain the extent to 
which SES and racial composition affect life chances of children.

It is also unclear whether residential mobility programs to facilitate posi-
tive neighborhood effects such as the Gautreaux program engender net social 
benefits for all residents. Galster (2002), for example, points out that evaluations 
of this program fail to investigate possible external effects upon neighbors in 
both receiving and original neighborhoods.30 Results from logistic regression in-
dicate that income and behavioral problems are related to neighborhood poverty 
rates. His analysis of the limited empirical evidence implies that net social ben-
efits will be larger if neighborhoods with greater than 15 percent poverty rates 
are replaced by neighborhoods having less than 15 percent poverty rates, while 
net social benefits will be smaller if neighborhoods with 40 percent poverty rates 
are replaced with neighborhoods having between 15-40 percent poverty rates. He 
correctly asserts that, “unless very low-poverty neighborhoods can be opened up 
for occupation by the poor, de-concentration efforts should halt, because merely 
transferring the poor from high- to moderate-poverty neighborhoods is likely to 
be socially inefficient”.31

If, however, residential mobility is a solution to poverty concentration the 
general assumption is that lower poverty is better than higher poverty. However, 
little knowledge exists about neighborhoods with poverty rates in the range of 
10 to 30 percent. Khadduri (2001), for example, argues that the breakdown of 
income within a housing unit for successful mixed-income housing is also am-
biguous, and it is unknown what fractions of poor families with children make 
sense within housing developments.32 So perhaps the effectiveness of residential 
mobility is a matter of scope, whereby helping a few select individuals is at the 
forefront, rather than improving society at large. To this effect, Galster and Zobel 
(1998) suggest that housing dispersal programs are limited in curing aggregate 
social problems, which is amplified by the lack of data on impacts on neighbors 
in origin or destination neighborhoods.33
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But, even if the scope of residential mobility is limited to helping a few indi-
viduals, the issue of poverty re-concentration in suburbs remains. Another con-
sideration, confirmed by Hartung and Henig’s (1997) research suggests that the 
increasing accessibility of suburbs to minorities and poor has not led to racial or 
economic integration in suburbs.34 They predict that as long as individual subur-
ban jurisdictions are gatekeepers of affordable housing, without deliberate and 
proactive support from public authorities the re-concentration of low income 
residents in low income neighborhoods will likely continue.

In terms of housing policy, the evidence of the residential mobility programs 
has been mixed. For instance, the Gautreaux Program indicates that open housing 
opportunities worked well for those residents who decided to move to the sub-
urbs.35 Their move into racially integrated communities and exposure to less seg-
regated neighborhoods over a period of seven to ten years resulted in improved 
educational performance.36 These findings support the argument that there is a 
“geography of opportunity,” and that where individuals live does indeed affect 
their opportunities and life outcomes.37

On the other hand, the Yonkers scattered-site public housing initiative, 
has shown little evidence that movers had significant interaction with their new 
neighbors, gained access to social capital, or experienced socioeconomic bene-
fits.38 This is most likely due to the proximity within which movers and stayers 
are located. Most movers continued to attend the same schools and churches as 
their counterparts, suggesting that a lack of geographic distance between groups 
factors into the results of this study.39

Another housing policy to de-concentrate the poor, the Hope VI program, 
is believed to have been successful in replacing the worst housing projects with 
new, mixed-income, mixed-use communities, and fostering a sense of commu-
nity/place that is conducive to the development of social capital.40 On the other 
hand, some scholars doubt that HOPE VI has been successful in creating positive 
change over time.41 Nor is it certain that lower-income families experience true 
benefits from residing in mixed-income communities in the long run.42 In addi-
tion, it is not clear that the HOPE VI benefits of revitalizing select communities 
trickle down to surrounding neighborhoods.43

Finally, many scholars believe that the MTO demonstration is the most prom-
ising study that measures neighborhoods effects, and the effectiveness of poverty 
de-concentration with regard to individual-level outcomes.44 A prevalent reason 
for this belief is the uniqueness of its research design (i.e. large-scale implementa-
tion, genuine random assignment). Although results of an interim impacts evalu-
ation have been mixed, the MTO data promise an exciting opportunity for further 
analyses, and profound scholarly contributions to the housing mobility/neigh-
borhood effects literature.45

The debate on poverty (de) concentration and the critiques offered on hous-
ing mobility and neighborhood effects as discussed in this literature review in-
dicate that more research is needed to determine factors that make policies tar-
geted at breaking up concentrated poverty successful and unsuccessful. This will 
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lead to new insights into social policies that can help poor people gain new op-
portunities while building on existing human capital.
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The notion that Provision of charitable or government aid and expertise from 
the developed world can solve the problems of the global poor is no longer 
taken for granted, as 50 years of top-down development have failed to close 

the gap between the rich and the extremely poor.1  India, for example, is now con-
sidered by many to be an “emerging economy” with a huge and growing middle 
class, but 35 percent of the population still lives below the national poverty line, 
which is around USD1 per day, and 80 percent live on less than USD2 per day.2 
Closing these gaps is likely to require not only philanthropic and governmental 
intervention, but also the development of markets that can reach underserved 
segments with affordable goods and services. 

The emergence of social entrepreneurship as a recognized and respected 
profession has emphasized the importance of leadership and innovation, but has 
not always addressed the need for financial sustainability. On the other hand, a 
growing interest in business models that serve the Base of the Pyramid (BoP) or 
those who earn less than USD4 per day indicates increased interest by the private 
sector in business models that are viable and reach the poor.3  However, efforts 
to achieve both social and financial objectives have often failed, in some cases 
because traditional products or business models are only slightly modified and 
not redesigned to address the needs of completely distinct markets. As an ex-
ample, the introduction of sachets to sell products like shampoo and detergent 
have certainly penetrated BoP markets, but it is not clear how these products are 
impacting the lives of the poor.4 
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This paper focuses on social entrepreneurs that seek to balance these social 
and financial objectives. To ensure the delivery of critical products and services 
to the poor at the required scale and on a sustainable basis, these entrepreneurs 
are reducing their reliance on grants and subsidies and instead seeking out fi-
nancial viability and access to capital markets.  The case of Jamii Bora in Kenya 
is provided as an example of an approach to addressing poverty and environ-
mental challenges using market mechanisms and design innovations.  This case 
examines the affordable housing sector, where families that have been left out of 
the formal housing market are looking to build a community that is sustainable 
financially and environmentally. It also presents the potential conflict between 
supporting development and preserving the environment.  

By highlighting this success story, we seek to demonstrate the potential for 
similar models to succeed on social and financial terms, and reduce the percep-
tion of risk that is often associated with innovation. 

As market forces alone are insufficient to address critical development chal-
lenges and deliver value to the BoP, entrepreneurs are forced to develop innova-
tive business models that build on social capital. Their innovations are not ex-
clusively of a technological nature, but also include innovations within the realm 
of product and service delivery models. In Acumen’s experience, some of the 
challenges involved in reaching markets that have been previously overlooked 
include: a lack of distribution channels, a lack of communication channels, and 
lack of basic infrastructure that could support the introduction of new products 
or services. Infrastructure such as roads, running water, electricity, phone lines, 
and other communications tools cannot be taken for granted. The entrepreneurs 
that can successfully address these challenges will look not only at social and 
financial parameters, but also at innovative design solutions that can function 
within a BoP context. 

Each entrepreneur that takes on the challenges involved in this sector has 
taken on a great degree of risk, and has explicitly or implicitly, volunteered to 
become a role model for entrepreneurs that will follow. For this reason, we also 
highlight the importance of leadership in the form of moral imagination, integ-
rity, courage and humility. Though leadership may be more innate than taught, 
the presence of real-world examples and role models clearly pave the way for a 
new kind of leader to emerge. This is an opportunity to showcase examples of a 
new kind of leadership, which combines pragmatic skills with a commitment to 
bring about dramatic change, despite significant risks. By focusing on examples 
of enterprises that achieve this delicate balance, we begin to see models and in-
sights that can be applied more broadly. 

case stuDy: Jamii bora 
extenDing Financial services to bring sustainable housing 

within reach in kenya

This case study shares the history of an organization that brought financial prod-
ucts and a spirit of entrepreneurship to communities profoundly marginalized 
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by poverty in the slums of Nairobi, Kenya. Now expanding its scope to affordable 
and sustainable housing, Jamii Bora exhibits the potential to successfully balance 
social, financial, and environmental goals.

aBout JaMii Bora

Jamii Bora—which means “good families” in Swahili—is one of Kenya’s fast-
est growing microfinance institutions (MFI).  Its mission is to assist members to 
get out of poverty and build a better life for their families through self-empower-
ment.  To Jamii Bora members, this translates into the ability to borrow money to 
develop enterprises that can sustain families and communities. Headquartered in 
Nairobi, Jamii Bora serves both the urban and rural poor throughout the country, 
with concentrated operations in the slums of Nairobi: Kibera (the largest slum in 
sub-Saharan Africa), Mathare, and Soweto.5  

Founded in 1999 by Ingrid Munro, Jamii Bora has expanded rapidly over the 
past seven years, having grown from 50 informal participants to over 130,000 
members in seven years. Jamii Bora opened its first three branches in 2000, and 
now has 61 branches located primarily in urban areas with a distribution system 
that reaches 140 communities in the outlying and rural areas.  Jamii Bora has a 
staff of more than 200, of which approximately 70 are finance specialists.  As of 
June 30, 2006, the Trust had USD 9.0 million in assets, of which USD 5.0 million 
are net loans under management. By December 2005, Jamii Bora had provided 
more than 144,700 loans, totaling more than USD 17.0 million. Its portfolio at risk 
is 1.27 percent and its loss recovery rate nearly 100 percent. 

Jamii Bora is now planning to build Kaputiei, a completely new town with 
2,000 homes that will be inhabited by its members, many of whom are from 
the largest and poorest slums in Nairobi.  In this innovative low-income housing 
development scheme, Jamii Bora plays the role of both developer and mortgage 
provider. This is a new role for Jamii Bora, which has traditionally focused on 
micro-finance. Other program offerings include education, health (life and health 
insurance), counseling, and a program for orphans as well as street children. 

a new Kind of Leader:  ingrid Munro

One of the forces behind Jamii Bora’s rapid rise is its founder, Ingrid Munro. 
Through a combination of spiritual will and practical action, she has helped Jamii 
Bora grow from 50 beggars to over 130,000 members in less than seven years.  
Affectionately dubbed “Mama Ingrid” by her inner circle, Ingrid is a charismatic 
and inspirational leader and a personal mentor to those in need. However, un-
derneath the “Mama Ingrid” embrace is a hands-on, detailed-oriented pragmatist 
with a track record of stoic discipline, resourcefulness and practical action.  From 
actively engaging in Jamii Bora’s daily operations and overseeing every step in the 
construction of Kaputiei, to maintaining a rigorous and strict membership policy 
based on loan repayments, Ingrid ensures that Jamii Bora is in order.

Yet beyond the persona, it is perhaps the philosophy that has been mani-
fested in Jamii Bora that provides the foundation of the organization. Simple, 
and yet universally compelling, her message is that nobody is too poor to take 
themselves out of poverty. From the very beginning, Ingrid counseled her impov-
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erished friends to have confidence in their own abilities and not be dependent 
on others. With a simple micro loan, the members of these communities—many 
of whom had traditionally resorted to begging, prostitution, and stealing to sup-
port themselves—were able to carve out new livelihoods by creating their own 
businesses.  As they became successful and gained greater confidence, they in 
turn became leaders and mentors within the slums of Nairobi. They inspired new 
members to join Jamii Bora and follow suit.

BuiLding a CoMMunity through entrepreneurship

One by one, Jamii Bora has helped to change minds deep within the slums of 
Nairobi and beyond—effectively transforming a mindset of desperation into a new 
generation of entrepreneurs through its “can do” attitude.  Aside from its positive 
messaging, the basic tool that Jamii Bora uses to change minds is its micro loan 
products. Backed by a group guarantee, micro loans are issued to members based 
on the amount they have saved and are to be repaid within approximately one 
year. This plan requires learning how to save money as a first step. Learning to 
save is a difficult exercise for those who make less than USD1 per day, but Ingrid 
instituted a strict, yet simple, system of incentives where saving a certain amount 
of money would earn a member access to twice the amount in the form of a loan. 
The next step towards entrepreneurship is learning how to manage a loan and use 
it towards creating a business.  If a member can demonstrate successful repay-
ment, he or she can then qualify for a larger loan depending on the level of sav-
ings.  However, members who do not pay back their loans can be penalized and 
ultimately requested to leave the organization. Not only does this system instill 
a new sense of discipline with money management but it also provides members 
with a lifeline out of poverty.  Over time, many of its members have completely 
transformed their lives and have become successful business people, running 
activities ranging from beauty salons, clothing design and grocery stores to con-
struction and real estate.

Kaputiei town deveLopMent

Taking this spirit of entrepreneurship to scale, Jamii Bora has decided to 
build an entirely new town for their own members through private financing. 
Jamii Bora is launching a major private-sector led housing program to move com-
munities out of slums and into safe and affordable homes in Kaputiei Town, a 
293-acre site located approximately 60 km south of the center of Nairobi.  A pio-
neering urban planning project in Africa, the Kaputiei model is the first known 
instance in which a sizeable town has been pre-planned in its entirety within 
Kenya.  Approximately 60 percent of Nairobi’s population—roughly 1.9 million 
people—live in slums.6  Affordable housing solutions have been difficult to imple-
ment due to the high cost of land and construction, lack of finance products for 
the poor and lack of a strong legal and policy framework. 

Using the principles of holistic sustainable development, the Kaputiei proj-
ect will consist of 2,000 homes that will be affordable for the BoP and be built 
with “green” materials. The town center will be “eco-friendly” with commercial, 
cultural and social facilities including shops, administrative offices, a health cen-
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ter, banking facilities, and training centers. Once completed, the Jamii Bora phi-
losophy and example of low-cost self-help housing is expected to serve as an 
inspiration and a role model for the rest of Africa.

Kaputiei will be a town comprised of entrepreneurs.  By default, prospective 
households are proven business people. All those who wish to secure a home in 
Kaputiei need to meet the following criteria: 

Be a member of Jamii Bora; �

Register for a home; �

Have at least 10 percent of the potential cost of the homes in savings; and �

Indicate a perfect repayment record of at least three business loans. �

These criteria are intended to help make the town the foundation of an economi-
cally viable community. Even though the new town is located one hour’s drive 
away from Nairobi’s city center, most prospective homeowners have existing 
businesses and sufficient entrepreneurial savvy to build an internal market, ex-
pand to neighboring communities and continue to serve their existing clients in 
Nairobi. In addition, as the new town will be built by members, the project will 
provide marketable skills that can help community members find work elsewhere 
in the surrounding community, such as construction and plumbing. To further 
strengthen its capital base, Jamii Bora is also considering the establishment of a 
milk plant in Kaputiei that will help the local community to preserve and sell their 
milk to the town and to the greater metropolitan area of Nairobi. 

The development of this town has faced challenges due to local environmen-
tal NGOs that are holding up this development because they fear that it interrupts 
wildlife migration patterns in a neighboring wildlife corridor.  They have brought 
a case against Jamii Bora that is currently underway. Since the migratory path-
ways are in fact several kilometers away from the site selected for the town, these 
groups could also represent communities that are resistant to the idea of a new 
community consisting entirely of extremely poor people that are former residents 
of some of the most dangerous slums in Kenya.  The creation of Kaputiei town 
represents a pioneering effort to provide marginalized communities with for-
mal housing and economic opportunity, but is also confronting existing tensions 
about sharing space and land to support economic development.  

design for priCe and effiCienCy

To truly serve the poor it is important to tailor solutions to their respective 
needs and behaviors.  Since market-based solutions for the BoP are rare, it is im-
portant that the voices of the poor be incorporated into the design and that there 
be constant innovation and testing. For example, when Jamii Bora designed its 
basic micro loan product, it found that when the size of the loan increased from 
two to three times the amount of a member’s savings, the program failed as the 
debt burden placed too great a strain on the user.

With the Kaputiei project, Jamii Bora incorporated the perspectives of the 
poor at all levels of the town design, from conceptual planning to construction 
processes to pricing and mortgage financing.  In all cases, Jamii Bora borrowed 



88

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

sPring 2008Poverty & social enterPrise

from and experimented with established practices while organically tailoring so-
lutions to the needs of the poor.  

Kaputiei Town:  Social and Economic Sustainability

In planning Kaputiei town, Jamii Bora dedicated significant time to consult-
ing potential Kaputiei residents on the design of housing, community and com-
mercial resources and desired infrastructure.  On the one hand, the design of 
the town plan reflected the community values of the member households, such 
as providing schools and playgrounds for children. Homes would have two bed-
rooms on 50 square meters of land. On the other hand, it was important to bal-
ance the economic sustainability of the town. Therefore, a certain amount of land 
was reserved for retail activities.  Also, to help keep the maintenance costs of the 
town low, Jamii Bora is seeking to lower its overall energy usage by using “green” 
technology.  For instance, it has incorporated a hybrid wetlands / wastewater sys-
tem into the town plan to help recycle water in an energy-efficient manner.

Affordable Housing: Pricing and Construction Methods

At approximately USD 3,500, the purchase price of each home is designed to 
be affordable to its members.7 This price will account for the cost of constructing 
the home as well as parts of the infrastructure and a modest markup.  Part of the 
reason Jamii Bora is able to offer this low price is because of its efforts to balance 
the overall retail and residential mix of the community and to use local materials 
and labor for housing construction.

With respect to labor, Jamii Bora is keeping construction costs low by using 
member labor rather than conventional contractors. To address the low-skill level 
of its members, Jamii Bora developed processes to mass-manufacture building 
parts involving simple low-technology techniques that a small team could suc-
cessfully carry out.  For example, Kaputiei has a temporary on-site factory for the 
manufacture of hollow cement blocks and concrete roof tiles. The processes are 
simple to follow with clear instructions.  Machines are small and low-tech and can 
often be handled by one to two people.  Supervisors oversee production to ensure 
a smooth workflow. The units are subjected to rigorous quality control tests to 
ensure that they meet the required standards.  Laborers are paid per unit pro-
duced, which has created an incentive to maximize productivity. To date, building 
materials for over half of the 2,000 homes have been produced on-site.

Affordable Mortgages

Jamii Bora’s other innovation is the design of affordable mortgages for its 
member households. The key challenges Jamii Bora faced in designing a mortgage 
product were to create a loan repayment schedule that is reasonable for the bor-
rower and to find long-term sources of self-financing, so that it can offer long-
term mortgages.

Jamii Bora relied on feedback from its members to design affordable mort-
gages. To qualify for the mortgage, families must be members and have set aside 
a certain amount in escrow.  To ensure that this will be an attractive product, 
Jamii Bora aims to structure the monthly mortgage payment to be comparable 
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to the typical rent in slums by current members. Rent for a permanent single 
room in “planned estates” (slum housing upgraded by the Government of Kenya 
in 1970s and 1980s) typically located in peri-urban areas ranges from USD 30 
to USD 60 per month; rent for a single room in urban slums such as Kibera are 
comparable.  

The other challenge Jamii Bora faces with offering affordable mortgages is 
the need to offer long-term mortgages—on the order of 15 years—which would 
require Jamii Bora to also obtain sources for long-term self-financing.  Although 
this endeavor is still underway and the financing structure is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, the fact that Jamii Bora holds title to Kaputiei will enable it to secure 
some of the long-term debt necessary to back its affordable mortgage program.

The work of Jamii Borato extend housing to extremely low-income communi-
ties is a breakthrough in a region where 71 percent of urban populations live in 
slums,8 and the total number of slum dwellers in Africa is expected to reach 332 
million by 2015.9 Through its commitment to engaging slum dwellers as custom-
ers and potential home-owners, Jamii Bora is demonstrating a path forward. It 
is also critical to note that when communities have a say in the design of their 
communities, they make choices that incorporate sustainability as well as afford-
ability.

conclusion

The case of Jamii Bora demonstrates a viable, scalable and sustainable model for 
social change and shows that these seemingly divergent goals can be met simul-
taneously. It demonstrate four distinct drivers that, when combined, can deliver 
scalable models for social change. These four drivers are:

Social impact, which takes into account the needs and preferences of the  �
poor;

Financial viability, which allows for growth and releases high-potential  �
organizations from a reliance on grants and subsidies;

Design innovation, which can leapfrog existing approaches and achieve  �
greater scale, as well as resource efficiency; and

Leadership that can balance those issues and break down traditional  �
boundaries between social and financial imperatives.

The potential success stories that could come out of this model will require 
a tolerance for risk, as well as the development of skills that draw from a cross-
section of disciplines. A better understanding of these four components of a sus-
tainable and scalable social innovation on the part of social entrepreneurs and 
investors will help drive the emergence of more models like these. It will also, 
ultimately, lead to the inclusion of the poor in markets and systems that currently 
exclude them, thus closing the gap in access to basic goods and services.
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For the Past several years suDex (Sustainable Development Extension Services, 
www.sudex.org) has been working with communities in developing coun-
tries to assess the resources, or lack thereof, that are available to them, and 

to develop strategies that allow them to overcome the obstacles that prevent 
fulfillment of their basic needs. Sudex, which is modeled after the Agriculture 
Extension Services of the U.S.,1 provides communities with a systematic, self-de-
terministic approach to sustainable development, that is based on appropriate, 
feasible, applicable and practical solutions.2

Sudex supports communities in developing a practical roadmap for obtain-
ing resources and implementing solutions, without passively waiting for help 
solutions to be dictated to them by third parties. Communities are supported 
by “extensionalists,” professional and student advisors who help the communi-
ty identify problems, decide what solutions are most feasible, and what actions 
need to be taken.  Since its founding, Sudex has worked closely with student and 
professional chapters of Engineers Without Borders in an extensionalist role in 
communities in Africa and Southeast Asia.  Case studies from these projects are 
included to highlight the successes Sudex has had, as well as the challenges it has 
faced.  

Sudex works with Engineers Without Borders student chapters at Columbia 
University (http://www.cuewb.org) in Ghana and California Polytechnic Univer-
sity (http://www.ewb.calpoly.edu) in Thailand.  In addition, it serves as a mentor 
to the EWB New York City professional chapter project in Siem Reap, Cambodia 
(http://ewbnycambodia.blogspot.com).  Through this experience, Sudex has de-
veloped the concept of the Sudex Plan, which includes assessment, problem defi-
nition, solution identification, implementation, performance evaluation, follow-
up, improvement, and transfer of lessons learned.  

steve forbes & charles D. turner

strategic sustainable 
Development extension plan 

to alleviate poverty
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The Sudex Plan provides a short and long term course of action for com-
munities to meet their self-identified priorities by integrating social, business, 
scientific, and engineering practices to improve their standard of living without 
compromising quality of life as defined by the community. 

The plan attempts to serve as a road map out of extreme poverty and to en-
sure there is no way to return to the point of origin.3  The objective is to empower 
the community to act for itself by charting a course that is relatively simple to 
navigate.4  The extensionalist provides suggestions, information and ideas, but 
not mandates and conditions.  Once empowered, the community becomes its own 
extensionalist and is able to serve its neighbors in that capacity. 

The Sudex method is based on the plan, do, study, act  (PDSA) cycle of total 
quality management, which has been supplemented with a fourth “check” phase 
to incorporate performance measurements.  The plan is also based on the Agri-
cultural Extension Service model, which integrates engineering and scientific in-
vestigative techniques, community planning, and business management decision 
and system analysis methods.5 It provides a course of action for a community 
to meet its needs by applying qualitative weighted scorecards, expected value 
analysis, gap analysis, performance measurement practices and feedback loops 
to track progress and identify problems. The objective of the Sudex Plan is to 
develop a prototype model based on good science, appropriate engineering, and 
sound management with which the communities can reach appropriate decisions 
to meet their self-identified goals.6 

Implementation of the Sudex Plan is highly dependent on indigenous inge-
nuity and wisdom, augmented by extension services, which provide information 
and guidance so the community can determine how and where to best apply avail-
able resources.7  Neither the model nor the extensionalist attempts to define qual-
ity of life or social responsibilities.  The model incorporates concepts from the 
environmental, business, architectural and development fields, including design-
ing with nature,8 multiple objective decision-making,9 and scorecards evaluating 
performance standards and other metrics.10 

The general strategy is to conduct an initial investigation to define problems, 
assess causes, identify potential solutions, and set priorities. A feasibility study 
is performed to determine which priorities can be realistically addressed with 
the available resources and potential sources of funding. A plan of action and 
schedule is then prepared to implement the solutions to best meet the objectives. 
Subsequent progress toward meeting the objectives is monitored. The process is 
a feedback loop based on continuous investigation, assessment, action, perfor-
mance measurements, and revision.  As priorities are met, new ones are estab-
lished, and maintenance and improvement procedures are implemented. 

The following is a general outline of the scope of work to complete the Sudex 
Plan:

A Community Development Committee representative of all social stra-1. 
ta and stakeholders is organized, and the extensionalist learns the so-
cio-economic, political, and demographic structure of the community, 
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and to appreciate and respect the culture.  Mutual trust and respect are 
nurtured. 

Extensionalist conducts an objective comprehensive investigation (e.g. 2. 
water resources, health practices, diet and food sources, economic and 
education access, taking into consideration infrastructure, institutional, 
cultural and political factors) to define the problems, identify the cause 
and effects, and determine potential ways and means to overcome ob-
stacles weighing advantages and disadvantages of implementing vari-
ous alternatives.

Findings are presented to the committee. Committee weighs and scores 3. 
priorities based on importance relative to culture, feasibility and time 
line for applying solutions to meet needs. Conflicts are resolved by com-
munity leaders and elders, a list of priorities is agreed upon, reviewed 
with regional administrative officials and government, and revised ac-
cordingly. 

Extensionalist prepares plan of action (Sudex Plan) to obtain resources 4. 
to fulfill priorities and a schedule to implement priorities as resources 
become available.  

Committee implements plan providing management, manpower and 5. 
leadership.  

Continuous milestone progress tracking and improvement revisions. 6. 
Extensionalist provides oversight, guidance, and technical support and 
measures progress toward meeting objectives, problems encountered 
and potential improvements to the plan.

The plan is revised and improved on the basis of performance and prog-7. 
ress (see 6) with community concurrence.  

Community becomes self-sufficient with reliable sustainable capabili-8. 
ties to meet basic needs and take advantage of opportunities. 

Community shares knowledge gained with neighboring communities, 9. 
mentoring them using their committee as the supporting extensional-
ist.  

case stuDies

The plan continues to be researched in the field, and has been implemented 
through the initial phases of setting up communal committees to identify com-
munity development priorities. So far an alliance has been established with the 
EWB Chapters mentioned above, local NGO’s including Faith International in Thai-
land, Human Translation in Balang, Cambodia, and The Lake Clinic (pending) at 
Tonle Sap Lake, Cambodia.  Three Sustainable Development Committees have 
been established to date through Sudex, two in Obodan and Sakyikrom, Ghana, 
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and one in Mae Nam Khun, Thailand.  Sudex has also provided extensionalist ser-
vices to Human Translation and The Lake Clinic in Cambodia. 

oBodan 
Obodan is a small rural farming community with a population of about 1,500 

people.  It is located approximately 45 miles from Accra, the capitol of Ghana.  
Pineapple, the village’s primary crop, is produced at both large commercial and 
small individual farms that are the main source of employment.  However, the 
unemployment rate is high, and in recent years the global pineapple market has 
been dominated by a new hybrid species developed in Costa Rica.   

Obodan is located at the crossroads of major secondary roads between Acrra 
and the large commercial centers of Abruri and Nsawam.  Obodan’s Sustainable 
Development Committee is comprised of representatives from all levels of the 
village social strata, including community leaders, women, youth, farmers, elders, 
and school and church officials.  Their list of priorities includes a police station, 
health clinic, post office, community center, playground, and employment op-
portunities.  Once constructed, these facilities will establish Obodan as a regional 
center providing business opportunities and government services for travelers to 
larger commercial centers. 

The next step, with the help of a Sudex extensionalist, was to create a strate-
gic development plan focusing on how to accomplish the identified priorities, as 
well as basic infrastructure such as a water distribution system, erosion control, 
and sanitation facilities. In the plan, organizations that may be willing to offer re-
source assistance (funding, equipment, information) are identified, and preparing 
and submitting proposals is incorporated into the strategy. EWB-Columbia has 
already responded to Obodan’s proposal and is considering taking on the police 
station and/or playground with merry-go-round pump.  Economic development 
projects are being considered by entrepreneurs. Projects under consideration in-
clude agricultural ventures, such as pineapple farming, snail forming, palm oil 
production, chicken farming and commercial ventures such as internet provision, 
entertainment centers, and telephone access.  

 
saKyiKroM

The village of Sakyikrom is approximately 15 miles from Obodan, in the 
outskirts of the business center of Nsawam. It is located on the planned route of 
a new major highway from Accra to Kumasi, the two largest cities in Ghana. Once 
completed, the new highway will by pass Nsawam and the economic base will 
shift from Nsawam to Sakyikrom. Sakyikrom is ill prepared to handle the antici-
pated “boom town” growth.  Already, speculators are buying up properties within 
the community, and it has been difficult for the village chief and elder caucus to 
delegate work assignments to others. While they have set up a Sustainable Devel-
opment Committee, it is made up of themselves. SDC priorities to date have two 
focal points; the first is to meet immediate sanitation needs, and the other is to 
develop a large new central market area. 

Recently, the local school principle has taken an active leadership role and 
has been instrumental in setting up subcommittees to develop a strategy to meet 
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the community’s needs and prepare a more substantive community development 
“master” plan, that takes into consideration the significant projected growth for 
the village within the next 10 years.  Affiliations have been established with two 
universities in Ghana, the Ghana Telecom University College (GTUC) in Accra and 
the Kwame Nkrumah University of Technology (KNUST) in Kumasi. In addition, 
the Chiang Mai University in Thailand has expressed an interest in providing stu-
dent support.  Each affiliation offers logistical advantages for the villages and 
provides a unifying, synergistic strength to the proposal.   

Mae naM Khun  
Mae Nam Khun is remotely located in the “hill country” of the famous hill 

tribes of Thailand, located in the northern region between Chiang Mae and Chiang 
Rai.   The village is made up of about 3,000 people from four different tribes: 
the Ahka, Lahu, Ahkeau, and Chinese.  Each has different needs but all are very 
receptive to the idea of forming a committee comprised of representatives from 
each tribe and social strata.  Their remoteness makes it difficult to get to the main 
markets, so their main priority is to build a serviceable road over very difficult 
terrain.  Recognizing the enormity of the road project, the committee suggested 
that more direct health problems be the focal point, and that clean water was the 
first objective.   CalPoly is now working on completing a water treatment system 
for their school and planning workshops to transfer the treatment technology to 
the community that will provide entrepreneurial opportunities for installation, 
maintenance, and suppliers.  The committee is seeking to identify an extensional-
ist from the village who can be trained to act as local coordinator. There is a lot 
support and proactive leadership from the village that can be difficult to hold 
in check to avoid the disappointment of unfulfilled expectations, since it is dif-
ficult to regain momentum after perceived failure.  The Joni Morse of the Faith 
International, the lead hosting NGO, is involved in many in development projects 
throughout north Thailand and is planning to apply the Sudex model in the many 
villages he is working with. 

BaLang  
The commune of Balang is located in the vicinity of the World Heritage Site 

of Angkor Wat in the Siem Reap province of Cambodia.  Cambodia is making great 
strides in improving its economic conditions, but it has a poorly defined and 
rather chaotic strategy, which could portent significant infrastructure problems 
in the future. Almost all development in the rural areas is initiated by a myriad of 
NGOs, and the communal hierarchy is relatively complex, with various degrees of 
corruption permeating through the post-Khmer Rouge system.

Creating self-reliant committees in Balang has been a difficult process and 
seeking leaders that work well together on behalf of the commune has been a chal-
lenge.  However, a local Buddhist NGO, Human Resource and Natural Development 
(HRND), helped determine that restoring a large irrigation dam system believed to 
date back to the Angkor Wat era, circa 1100 AD, would benefit all villages within 
the commune.  HRND enlisted the help of the American NGO Human Translation 
(HT), which has subsequently taken the project lead and submitted a proposal to 
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EWB-USA  seeking engineering support. EWB-NYC elected to undertake the dam 
restoration and provide construction oversight. Once completed, the system will 
provide a second crop for nearly 3,500 people and provide economic benefit for 
the community at large. In addition, the reservoir will provide both protein and 
financial benefit through fishing.  HT is responsible for the funding and “translat-
ing the need for the dam into action,” as well as community capacity building by 
incorporating the concept of the Sudex Plan into their process and identifying the 
people within the communities to act as extensionalists. 

tonLe sap LaKe CLiniC

The Tonle Sap Lake Clinic (TLC) project is in the initial stages of implementa-
tion. Its objective is to bring shipboard healthcare facilities to the people living 
on or near the Tonle Sap Lake in the Siem Reap Province in Cambodia. Tonle Sap 
Lake, which is the largest fresh water lake in Southeast Asia, is an impressive 
hydrodynamic ecosystem. It covers an area of 16,000 km2 at depth of up to 9 
meters in the high season, when the Mekong River back flows into the lake.  It has 
been identified as a UNESCO biodiversity reserve because of it vast variety of bird 
communities, mammals, reptiles, and fish species including a rare and protected 
giant catfish that weighs over 600 pounds.  As a result of its two directional 
transboundary flows it is one of the most productive inland fisheries in the world, 
supporting over 3 million people and providing over 80 percent of Cambodia’s 
annual inland fish catch and 60 percent of Cambodians’ protein intake. 

There is relatively little information about the lake’s environmental com-
plexity and vulnerability. There is even less information about the estimated 1.1 
million ethnically diverse populations of Khmers, Cham, and Vietnamese who live 
along its transitional eco-zone, including those living in 60 “floating villages” on 
the lake itself.  The villagers reportedly live on an average daily income of $0.40, 
isolated from the high rate of development occurring around them, and many liv-
ing a full day away from any medical care.

Jon Morgan, a public health specialist, hopes to change this.  Mr. Morgan has 
been the Executive Director of the renowned Angkor Hospital for Children in Siem 
Reap since its founding, and continues to be instrumental in its success.  He now 
plans to transfer that success to the Lake Clinic. The Lake Clinic ship will be dedi-
cated to bringing basic health services, disease surveillance, and proper medical 
assessment to the severely isolated and under-served Tonle Sap region of Cam-
bodia. In addition The Lake Clinic will provide a Women’s Center offering family 
health education and counseling for Khmer women suffering in the aftermath of 
the Khmer Rouge.  The objective is to improve the infant and child mortality and 
morbidity rates, increase the availability of health care and information, empower 
women, and generally improve the health of all the communities, thereby increas-
ing individual productivity and reducing poverty levels.  

Cambodia is experiencing an immense amount of economic growth and de-
velopment. While there are strategic development plans on record for the Tonle 
Sap area, their implementation is difficult to discern.  It is imperative that these 
plans be proactively implemented and monitored; otherwise, significant social, 
environmental and health problems will be inevitable.  It is reasonable to an-
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ticipate that development will ultimately diffuse into the Tonle Sap Lake, and 
unless the reported development plans adequately address the environmental 
issues coupled with the welfare of the indigenous people living on the lake and 
in the surrounding area, it is also reasonable to expect that the sensitive natural 
ecosystems within the Tonle Sap region will be grossly impacted, and the liveli-
hood of the people in the area will be compromised. The challenges facing TLC 
will become even more challenging.    

Environmental systems are extremely difficult to protect and restore once 
the system is disrupted. The time to implement a preventive plan is before any 
damage is done.  Sudex hopes to contribute by assisting with the development 
of a regional Sudex Plan, which utlilizes local plans already in place, and ensures 
that the indigenous people have basic essential needs and opportunities to im-
prove their standard of living.  When successful, it will serve as a model for Cam-
bodia to build on successes at the regional level.

the vision 

The lessons learned will provide invaluable experience, which communities 
can use to tailor the Sudex Plan to various cultures and circumstances in devel-
oping and developed countries by self determining viable and feasible programs 
and opportunities to the welfare of the community on a continuous and long term 
basis.  It is hoped that the ultimate Sudex Plan, after the lessons learned through 
pilot programs have been incorporated into it, will become a model that commu-
nities all over the world will be able to use as a road map out of, or to avoid, pov-
erty. In addition, the UN, multilateral development organizations and banks, and 
private NGOs will be able to use the Sudex model to determine, with community 
guidance, where and how they can most effectively use their resources and avoid 
a fragmented approach to development.
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“A good navy is not a provocation to war. It is the surest guaranty 
of peace.”

—Theodore Roosevelt

There are two current central areas of interest for the United States in Asia 
—maritime commerce and energy security.  Each involves the national se-
curity of the United States and highlights the demand for cooperative en-

gagement in the region.  The challenge now facing the U.S. national security com-
munity and many Asian governments is the question of how to work together to 
share in the benefits of stability and economic prosperity brought about by these 
common interests.

This paper will outline rising challenges to U.S. maritime interest in North-
east Asia, including the potentially menacing rise of China, constitutional change 
in Japan, the prospects for energy security in the region, and finally the develop-
ing dynamics of security cooperation in East Asia.  Lastly, it will conclude with a 
series of recommendations for the next generation of U.S. policy decisions in the 
region.

Much of today’s debate regarding national security remains focused on the 
Middle East, but to relegate the Western Pacific to a second-tier policy priority, 
would carry with it unacceptable policy compromises and would corrode the 
foundation of security in the region.  U.S. interests in Northeast Asia are inte-
grally connected to a constellation of U.S military bases across the region and a 
prominent Navy presence in the Western Pacific.  In a region defined in part by the 
sheer vastness of the maritime domain and the number of nations occupying it, 

clarK twiDDy

DeFining common grounD:
The Emerging Maritime 

Strategy for the U.S. Navy 
in the Western Pacific
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no segment of the inter-agency framework is as well configured, deployable, and 
scalable as U.S. naval forces.  

The Navy, in assessing its role in the region, must place its traditional strat-
egy concepts in a modern context:  The breakneck economic and military rise of 
China, increasing regional demand for energy security and access through the 
Strait of Malacca, and the ever-present demand for U.S. forces elsewhere in the 
world all suggest a changing role for U.S. forces in the Western Pacific.  What these 
changes are, how we define them, and whom these changes involve will constitute 
the bulk of U.S. naval planning in the Pacific for the next several decades.

a status Quo anD a status shiFt

In October of 2006, a Song-class Chinese submarine broached the ocean’s surface 
within five miles of the USS Kitty Hawk aircraft carrier operating in the vicinity 
of Okinawa.1  While an unexpected event, the submarine incident signaled some-
thing much greater in terms of the balance of power in the Western Pacific.  In 
addition to illustrating the still dangerous game of naval operations, it showed 
that Chinese naval forces had developed the capability to project power within 
the Western Pacific.

Since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, it had been 15 years since another 
naval presence in the Pacific had been able to challenge U.S. naval operations in 
the open ocean.  The submarine appearance was also part of a larger dynamic 
between the world’s largest Navy and the world’s fastest growing Navy.  This 
dynamic remains important despite the burdens placed on U.S. policy makers 
elsewhere in the world, as Japan, China, and South Korea are three of the world’s 
largest economies, and significant trading partners with the U.S.

Over the next 20 years more than 72 percent of China’s imported energy 
and 95 percent of Japan’s and Korea’s energy will arrive by sea via the Strait of 
Malacca.2 Asian governments are keenly aware that these statistics translate into 
a need for a maritime force in the area.  In a recent Wall Street Journal article, 
Chinese scholars comment on the importance of maritime security for energy ac-
cess:  “The oceans are our lifelines. If commerce was cut off, the economy would 
plummet.  We need a strong Navy”.

These two trends—the rise of a modern Chinese military and the unques-
tioned reliance on maritime commerce to fuel the growing Asian economies—will 
be the defining characteristics of the U.S. maritime strategy in the Western Pacific 
for the coming decades.  The President’s National Security Strategy (NSS) has 
addressed American concern over the choices facing Chinese leaders, as well as 
focused the national security debate on working with major players in the region 
and developing agendas for cooperative action.4 

a changing Dynamic

Chinese defense budget has been increasing by about 10 percent annually 
with the largest increase to date coming this year with a 17.8 percent increase.5  
These budget increases, which have raised concern among U.S. policymakers, have 
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been used to modernize naval and air forces with equipment, weapon systems, 
and training.  Newly operational systems are designed to project power over long 
distances in austere and contested environments.  Communicated interest in ad-
ditional submarine-launched missile capability and aircraft carrier operations 
clearly indicate the Chinese intention to markedly improve naval capability.6   The 
modernization of Chinese naval operations, as evidenced by the Song incident, 
will continue to dictate U.S. naval doctrine in the region for the foreseeable fu-
ture.

Chinese military transparency is also a topic of concern in Washington.  Ac-
tions such as the anti-satellite test and submarine deployments have not been 
openly expressed to U.S. planners and policy experts although these develop-
ments are of concern to the U.S. national security and to the U.S naval strategy 
in the Pacific.  There is perhaps no more pressing question in the region than to 
determine the kind of rise China is seeking.  Indeed, recent testimony by Director 
of National Intelligence McConnell indicates a belief that China is attempting to 
achieve parity with U.S. forces in the region.7  Adding to concerns over rising Chi-
nese military capability are ongoing ruminations about the Japanese willingness 
to change their constitution to allow for an offensive military role.

the taiwan Dilemma oF ambiguity

While it is clear that strategic ambiguity is the defining characteristic of the in-
ternational environment, U.S. strategic ambiguity around Taiwan, as outlined in 
the Taiwan Relations Act of 1979, grows more dangerous with the advent and 
deployment of powerful and potentially opposing naval forces.  Beyond just the 
naval threat to Taiwan, Susan Shirk has recently written that internal Chinese 
politics offer the most serious threat to a stable transformation within China.8  
In attempting to draw attention away from internal instability, the possibility 
exists that Chinese leaders would exercise a military option to unify the country 
around an external threat, as Chinese journalist Hu has recently mentioned.9  The 
Taiwan scenario continues to increase in danger, and U.S. policy is not currently 
optimized to address the dilemma of ambiguity.

Recent Chinese “white papers” serve as an excellent window into contem-
porary Chinese military thinking.  China—to use its own phrase—insists that in-
creased military power is only intended for a “peaceful rise” and not to challenge 
the U.S. or other regional powers.10  Rather, Chinese thinking currently offers a 
Navy designed to “maintain the sovereignty of territorial seas along with defend-
ing maritime rights and interests.”11 It is, of course, those last few words that give 
pause to a true assessment of Chinese intention; maritime rights and interests are 
subjective, and global as economies are increasingly integrated.   

In translating policy to practice in the Straits of Taiwan, the strategic direc-
tion of the U.S. is not yet fully determined.  There are not currently any plans 
to reduce American deployment posture, and the Chief of Naval Operations has 
maintained that the Navy can and should work cooperatively with allies and part-
ners in the region.12  On the other side, China is continuing to build a maritime 
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force to protect and defend its growing sphere of interest.  The next generation 
of U.S. naval doctrine must seek to reduce this dangerous ambiguity around the 
Straits of Taiwan, while working to build, support, and integrate an internation-
alist approach to stability in Asia.  Many would agree that one desired outcome 
could include a shift away from potential confrontation in the Taiwan dilemma 
towards cooperation in what Chinese President Jintao has described as his na-
tion’s “Malacca dilemma” of energy access.13

emphasis on multilateralism

Globalized economies and integrated resources in Western Asia are shifting bi-
lateral relationships toward multilateral ones, and the next decade will likely see 
an emphasis from both U.S. and Asian governments on developing an integrated 
approach to security.  A brief survey of important regional issues supports this 
multilateralism as well; Japan and South Korea both rely heavily on maritime 
access to energy as well as significant security arrangements with the U.S. Singa-
pore, Indonesia, and Malaysia all sit astride the Strait of Malacca and, according 
to the U.S. Pacific Command, remain interested in different forms of partnership 
to ensure this vital waterway remains peaceful and accessible to all countries in 
the region.14

Combined and joint exercises with the U.S. Navy in the region continue to 
reinforce cooperation on maritime security in this vital area of the Pacific.  The 
more nations that participate in multilateral security, the better and more com-
prehensive that security will be.  For example, a recent conference in Japan hosted 
by the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies began to address the issue of en-
ergy security by working on ways to reduce energy consumption and improve 
consumption technology as means to address the basic reliance on energy across 
the Pacific.15

Within this greater emphasis on multilateralism, there remains the salient is-
sue of precedent that must be addressed before any review of U.S. maritime poli-
cies in the region proceeds.  Unlike Europe, Asia has no long-standing precedent 
of any collective security arrangement.  Since 1945, the U.S. has clearly main-
tained a “preponderance of power” in the region necessary to maintain stability.16  
Historic cultural animosities and the large distances involved have traditionally 
done much to discourage collective agreements and security practices.  Recently, 
communication technologies have done much to shrink the region, both economi-
cally and politically.  Energy dependence now offers the possibility of common 
interest between divergent government — something that seemed impossible just 
a few short years ago.  The U.S. Navy must, because of its current deployment and 
crucial strategic role in the region, play a central role in developing cooperative 
agendas.

It is clear that a continued role for U.S. primacy is not something widely 
agreed upon by governments in the region, although there does appear to be 
agreement that the U.S. will retain some important role in the area.17  For example, 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is beginning to function with a fo-
cus on regional security, as evidenced by recent joint Chinese and Russian naval 
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operations.  The U.S. has not been invited to join that partnership.  While this is 
a positive trend in collective security and regional cooperation, it also demon-
strates the limitations of a U.S. role in regional security.  

The U.S. Pacific Command currently hosts more than a dozen joint exercises 
involving more than 20 nations in order to more fully introduce cooperation and 
collaboration to many nations in the Pacific.  Cooperative agendas like these, laid 
out in the NSS, will provide the foundation for the future of the engagement pro-
cess.

DeFining the approach

While the role for the U.S. Navy in the region has yet to be defined, many tradi-
tional concepts of security strategy help inform discussions of possible solutions 
in an integrated Asia.  Containment and preventative war, which have been tested 
in conflicts such as the Cold War and Iraq, are not widely accepted as appropriate 
for the problem of increased Asian military strength.

Engagement offers much in the way of an improvement upon status quo.  
Engagement offers the best possibility of continued peace and stability, with no 
crises in the Straits of Taiwan, energy access aggression, or resource grabs that 
may lead to larger regional destabilization and global involvement.  The next 
generation of naval doctrine can refine Nixonian engagement dating back to 1973 
into true regional integration supporting collective frameworks and common 
agreements. 

 
hard and soft power

While options for innovative integration represent the best possibilities for 
continued stability in the region, it is also instructive to shift from the larger con-
cept to specifics for naval integration.  To best accomplish this engagement, it is 
necessary to touch briefly on what Joseph Nye has called “soft power.”18

Hard power has traditionally been an American strength.  The preponder-
ance of power has indeed been an integral part of American security policy, as is 
evidenced in part by the naval footprint in the region—an aircraft carrier strike 
group, large naval facilities in Japan and Korea, a significant presence in Guam, 
and routine naval deployments to the area from the mainland U.S.  The U.S. hard 
power advantage is intuitively something to be continued, although Chinese 
deployments will grow of more concern—and more danger—to this traditional 
American policy.

Soft power, on the other hand, is arguably a relatively new concept to U.S. 
naval forces in the region.  It is with this sort of integrated power that the U.S. 
Navy can maintain a significant U.S. role in the Pacific for years to come.  While Af-
ghanistan and Iraq have shown that military might alone cannot deliver progress 
in some environments, soft power in Asia has shown the diplomatic and military 
power of humanitarian operations and disaster response involvement.  It is not 
unreasonable to speculate that the most significant U.S. progress in the region 
has not been the result of newer military technology or deployment projections, 
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but of humanitarian operations in the Philippines, Indonesia, and other areas.  
Clearly included in the NSS, humanitarian operations fit both the role and capabil-
ity of the Navy, and benefit national security strategy in the region as a whole.

There is also potential to involve the Navy in larger inter-agency initiatives 
in the Pacific region.  In many cases, sailors and ships of the Navy represent the 
literal face of U.S. policy, and sailors working in conjunction with the State depart-
ment and other agencies have the potential to generate a groundswell of support 
regionally and in Washington.  Michael Coulter, a State Department official, has 
recently written in the naval publication Proceedings about the potential benefits 
of inter-agency cooperation, saying that “A stable and secure world will require 
the synchronization of all elements of national power—military, political, diplo-
matic, social, economic, and informational”.19

conclusion

The Western Pacific region has changed considerably in the last ten year.  Eco-
nomic growth, technological improvements, the rise of military power in China, 
and a growing dependence on maritime commerce have all changed the face of 
American security strategy in the area. U.S. policies of maintaining hard power 
primacy and adhering to ambiguous Taiwan policy need to be updated to better 
reflect the modern nature of the region.  As the most visible and effective face of 
American policy in the region, the U.S. Navy can play a vital role in defining com-
mon interests in the region, maintaining the sea-lanes, and in engaging regional 
powers.

Despite the lack of historical precedent for collective security, Asian nations 
have a unique opportunity in terms of their common economic and security in-
terests.  In some cases, economic growth will translate into increases in military 
power, and the military balance of power will undoubtedly change over the next 
several decades.

All of these issues involve the U.S. Navy, which has traditionally been a bas-
tion of stability on the broad ocean expanses and arterial chokepoints.  The opti-
mal role for the Navy will emerge as the rules, boundaries, and limitations of the 
common interests of the Western Pacific are defined.  With cooperative integra-
tion, a focus on humanitarian and disaster operations, and the right mix of quiet 
hard power and scalable soft power, the Navy has the potential to peacefully 
develop common interests in the Pacific region.
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In 2005, the worlD banK found that the 360 natural disasters in 2005 caused 
$159 billion in damages. This amount represents a 71 percent increase in total 
losses when compared to 2004 losses. Hurricane Katrina alone caused $125 

billion of the economic losses in 2005.1 Over the last few decades, the number 
and impact of disasters has increased dramatically, from fewer than 100 natural 
disasters in 1975 to more than 400 in 2005. The total number of people who lost 
their homes, crops, animals, livelihoods, or health because of a natural disasteral-
most doubled between 1990 and 1999.2 In this period, an average of 188 million 
people were affected by disasters per year.3 

Austin, Texas, located approximately 500 miles from New Orleans, received 
close to 19,000 evacuees when Hurricanes Katrina and Rita struck the Gulf of Mexico 
coastline.4 An ad hoc network of relief services operated by the City of Austin, local 
nonprofits, and individuals provided most evacuee aid. This spontaneous response 
illustrates the compassion and generosity of area residents rather than a high level of 
preparedness in Austin’s disaster relief system. Thus, after the crisis passed, Austin 
residents evaluated their performance, learned from their mistakes, and are imple-
menting practices and procedures which will enable them to provide a more cohesive 
and higher quality response to future relief efforts. Austin has been so successful 
in planning a coordinated response to future disasters that it has gained the trust 
and admiration of cities located on the Texas Gulf Coast. Austin and Galveston have 
entered into an agreement in which Austin would shelter up to 7,000 residents of 
Galveston County in the event of an evacuation.5

A report from the World Bank warns that the impacts from natural disasters 
will continue to increase unless comprehensive hazard approaches are created 
and implemented to mitigate and reduce disaster risks.6 The kind of advance 
planning that Austin has done will improve the coordination of disparate entities 
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as they converge to provide relief to evacuees. This case study examines the im-
portance of using compatible technology and abiding by a plan that coordinates 
the actions of individual agents. The study emphasizes the importance of hav-
ing solid disaster communication or incident management system familiar to all 
responders, whereby each entity has the ability to effectively communicate with 
organizations providing relief, such as city, state, and national officials, as well as 
nonprofit organizations, media outposts, and individual residents. The number 
of people affected by natural disasters each year from 1975-1984 to 1996-2005 
has nearly quadrupled;7 it is essential that cities have established resources and 
organizational capacity to respond to a large-scale disaster.

austin prepares For the hurricane

Mainstream media, such as radio, television, and newspapers, have traditionally 
been used to disseminate information to residents.8 The City of Austin used these 
methods to begin informing local residents of the arrival of evacuees less than 
24 hours before the first large wave arrived at the Austin Convention Center, the 
intended temporary housing for thousands of evacuees.9 Information sent over 
the Internet via tools such as Web sites and blogs supplemented traditional com-
munication methods. The Internet proved to be a fast and effective way for the 
city to provide instant updates to the public. 

On August 28, 2005, Mayor Ray Nagin ordered the first mandatory evacu-
ation of New Orleans. As America and the rest of the world watched, it quickly 

became evident that an immediate 
evacuation of New Orleans would 
test disaster relief plans of the en-
tire Gulf Coast region and require 
enormous resources. Beyond help-
ing to evacuate residents from New 
Orleans, cities and states were ex-
pected to provide necessities such 
as food, shelter, health care, and 
communication tools to residents 
displaced by Katrina. As relief ser-
vices in Louisiana were rapidly over-
whelmed by evacuee demands, it 
became obvious that Austin would 

play a significant role in providing relief to evacuees. Austin officials, businesses, 
charitable organizations and volunteers began preparing the region for the im-
minent strain posed on an infrastructure designed to meet the needs of 1,000 
evacuees at most.10 

The City of Austin first broadcast a call for volunteers through local televi-
sion stations and Austin360.com, a local news and event Web site, on a Friday 
night after the conclusion of the ten o’clock news. Because the city was using less 
traditional methods of communication to request volunteers to prepare the Con-

As America and the rest of 
the world watched, it quickly 
became evident that an im-
mediate evacuation of New 
Orleans would test disaster 
relief plans of the entire Gulf 
Coast region and require 
enormous resources.
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vention Center, the city could not anticipate the number of volunteers who would 
respond. In a testament to the power of technology to reach numerous people 
instantaneously, the Convention Center, which needed assistance from about 100 
people, received assistance from approximately 500 volunteers by midnight on 
Friday.11 The outpouring of support from the local community emphasized the 
ability of off-peak television programs and newer technologies such as the Inter-
net to communicate with and energize large numbers of people. 

As Hurricane Katrina progressed, more information about the disaster was 
disseminated through the Internet. The City of Austin used its newly launched 
Katrina Web site to communicate with the public. Web sites similar to Austin360.com 
emerged and local bloggers provided a forum for multiple users to post up-to-
date information from different geographic locations within the region affected 
by Katrina. 

evacuee intake anD tracking

When evacuees arrived in Austin, systemic flaws in the existing emergency pro-
vider network emerged. The biggest problem was ineffective communication be-
tween groups of responders, a direct result of the siloed nature in which these 
organizations were accustomed to operating. The task of registering evacuees in 
shelters—and tracking their medical needs and movements—demonstrated the 
disjointed nature of the intake response. Aid agencies traditionally responsible 
for registration lacked the technology to efficiently collect information from evac-
uees. Evacuee information at the Convention Center was entered into Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheets at ten autonomous check-in stations. The low ratio of comput-
ers to evacuees created long lines. The use of Excel made it impossible to search 
all the data at once; to find an evacuee, aid workers had to search each spread-
sheet individually.12 Because of these technological constraints, aid agencies re-
lied on the City of Austin to help register evacuees and meet their needs.

The information technology staff for the City of Austin quickly realized the 
need for a centralized, Web-based evacuee information program to be used by 
volunteers. Once recognized, a program meeting these requirements was created 
in less than eight hours.13 This Internet-based database—accessible to Austin city 
employees and other cities granted access by the City of Austin14—stored the lo-
cation of individual evacuees, which reduced the duplication of evacuee informa-
tion processed at multiple times or locations. Thanks to the centralized database, 
volunteers were able to access the number and needs of evacuees in each shelter, 
information critical to determining the quantity of food and other supplies need-
ed.15

While the City of Austin was able to quickly assemble a database for intake 
and tracking, challenges resulted from the need to overcome diverse input for-
matting methods. These challenges underscore the need for universal data entry 
standards immediately accessible to evacuees and relief responders. Universal 
standards underlie efficient disaster management informatics tools. 
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meeting evacuee health neeDs

The Convention Center shelter was designed to promote personal hygiene and 
cleanliness in an enclosed and densely populated environment. Austin-Trav-
is County Health and Human Services Department (ATCHHSD) provided most 
health services, including cot placement, space partitioning, and evacuee health 
care. They created an incident-command structure that provided health care 24 
hours a day to evacuees through the coordination of volunteer physicians, nurses, 
therapists, optometrists, and emergency and medical services from local fire de-
partments and other health care practitioners.16 

ATCHHSD implemented various health prevention measures for evacuees. 
For instance, they coordinated educational campaigns on effective practices to re-
duce and eliminate the spread of disease and conducted regular surveys to iden-
tify illnesses in the Convention Center. Hand-washing was emphasized through 
distribution of hand sanitizer to evacuees leaving the bathroom area or heading 
towards the dining area. Moreover, while conducting surveillance, health teams 
of one emergency management technician or registered nurse and two additional 
health staff surveyed the Convention Center to identify long-term health issues 
not identified in the initial health screenings.17

Beyond direct care practices to reduce disease, ATCHHSD used several meth-
ods to study illness patterns from the hurricane-affected regions of the Gulf Coast 
to predict possible outbreaks in Austin. The collection of Gulf coast clinical data 
through the Real-time Outbreaks and Disease Surveillance (RODS) system enabled 
public health officials to forecast disease outbreaks in Austin while keeping pa-
tient information confidential. Surveillance systems responsible for monitoring 
over-the-counter medication sales analyzed reports from hospital infection con-
trol practitioners in both the Gulf Coast and Austin regions.18 Teams of volun-
teers recorded mortalities and diseases from local Austin hospitals while other 
teams investigated communicable illnesses within the shelter. Positive lab tests 
and staff reports from the clinics, childcare centers, skilled nursing areas, and 
kitchens were compiled daily and reported to ATCHHSD and the Center for Dis-
ease Control. A worker surveillance program monitored the health of emergency 
responders in the shelters and local hospitals.19

ATCHHSD’s focused response to evacuee health was instrumental in reduc-
ing disease outbreaks in the Convention Center. The timely creation of an inci-
dent command center, frequent educational campaigns, continual surveillance, 
and analysis of daily health reports for the region provided evacuees with health 
care services that minimized exposure to illnesses. The attention to detail and 
clear hierarchy of information flow allowed for a rapid response to health issues 
and enabled evacuees to obtain or maintain a healthy existence in the Convention 
Center.  

meeting evacuee communication neeDs

After evacuees were admitted into shelters, and basic needs such as food, shelter, 
and health care were met, evacuees encountered a shortage of communication 
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tools. While the city set up telephone and Internet connections when initially 
organizing shelters, most of the technology was actually intended for administra-
tive purposes and not for use by evacuees.20 While some evacuees brought cell 
phones to the shelters, donated replacement batteries often did not match phone 
specifications and evacuees were left without a method of communication.21 As a 
result, computers were distributed to Austin shelters. 

Advanced Micro Devices, an Austin technology company, donated Personal 
Internet Communicators (PICs), small computers developed for use in developing 
countries equipped with the Windows CE operating system and Microsoft Word. 
A local Austin nonprofit organization that provides technology training and com-
puter access to the community, Austin Free-Net, administered the Katrina PICs. 
Touted as user-friendly, PICs were equipped with basic Internet functions such 
as email and web browsing. However, due to limited prior computer exposure, 
some evacuees experienced difficulty using these devices. In retrospect, the PICs 
were an inefficient communicative device for many evacuees who were first-time 
computer users.22 

With detailed instructions on how to use the PICs and a lower evacuee-to-
computer ratio, evacuees could have more effectively used communicative tools. 
The large number of evacuees and few available electronic resources slowed at-
tempts at communicating with loved ones, FEMA, and other aid agencies. To miti-
gate these problems in the future, Austin has pre-registered companies to donate 
cell phones and batteries to evacuees and has devised explicit instructions for 
navigating the Internet and entering personal information into databases.23

managing volunteers

The 14,000 volunteers who responded to the call for manpower overwhelmed the 
2,000 available volunteer positions. At first, the excess of volunteers created more 
problems than it solved.24 While responding to evacuee needs and coordinating 
with the 75 aid agencies providing relief services, organizations had to simultane-
ously manage the intake, training, and coordination of volunteers. 

Legal requirements placed on relief organizations further complicated the 
situation. Background checks became necessary as the intent of some volunteers 
came into question; organizers had to fend off less-than-honest potential “volun-
teers,” such as ambulance-chasers, lawyers, and apartment locators. It was also 
necessary to stop the flow of homemade cookies and cakes unusable due to liabil-
ity concerns.25 Residents and corporations took it upon themselves to hold drives 
for food and personal items, which enabled evacuees to receive some necessary 
items. Their efforts, while well-meaning, were inefficient, as drives received too 
many of some items and not enough of others.26 These processes could have been 
simplified or avoided with a coordinated volunteer information and management 
system.

While databases are used for most types of management and information 
containment, Austin Free-Net’s volunteer management system shows that low-
tech tools can also used effectively, at least temporarily. Austin Free-Net main-
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tained a “volunteer notebook” at the shelter where volunteers documented each 
shift’s significant happenings, detailed to-do lists, made recommendations for 
improvements, and listed important contact information. In the future, Austin 
Free-Net intends for this method to be converted into a technical device support-
ing multiple user entries.27

Developing austin’s new Disaster response plan

Since Katrina in August of 2005, Austin has reassessed its capacity to respond to 
major disasters by analyzing successes and failures during the months it housed 
evacuees. City employees have evaluated the city’s effectiveness at accommodat-
ing newly arrived evacuees, meeting evacuee health and communication needs, 
managing volunteers and numerous local organizations, and coordinating a plan 
of action. 

Austin’s new disaster response plan has two main components: innovative 
use of technical devices and a cohesive community response plan. These two 
components are complementary and provide organizational structure through 
which Austin may increase its capacity to respond to future disasters. 

innovative use oF technical Devices 
Since Katrina, city employees, residents, and organizations have invented and im-
proved devices that can benefit both evacuees and management as well as help to 
disseminate information. Some devices can be used with traditional communica-
tion methods, such as radio, television, and print media. For instance, mainstream 
media outlets can direct viewers to visit specific web sites for up-to-the-minute 
information.28 More informed residents can use their talents to help spread in-
formation to the community by increasing the reach of messages or translating 
English messages into other languages. Decentralized reporting like blogging, a 
grassroots movement, draws more residents into relief efforts and fosters a more 
inclusive and thorough response to an emergency. 

for evaCuees

During Katrina, community voicemail provided evacuees with a voicemail ac-
count accessible from any telephone. This enabled evacuees to begin the process 
of rebuilding their lives without having to wait to save enough money to pur-
chase phone service and a phone number. This idea could be extended to other 
technologies, such as automated text-to-voice technology, allowing messages to 
be viewed as emails or heard as voicemails depending on which communication 
device was more accessible.29 Since Katrina, the city of Austin has implemented a 
program manned by management personnel that provides callers with solutions 
24 hours a day, seven days a week. This program provides users with a single 
point of contact and could be used in situations similar to Katrina.30 

In a disaster, people may need medical care but cannot access their medical 
records due to geographical relocation and confidentiality requirements of the 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPPA). If electronic health 
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records were available during Katrina, distraught evacuees would not have had to 
remember when they had operations or the names of their prescriptions; patients 
dependent on medical services would have been identified before their health de-
clined. With this technology, patients could access their health information and 
schedule appointments from a computer and choose with whom and how much 
information they share with new doctors. After Katrina, the city’s Community 
Care Services Department began using an electronic medical records system in 
its clinics that allows system-wide access regardless of the physician location and 
monitors prescription information to alert the physician of potential drug inter-
actions.31 This ensures that clients who choose to participate in this program will 
have their medical records readily available. 

for disaster ManageMent personneL

During Katrina, it was clear to the City of Austin that it needed an evacuee 
intake and tracking database. At the time of the disaster, evacuees who lost their 
identification wristbands were reentered into databases and pertinent evacuee in-
formation was confused with other evacuees’ details or made inaccessible. After 
Katrina, city programmers created the Capital Area Shelter Hub Plan, a tracking 
database that links evacuees to housing locations. The database supports mul-
tiple intake centers and searches by evacuee name, date of birth, gender, address, 
phone number, disaster type, last four Social Security digits, primary language, 
or disability. It ties information regarding medical records, private health insur-
ance, Medicare, Medicaid, and other social services to individual evacuees and 
lets evacuees choose with whom each piece of information is shared. With a da-
tabase, families can more efficiently search for missing members and disaster 
management personnel can more efficiently track evacuee numbers and allocate 
resources appropriately.32 

Since Katrina, the city of Austin has also produced a periodically updated 
volunteer database containing information on vetted volunteers. The database 
is searchable by various parameters, including availability, willingness to fulfill 
specific responsibilities, and skills and experiences including computer security, 
childcare, health care, languages, and medical skills. The city has recruited, cre-
dentialed, and trained 400 volunteers for its Community Emergency Response 
Team.33 The city also created a database to store the goods and services pledged 
by corporations who have agreed to assist emergency providers during a large-
scale emergency.34 

for inforMation disseMination

The volunteer notebooks used in Austin shelters, while more or less effective, 
often proved to be repetitive and unintelligible, and they could not be accessed 
remotely. To correct these problems, wikis could be used in place of notebooks. 
Wikis are a type of content management system that collaborate and promote the 
open sharing of knowledge. They allow users to create and edit Web page content 
from any Web browser. The software supports hyperlinks and allows the organi-
zation of contributions to be edited in addition to the content itself. Using wikis 
could improve on the volunteer notebooks because real-time, reader-corrected 
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data would streamline volunteer requests for supplies and enable disaster per-
sonnel to analyze progression with real-time entries.

The improvised blogging during Katrina has developed into a blogging net-
work to facilitate the dissemination of information. Post-Katrina, Austin recruit-
ed technological entrepreneurs to create an emergency blogging network that 
provides rapid access to official information, increasing coordination between 
city employees, residents, corporations, grassroots organizations, and the media 
available 24 hours a day. Under the new system, official bloggers activate the 
city’s emergency response system when specified criteria defining a disaster are 
met and post an “emergency badge” logo on their Web pages to denote official 
information.35 The use of credentialed bloggers should greatly increase the reach 
of communication from the city. 

Another program the city has planned is CodeRED. The CodeRED database 
is a confidential compilation of Austin residential and business contact informa-
tion. Users can enroll on the city’s website to receive official information in the 
event of an emergency. Through this program, city officials can contact up to 
60,000 people per hour with pre-recorded emergency instructions.36

For the most up-to-date disaster information, the city of Austin recommends 
owning a National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA) Weather Radio 
transmitter.37 National Weather Radio (NWR) consists of a network of radio sta-
tions that transmit the latest weather information from a nearby National Weath-
er Service office. NWR is an “all hazards” network broadcasting warnings and 
event information for all types of emergencies including natural, public safety, 
and environmental disasters.38

The quality of collection, management, and dissemination of information 
determines the quality of services provided to evacuees. The most effective tools 
include a reliable wristband identification system for volunteers and evacuees; 
a single, flexible, layered intake database; assigned and tracked cot numbers to 
aid in location of evacuees within the shelter; and daily communication between 
volunteers and evacuees via print newsletters or video boards.39

The city has already begun using a volunteer database, evacuee intake and 
tracking database, electronic health records, community voice mail, CodeRED, 
and NOAA radio. To further improve its disaster response system, the city should 
consider volunteer wiki management and continue with the plans for an official 
blogging system.

cohesive community response plan

Technology plays a vital role in ensuring quick, positive outcomes. Through the in-
novative use of traditional and new technological communication tools, residents 
may connect with others who have skills helpful in responding to a disaster. With 
the assistance of innovative methods of communication, people come together in 
new ways to improve the efficiency and quality of service for evacuees.

Austin residents took the initiative of founding the Central Texas Citizen 
Corps Council (CTxCCC) to reduce the impact of an emergency. The Austin chap-
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ter works closely with local emergency officials and the United States Department 
of Homeland Security. Their purpose is to fill gaps in service provision, avoid 
duplication, facilitate training drills, and coordinate a Community Emergency Re-
sponse Team (CERT). The Central chapter consists of representatives from the 
City of Austin and Travis County first responder departments, emergency man-
agement agencies, and community service groups.40 

After Katrina, various agencies created emergency response drills to test 
improvements to response plans. From a drill in October 2006, the Red Cross 
learned that it needed to renegotiate with Dell, 
Inc. for more computers and tape down specific 
instructions next to each computer for evacuee 
reference. Other issues included miscommunica-
tion or lack of communication to volunteers and 
shelter management. For instance, some volun-
teers did not clearly understand their roles, man-
agers’ responsibilities for each shelter were dif-
ferent, and volunteer placement was slow. Once 
this problem was discovered, volunteers received detailed job descriptions and 
shelter management training programs were instituted. Furthermore, the Central 
Texas Volunteer Resource Center evolved from a partnership between the Office 
of Emergency Management (OEM) for the City of Austin and the Red Cross. Volun-
teer intake centers will be located in the neighborhood recreation centers run by 
Austin’s Parks and Recreation Department. Agencies who participate will be allot-
ted space in the Resource Centers for volunteer intake, screening, training, and 
scheduling. The Red Cross now has a database of more than 500 trained shelter 
managers and untrained general volunteers who are willing to assist in an emer-
gency. The organization can activate 3,000 volunteers within 24 to 48 hours.41

Austin’s ad hoc response to Katrina has developed into a network of agen-
cies devoted to providing emergency services during a disaster. The OEM for the 
City of Austin spearheaded the organization of formal and informal Austin agen-
cies and is currently finalizing the official emergency response plan for Austin. 
The plan includes the self-determined responsibilities of entities in the Austin 
area that have pledged their support to meet specific needs during the next emer-
gency. The plan, described below, is designed to activate support from these 
agencies in a way consistent with the severity of the disaster and strives to use 
the strengths of each organization.42

When disaster strikes, the Red Cross awaits an alert from city emergency 
personnel from Central Texas Citizen Corps Council (CTxCCC). The Red Cross 
liaison to the City of Austin coordinates with Red Cross personnel to activate 
general volunteers, computer experts, volunteer trainers, and others. The city 
determines the order in which the shelters are to be opened and the Red Cross 
is responsible for assigning shelter managers to each shelter. The Red Cross has 
access to information from other relief agencies via a real-time blog that posts 
immediate needs such as shelter requirements and the number of volunteers 
needed in a particular capacity in a particular place. This method has been tested 
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and works well. The Red Cross is more prepared for a disaster than it was just 
prior to Katrina.43

The database first used in the Convention Center has been updated with the 
assistance of Harte Hanks, a targeted marketing company based in San Antonio. 
The first Web-based model has been enhanced and can currently schedule 53 
sites and keep track of volunteers’ qualifications, credentials, and certificates.44 
The online system can also load money on debit cards for evacuees. Because the 
system is Web-based, volunteers can register themselves, their personal details, 
and their availabilities. The Red Cross also plans on using either a wiki or other 
Web-based method of disseminating information externally through mainstream 
media. Currently, they are working to improve their connectivity so that case-

work can be directly entered into a centralized 
database.45 

More than 12,000 emergency response 
personnel (including business owners, building 
managers and staff from the University of Tex-
as and Austin Independent School District) are 
equipped with pagers that use the Austin Warn-
ing and Communication System (AWACS). Out-
going alerts are coordinated by the city’s Emer-
gency Operations Center. This system could be 
improved by upgrading from the current alpha-

numeric pagers to more modern devices, such as BlackBerry handhelds. Instead 
of only brief alphanumerical messages, a BlackBerry can receive text messages, 
calls, and even attached files. 

Another system Austin has adopted is Automatic Vehicle Locators (AVL). 
This technology uses geographic information systems and satellite technology to 
pinpoint where emergency medical service vehicles are at all times.46 While this 
is valuable for managing mobile resources, the tool could be more helpful if it 
incorporated personal locators for all responders. These locators would only be 
used in emergency situations. They would enable coordinators to efficiently move 
responders and volunteers around in the field, saving time and resources. 

Wireless communication between actors is also important. A recently formed 
statewide coalition aims to provide seamless wireless communication coordina-
tion between federal, state, and local first responders. Its goal is to ensure radio 
interoperability throughout the state. Austin gained interoperability between first 
responders with the implementation of the Austin-Travis County Regional Radio 
System.47 Before this was organized, sheriff’s constables and municipal police 
could not communicate with each other over their radios.

OEM has led the charge for comprehensive large-scale emergency responses 
to disasters via a state-of-art Emergency Operations Center (EOC). Primary emer-
gency responders such as police, fire, and highway departments have physical 
access to one another on the bottom floor of the EOC for routine operations. For 
larger emergencies, such as Hurricane Katrina, the upper level of the EOC has 
phone banks and conference rooms for public utilities, nonprofit organizations, 
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and other emergency responders. The EOC also serves as a command center for 
communications involving other agencies such as Austin’s Public Information Of-
fice and the Combined Transportation, Emergency and Communications Center 
(CTECC). The EOC is networked so that all responders use the same software. City 
officials from smaller cities as well as international officials have toured the EOC 
and used it as a model for their own disaster response centers.48

Austin has a cohesive community response plan in place. Based on experi-
ences during Katrina, the city is coordinating efforts between entities such as the 
Red Cross, individual residents, and various city responders. The high level of 
coordination required is a testament to Austin’s dedication to have all affected 
parties represented in the planning process and using new technologies for the 
best possible response. Austin’s Incident Management System, which integrates 
effective practices in emergency preparedness and response into a comprehen-
sive framework for incident management, will be crucial for efficient and effective 
communication and avoidance of duplication in future disasters. It transitioned 
through three distinct phases in Katrina—from intake and stabilization, to long-
term shelter services, and finally through a transition to living in a community. 
The city refined its plan even more in response to results of simulated emergency 
shelter and response trials. The challenge is to remain mindful of the lessons 
learned by emergency responders and continuously assess, adjust, and test coor-
dinated responses to disasters.

lessons learneD For application to other cities

Like many cities around the world, Austin believed it was prepared for a large-
scale disaster. Prior to Katrina, the Austin area was equipped to provide tempo-
rary relief and shelter to an evacuee population of several thousand. The scale 
of Katrina was beyond the scope of Austin’s disaster plan. “Large-scale” now has 
new meaning. An entire city within a city was built at the Convention Center. 

In the process of adjusting pre-Katrina planned responses to meet the over-
whelming needs of almost 19,000 evacuees from Katrina and Rita, three critical 
components of disaster planning and response emerged: self-reliance, resource-
fulness, and flexibility.49 Self-reliance on the part of emergency responders and 
residents was paramount. Residents were confident in their ability to respond 
to a large-scale emergency without relying on support from outside the com-
munity. The resourceful and flexible local emergency responders and residents 
used both traditional and innovative technological resources to quickly address 
evacuee needs. Austin’s ability to rapidly transform a planned but inadequate 
disaster relief effort into an improved plan for future disasters demonstrates 
the importance of maintaining a response that is flexible, holistic, and creative 
in its approach towards the application of technology in managing large evacuee 
populations. 

Katrina highlighted systematic failures in the region’s response plan. Ini-
tially, Austin’s response to Katrina was characterized by multiple organizations 
working independently to meet evacuee needs. This may be attributed in part to 
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limitations of communication. The pre-Katrina disaster relief plan relied on main-
stream media such as radio announcements and television news syndications 
to facilitate the coordination between city officials, relief organizations, private 
corporations, and residents. These traditional methods, while functional, proved 
insufficient due to the large number of evacuees with immediate and unantici-
pated needs. 

To address the needs of evacuees in Central Texas, Austin largely relied on 
technology and community support. Many of the difficulties encountered in Aus-
tin and the surrounding region were countered through the creation and adop-
tion of appropriate technical solutions. The creation of innovative technological 
solutions applied and maintained by knowledgeable relief workers has improved 
Austin’s ability to respond systematically and efficiently serve the needs of large 
numbers of evacuees.

Katrina proved to be a catalyst of change for Austin. It forced organizations 
accustomed to working in relative isolation to collaborate. It drove the creation 
of interconnected technological and organizational responses towards the goal 
of creating flexible, complex emergency response systems. Functionality and ef-
ficiency increased as the city integrated new technologies into planning. Austin 
has made strides towards the creation of an adaptable disaster response system 
composed of independent yet compatible systems capable of being pieced to-
gether for the most appropriate response to a situation. As large-scale disasters 
become more common and the economic, ecological, and human costs increase, 
the experiences and responses of cities need to be analyzed to further the devel-
opment of responsive disaster management systems.
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In December 2007, the u.s. feDeral government launched a new Web site that is a har-
binger of things to come. The USASpending Web site, at http://www.usaspend-
ing.gov, provides a searchable database of federal contracts and awards, begin-

ning with fiscal year 2007. The database can be searched using a variety of criteria, 
including the name of the contractor, the amount of the award, the location of 
the contractor or awardee, etc. Online access to this information was required by 
the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006, which was co-
sponsored by Senators Tom Coburn (R-OK) and Barack Obama (D-IL), and signed 
into law by President George W. Bush on September 26, 2006. The Transparency 
Act requires the federal Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to offer the 
searchable Web-accessible database to the public at no charge.

When this task landed in the lap of the OMB in late 2006, a nonprofit 
“watchdog” group called OMB Watch, which was founded in 1983, was already 
doing something similar to what was required in the Transparency Act. OMB 
Watch ran a Web site called FedSpending.org (http://www.fedspending.org), 
which helped citizens analyze and track federal spending. OMB Watch execu-
tive director Gary Bass offered to help OMB associate director Robert Shea 
with the technology. Shea was at first reluctant because of the antagonistic 
relationship between OMB and its watchdog shadow. But, as he told The Wash-
ington Post last December, “OMB Watch had already proven it could be done, 
so why do it from scratch?”1

For his part, Bass said, “Normally, we come to bury Caesar, not praise 
him. But they are doing something that’s very cool, that’s very innovative in 
government.”2

Out of this collaboration came a new gold standard for getting government 
information online. The data available through the USASpending Web site is not 
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only searchable on the site itself, but, more importantly, all of the data can be 
downloaded.  The site also features published, open information about the ap-
plication programming interfaces, or APIs, that software developers need to build 
their own applications with the federal data. Thus, OMB Watch’s site, fedspending.
gov, uses the same data and APIs, but offers more features, such as graphs and 
maps of the spending data. It is also an accountability check on the OMB site.

web 2.0 anD open government

Coincidentally, in December 2007, the same month that OMB’s new spend-
ing Web site launched, a group of about 30 technologists and open government 
activists met in Sebastopol, California, at the meeting place of O’Reilly Media, 
Inc., a well-known publisher of technical manuals and other technology-related 
books. Tim O’Reilly hosted a conversation about how to promote the idea of 
open government through technology. One result was a consensus document on 
“Open Government Data Principles,”3 which describes the following eight such 
principles:

Complete: 1. All public data is made available. Public data is data that is 
not subject to valid privacy, security, or privilege limitations. 

Primary: 2. Data is as collected at the source, with the highest possible level 
of granularity, not in aggregate or modified forms. 

Timely: 3. Data is made available as quickly as necessary to preserve the 
value of the data. 

Accessible: 4. Data is available to the widest range of users for the widest 
range of purposes. 

Machine processable: 5. Data is reasonably structured to allow automated 
processing. 

Non-discriminatory: 6. Data is available to anyone, with no requirement of 
registration. 

Non-proprietary: 7. Data is available in a format over which no entity has 
exclusive control. 

License-free: 8. Data is not subject to any copyright, patent, trademark, 
or trade secret regulation. Reasonable privacy, security and privilege 
restrictions may be allowed. 

The combination of these principles, in the context of new online tools and 
techniques, opens up the potential for a new era of transparency, accountability, 
and freedom of information using government sources of data. The most inter-
esting innovations are built on open data standards and published APIs, which 
together help to satisfy principle number 5, that data be “machine processable.”

It was also Tim O’Reilly who was widely credited with describing what is 
meant by the term “Web 2.0,” again at one of O’Reilly’s by-now rather famous 
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conversations in Sebastopol. In his widely read 2005 essay “What is Web 2.0?”, 
O’Reilly laid out the fundamentals of a paradigm shift in the way we think about 
the World Wide Web.

At bottom, Google requires a competency that Netscape never needed: da-
tabase management. Google isn’t just a collection of software tools, it’s a spe-
cialized database. Without the data, the tools are useless; without the software, 
the data is unmanageable. Software licensing and control over APIs—the lever of 
power in the previous era—is irrelevant because the software never need be dis-
tributed but only performed, and also because without the ability to collect and 
manage the data, the software is of little use. In fact, the value of the software is 
proportional to the scale and dynamism of the data it helps to manage.4

What this means is that “data is the next ‘Intel inside’,” as O’Reilly put it—the 
value of new online platforms like Facebook, YouTube, MySpace, or even Google, 
is proportional to how much data they manage, and that data is often supplied by 
users of the software. The popular classified ads and messaging platform Craig-
slist is a simple software tool that is valuable precisely because so many people 
use it. Unstructured data is not useful—users need to find what they want to 
know or experience, which is why techniques of search and filter have become so 
central to our lives and to businesses. But tools that manage data are irrelevant 
if they don’t access lots of data—the more data is accessible, the more users are 
attracted to it, for a multiplicity of reasons and purposes.

The next step was obvious: making the same data accessible through differ-
ent software tools. One of the earliest and most dramatic examples was a Web site 
called housingmaps.com, created in 2005 by Paul Rademacher, which displayed 
apartment and house rental ads from Craigslist on Google Maps. This allowed 
people to use a map tool on the Web to see a geographic display of a local rental 
market. Google didn’t do this, and neither did Craigslist—it was Rademacher who 
figured out how to “mash” the data together with the tool. (Google was impressed 
enough to hire him.)5 This has led to an explosion of online “mashups,” a new 
term in the online world, which refers to a successful blending of a source of data 
with a tool or software application that provides new ways of seeing or managing 
the data. (An entire Web site, GoogleMapsMania, is dedicated to tracking innova-
tive mashups using Google Maps.)

Other examples include a site that shows YouTube music videos of the top 
10 iTunes songs, or a three-dimensional globe that displays Yahoo News head-
lines on their story’s geographic location. After Hurricane Katrina, Google Maps 
mashups were prolific, including a map that showed daily FEMA-measured water 
levels in New Orleans neighborhoods. During and after the devastating southern 
California fires in late 2007, local officials enlisted technical volunteers to develop 
map mashups displaying fire zones, shelters, evacuation routes, firefighter as-
sembly points, etc. Volunteers used Amazon.com’s “Mechanical Turk” service to 
search for missing computer scientist Jim Gray, who mysteriously disappeared in 
his boat off the coast of northern California in January 2007.6

The building blocks of mashups and other innovative ways of using data 
online are open data standards and published, open APIs.  Data stored in an open 
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format can be accessed by any program that understands the format, or that can 
be programmed to do so, and open formats are usually non-proprietary, which 
means that they are not attached to royalty payments or other intellectual prop-
erty restrictions. Plain text is the most open and reliable format, and text can be 
“coded” into other open formats for online use, such as Hypertext Markup Lan-
guage (HTML) and Extensible Markup Language (XML). Free and unlimited data 
exchange is largely dependent on the use of open data standards, and the Internet 
has made this much more commonplace than it was before the era of networked 
computing.

Application Programming Interfaces are simply a formal way of describing 
how to interact with a software program using software code. Microsoft, for ex-
ample, makes available its Windows APIs so that programmers can write pro-
grams that run on Windows. Google makes available its Google Maps APIs so that 
programmers can create mashups that make geo-coded data visible on Google 
Maps. OMB has published the APIs for the federal spending database—available 
on the USASpending Web site—so that programmers can determine the structure 
of the data in the spending database. Using these APIs, programmers can write 
new programs analyzing federal spending.

Combining open data with open APIs provides the key to sharing and using 
data in innovative new ways. And this is a new vista for government openness, 
civic engagement, freedom of information, and public accountability.

why this is timely now

There has been a growing trend in the public sector to seriously consider 
migrating from proprietary data standards to open data standards for a variety 
of reasons. 

Government information archivists, for example, have become increasingly 
concerned about archiving information in a proprietary format that may not be 
supported far into the future, meaning that the program used to create the infor-
mation will be long gone, forgotten, unsupported, or otherwise unavailable. This 
has already been demonstrated by the past use of word processing software that 
is no longer used or by incompatibilities between versions of Microsoft Word. 

Largely because of the Internet, most government agencies are trying to get 
their data online, and also trying to combine data from incompatible databases 
that were, in many cases, deployed before the Internet boom. Moving beyond the 
model of isolated data silos is a major priority for most public sector informa-
tion officers. An example is the recent $863 million outsourcing contract that 
will put IBM in charge of enterprise services—such as e-mail, Web services, and 
instant messaging—for 27 Texas state agencies. A big part of the motivation for 
this large contract was to move Texas state enterprise applications to open data 
standards.7

Public sector IT managers are also beginning to notice some advantages in 
using open source software and open source tools online, such as blogs, wikis, 
content management software, and platforms such as Google Maps. The City of 
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Austin, Texas, for example, is building a new Web presence using the open source 
content management system known as Plone,8 which, in addition to being free, is 
built on open data standards that will support a new level of transparency in city 
government. For this project, the City of Austin developed a new slogan, “Austin 
Go,” with a logo that includes the phrase “A new era of open government.”9

In his 2007 book The New American Story, former New Jersey Senator Bill 
Bradley wrote:

. . . [T]he entire federal budget should be on the Internet, with key-
word accessibility. For example, if you searched for “breast cancer” of 
“housing,” you would be directed to all the places in the federal budget 
where money is spent for those purposes. That way, citizens could have 
the information with which to understand the trade-offs in taxes and 
spending and hold their their legilators accountable.10

An additional feature of an “interactive federal budget” would be to make 
all the budget data available, as well as published, non-proprietary APIs, so that 
volunteers, news organizations, academics, and others interested in the budget 
could develop programs that provide new ways of looking at the federal budget 
process. The Web site on federal spending mandated by the Transparency Act 
sets the standard that should be extended to the budget, before the money is 
spent. Senator Barack Obama, in his presidential campaign, has said that the fed-
eral spending site his bill created was meant to be a “Google for government.” It’s 
a step in that direction; now the task is to extend that kind of transparency and 
accessibility to all government information and thereby set an example for the 
rest of the world.

What we have before us is the next step in the unfolding of democracy in the 
United States, with an approach that should have bipartisan appeal. Given ongo-
ing concerns about the influence of money and special interests in our political 
system, about the fiscal challenges of the federal government, and about freedom 
of information in the Internet era, improving transparency and accountability us-
ing the tools at hand—the Internet, open data standards, and open APIs—should 
be one of the chief goals of the next decade. As Bill Bradley wrote in The New 
American Story, “Without idealism, government itself seems like just another spe-
cial interest. But without accountability, idealism becomes softheaded talk.”11

The United States, the oldest and most influential democracy in the world, 
should take the lead in helping citizens engage with their governments, all over 
the world. The U.S. government can set the standard for openness and account-
ability, as well as civic engagement, and demonstrate a new set of tools that can 
be used inexpensively and effectively by other governments and non-governmen-
tal organizations around the globe.  This is the next stage in the development of 
the Internet as perhaps the most useful technology of the modern age, as well as 
the next phase in the millennial-long story of democracy.
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There is mounting eviDence that most American schools and job training sys-
tems are unable to meet the escalating learning needs of a more competi-
tive and knowledge-intensive society. These institutions’ basic designs are 

rooted in the requirements of the 20th century mass production economy, whose 
success caused its education and other supporting institutions to become deeply 
entrenched. By the middle of the 20th century, the mass production paradigm 
had helped the United States develop the world’s strongest economy, with the 
highest per capita incomes and best educated workforce. And, until the 1980s, 
American prosperity was broadly shared. 

Today, on many indicators we still have the world’s strongest economy, but 
the fact that we no longer have the best educated workforce or the best perform-
ing schools and training systems could be harbingers of economic and social 
trouble. On most international assessments the typical cognitive performance 
of American students and adults is mediocre at best—and rapidly falling behind 
those of other industrialized (and even some industrializing) countries. We also 
have much wider education disparities than most other high-income countries.

The failure of our learning systems to adapt to a more competitive and 
knowledge-intensive environment has contributed to stagnant or declining real 
wages; growing inequalities of wealth, income, and opportunity; and rising eco-
nomic insecurity. It is true, of course, that these problems are due to economic 
and social—as well as education—policy failures. But few careful analysts believe 
broadly shared prosperity can be restored without modernizing our learning sys-
tems.

ray marshall

Do we neeD raDical 
changes in our 

school anD workForce 
Development systems?
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the ncee

My perspective on these issues comes largely from my work since the early 1980s 
with the National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE) and its predeces-
sor, the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy.1

The NCEE’s mission is to help reform American school and workforce de-
velopment (WFD) systems. It does this through research; demonstrations; and 
promoting federal, state, and local legislation. NCEE relies very heavily on com-
parative international research and benchmarking. And some of its most effective 
advocacy work has been done through diverse, nonpartisan commissions.

The NCEE’s structure has evolved into a relatively unique hybrid nonprofit/
for-profit organization designed to advance its mission. After extensive research 
and development, funded primarily by foundations, the NCEE has become largely 
self sufficient through the sale of publications and professional services. For ex-
ample, the NCEE created a very successful comprehensive school reform model, 
the America’s Choice School Design (ACSD), delivered through America’s Choice, 
Inc. (ACI), a for-profit subsidiary. ACI’s earnings give the NCEE substantial finan-
cial (and therefore programmatic) independence. 

In what follows I will discuss the findings, recommendations, and actual or 
expected outcomes of two NCEE-sponsored projects: The 1989-90 Commission 
on the Skills of the American Workforce (CSAW) and the New Commission on 
the Skills of the American Workforce (NCSAW), whose December 2006 report, 
Tough Choices or Tough Times, is now being implemented.2 The work of these 
two commissions makes the case for radical reforms, shows how rapidly the rela-
tive educational and skills status of Americans is deteriorating, and discusses the 
challenges involved in keeping our institutions and workers competitive.

BaCKground

In the late 1980s, the NCEE was concerned about the implications of product 
market globalization for American workers, companies, and school systems.3 We 
were particularly worried about growing inequality of education, income, and op-
portunity; American companies’ ability to compete in global markets; and declin-
ing real wages for workers with high school education or less—trends that started 
in the 1970s.4 Declining real wages negatively impacted middle- and low-income 
households, whose earnings could only be maintained by having members—
mainly women—work more hours, a process that not only strained family life, 
but clearly is self limiting. The growing college/high school income differential 
(which increased from 20 percent in 1979 to 38 percent by 1989 and 45 percent 
in 2005)5 suggested that improving education was at least a partial solution to 
declining real wages for non-college-educated workers. NCEE’s leaders generally 
accepted the broad expert opinion that at least two years of college was necessary 
to enable workers to support themselves and their families.

the CoMMission on the sKiLLs of the aMeriCan worKforCe

These considerations prompted the NCEE to create the CSAW, whose 1990 
report, America’s Choice: High Skills or Low Wages, boosted the standards move-
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ment for improving schools and workforce development institutions. The Clin-
ton administration’s education and training programs were based in part on the 
CSAW’s analyses and recommendations, as were the policies of many states and 
local school districts, and even some foreign countries, especially Ireland and 
Australia.

The CSAW concluded that mass production school systems were not up to 
the challenge of educating all students to high standards. The problem was not, 
as many critics alleged—including A Nation at Risk, the 1983 report of the Rea-
gan administration’s National Commission on Excellence in Education—that our 
schools had deteriorated relative to some past golden era. Rather, the problem 
was that a system that reflected the needs of the mass production economy was 
grossly inadequate for a more globalized knowledge-intensive world. 

The CSAW focused primarily on improving the schools attended mostly by 
students from low- and middle-income families. Although they have no grounds 
for complacency, some American K-12 schools, colleges, and universities are 
among the best in the world. The challenge therefore was to determine the school 
and school system designs needed both to narrow the equity gaps and raise aver-
age school performance to world-class standards.

To explore this challenge, in addition to extensive research reviews, the 
CSAW conducted over 2,500 interviews with educators, elected officials, schol-
ars, and business and labor leaders in the United States and six other countries 
(Singapore, Japan, Ireland, Denmark, Germany, and Sweden), whose schools and 
WFD systems had exemplary performance on some important indicators. These 
comparative analyses confirmed that American schools (1) were too bureaucratic; 
(2) gave too little local autonomy; (3) lacked coherent instruction systems linked 
to high standards and diagnostic assessments of student performance; (4) de-
meaned teachers; and (5) did not have incentive systems that rewarded schools 
and teachers for performance. 

These schools’ policies also too often reflected the debilitating theory that 
learning is mainly due to innate ability, which weakens student motivation, ab-
solves schools of responsibility for educating all students to high standards 
and produces school cultures and policies that deny high quality instruction to 
most—especially low-income and minority—students, thus seeming to confirm 
the school’s learning theory.

Unfortunately, although there was broad support for standards, most states, 
including Texas, adopted low standards that were less expensive and easier to 
meet, but did not adequately prepare students for college or demanding post-
secondary learning opportunities. A rough test of the level of state standards 
is provided by the difference between state proficiency scores and those of the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), “the nation’s report card.” 
For example, a 2006 study found that the gaps between Texas and NAEP passing 
rates were 55 percentage points in reading and 51 points in math. The state that 
came closest to the federal standard was Massachusetts, with a 1 percent gap in 
math and 10 percent in reading.6
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aMeriCa’s ChoiCe sChooL design

The CSAW’s most enduring legacy is the America’s Choice School Design 
(ACSD), based on the NCEE’s high performance school concept. The specific fea-
tures of the ACSD that enabled it to significantly improve achievement in a rap-
idly growing number of public schools (over 1,000 by 2007) include:

High, internationally benchmarked student performance standards.1. 

Continuous, data-driven, and diagnostic assessments that reveal stu-2. 
dent progress toward these standards, which are conspicuously dis-
played in America’s Choice schools.

Research-based curriculum materials that stress mastery of the funda-3. 
mentals of core subjects, instead of the superficial approach in most 
U.S. schools that relies on drills, memorization, and duplication.

“Ramp-up” programs to focus special materials, more time and added 4. 
resources to reduce dropouts and help struggling students meet the 
standards.

A theory of learning and teaching based on modern cognitive science 5. 
which demonstrates that learning is due mainly to hard work and sup-
portive learning systems, not innate ability.

Professional development for teachers and principals that helps them 6. 
to install high performance learning programs in their schools and 
classrooms. Subject matter coaches, as well as model classrooms and 
schools, demonstrate best practices for teachers and administrators.

School management and governance systems that foster a collaborative 7. 
learning environment; efficient, data-driven, research-based learning 
and diagnostic processes; and parental and community involvement in 
school governance and student learning.

A support system for participating schools provided by the NCEE’s 8. 
America’s Choice division (now America’s Choice, Inc.) that includes 
cluster leaders for several schools; continuous training for principals, 
teachers, and coaches; curriculum materials; technical assistance; and 
research publications on teaching, learning, and school performance in 
general, as well as in particular subjects.

America’s Choice provides technical and other assistance to schools for five years, 
after which the schools’ professionals take over with help from ACI as needed.

The ACSD has been continuously evaluated by the University of Pennsylva-
nia’s Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE), which concluded that, 
compared with similar schools, the first ACSD cohorts significantly improved 
student achievement.7 NCEE and ACI have continued to improve the America’s 
Choice model on the basis of internal and external research and evaluations. They 
have, for example, developed very effective mathematics and literacy curricula 
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using national and international benchmarking and extensive field tests in se-
lected American schools.

deveLopMents sinCe 1990 highLight aMeriCan vuLneraBiLities

Several developments in the 15 years following the 1990 America’s Choice 
report prompted the NCEE to create the new commission; these include:

The globalization of labor markets, especially the entry of China, India, 1. 
and the former Soviet bloc countries into the international economy, 
which more than doubled the size of the global labor market. These de-
velopments caused American workers at every income level to compete 
directly with increasingly well-educated, lower-wage workers in other 
countries. The NCSAW found, for example, that similarly qualified en-
gineers’ beginning salaries were $7,500 a year in India and $45,000 in 
the United States. The implication, of course, was that, with prevailing 
institutions and policies, international convergence would likely cause 
U.S. workers’ wages to fall and Indian wages to rise. These develop-
ments likewise meant that one of the CSAW’s basic assumptions was no 
longer valid: suddenly, Americans were competing with large and grow-
ing numbers of workers who had high skills and low wages.

Declining real incomes of college graduates. As can be seen from Table 2. 
1, between 2000 and 2005 real incomes increased significantly only for 
the 1.9 percent of American workers with professional graduate degrees 
and fell or remained flat for all others.8 Indeed, even before 2000, part 
of the college premium resulted from declining wages for high school 
graduates, not just rising wages for college-educated workers.

The “demographic twist” caused by escalating immigration and the 3. 
pending retirement of the baby-boom generation. The American econo-
my benefited greatly from the employment of the large population (78 
million) of well-educated baby-boomers, who are expected to retire in 
droves between 2010 and 2020. The baby boomers are being replaced 
largely by immigrants, most of whom have much less education. Im-
migrants, who accounted for over half of U.S. civilian workforce growth 
during the 1990s and 86 percent between 2000 and 2005,9 have bimod-
al education profiles: some immigrants, mainly from Asia and Europe, 
have more education than natives, while most immigrants, mainly from 
the western hemisphere, have less. Therefore, immigrants compete at 
the high and low ends of the educational distribution.

Better international data on education and workforce literacy provided 4. 
the following disturbing picture of our relative education and skill lev-
els:
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A. Workforce

Some of the most useful comparative workforce data, from the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) triennial (beginning in 
2000) Program in International Student Assessment (PISA), show:

By the end of the 1990s, the United States no longer had the best-edu-a) 
cated workforce in the industrialized world, as it had in the 1970s. By 
2006, we ranked 11th out of 20 industrial countries in the percentage 
of adults who had completed high school, and several lower-ranked 
countries were rapidly gaining on us.

The United States was the only country studied where younger adults b) 
(25 to 34) were not as well-educated as the older cohort (45 to 54). 
The young American cohort not only had lower proportions of high 
school graduates, but also the lowest proportion (39 percent) with 
associate or baccalaureate degrees (Canadians had 54 percent, Japa-
nese, 51 percent and Koreans, 49 percent).

We also had greater education and skill disparities than other OECD c) 
countries. While we had the lowest proportion of young adults (25 
to 34) who had completed high school or college, we had the highest 
proportion (36.2 percent) of older adults (55 to 64) with this educa-
tional attainment (compared with 34.5 for Canada and 19.2 percent 
for Japan). These statistics reflect the continuing impact of the post-
World War II GI Bill, the well-educated baby boomers, accelerating 
immigration, and relatively rapid educational improvements in other 
countries.10 

B. Adult Literacy Surveys

Because of differences in educational quality, years of schooling is a less 
meaningful measure of knowledge and skills than the performance evaluations 
provided by the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) and the International Adult 
Literacy Survey (IALS). The 2003 NALS revealed that among American adults, 93 
million scored at the lowest two reading levels while 123 million scored in the 
lowest two quantitative levels. Adults with these literacy levels are unable to read 
complex material or function very well in society or at work. Indeed, 70 percent of 
inmates in U.S. correctional institutions scored at the lowest two literacy levels.

A 2004 Educational Testing Service (ETS) adult literacy study reported that: 
“Our overall performance is mediocre at best and . . . as a nation we are among 
the world’s leaders in the degree of inequality between our best and poorest 
performers.”11 

With respect to immigrants, the ETS study concluded:

“A majority of our nation’s 16-65 year old foreign born demonstrates a) 
proficiencies in the lowest literacy level (Level 1) on each of the NALS 
and IALS literacy scales, while fewer than 10 percent performed at 
levels 4 or 5, the highest literacy levels.”
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“The average literacy performance of the nation’s immigrant popu-b) 
lation is considerably below that of their native born peers in the 
U.S. and their foreign born counterparts in most other high-income 
countries that participated in the IALS . . .” Indeed, on their mean 
composite proficiency scores, U.S. immigrants ranked 18th among 20 
high income countries.12 Thus, America’s heavy dependence on im-
migrants clearly has important implications for education and work-
force development. 

C. School Performance

National and international assessments document our relative school per-
formance. The main lesson from the Trends in International Math and Science 
Survey (TIMSS) is that American students’ performance is relatively high at the 
lower grades, but mediocre or worse in the higher grades. This is confirmed by 
the latest PISA assessment, which placed U.S. students’ mean reading scores at 
14th of 22 countries assessed; their mean math scores placed them 20th of 23 
countries.

The 1999 TIMSS study placed only 5 percent of U.S. students in the top 10 
percent of the world’s 8th graders; 45 percent of Singapore’s and 32 percent of 
Japan’s students were in this category.

The United States also had relatively low high school graduation rates. Ac-
cording to a 2006 OECD report, the United States had the highest dropout rate 
among 30 industrialized countries. Of 100 students entering the 9th grade, 32 do 
not graduate and only 18 receive associate or baccalaureate degrees in three to six 
years. Graduation rates are significantly lower for Hispanic and black students. 
According to the 2006 NAEP, graduation rates were 76.2 percent for whites, 59.6 
percent for Hispanics and 51.6 percent for blacks.

Student performance is highly correlated with socioeconomic status: accord-
ing to the 2002 NAEP, low-income high school seniors read at about the same 
level as middle school high-income students. The reading and math performance 
for African American and Hispanic students was about two grade levels below 
that of whites.13

The attainment gaps persist throughout students’ school years beginning at 
preschool, where the cognitive skills of high-SES students are 60 percent above 
those from low-SES families, who also are much less likely to attend preschool. 
Census data show, for example, that 67 percent of 3- and 4-year-olds from fami-
lies with annual incomes of over $150,000 attend preschool compared with only 
35 percent of children from families with incomes of less than $10,000 (Educa-
tion Week 2007).14

There is, in addition, fairly consistent evidence that SES is more important 
than ability in determining students’ access to higher education. For example, the 
National Center for Education Statistics, tracking a group of students who were in 
the eighth grade in 1988, found that students from higher income families who 
had low scores on a standardized test were slightly more likely to complete col-
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lege than students from low-income families who did very well on a standardized 
test.15

The evidence also suggests that American schools are not very efficient. 
Despite the mediocre performance of our students, in 2006 we had the fourth 
highest per-student elementary and secondary school expenditures of any indus-
trialized country. Similarly, between 1971 and 2002, U.S. per-student spending, 
adjusted for inflation, rose 264 percent (from $3,400 to $8,971), while a rough 
measure of performance, fourth-grade NAEP reading scores, rose only 4 percent 
(from 208 to 217). And the inefficiency of our schools relative to other countries 
is suggested by the fact that the composite literacy score of American high school 
graduates with no college ranked 19th out of 19 countries studied by the IALS.

D. Workforce Development and Adult Literacy

It is equally clear that America’s workforce development systems are not 
very effective, especially for low-income workers with limited schooling. And em-
ployers perpetuate inequalities by providing the most training to higher income 
managerial, professional, and technical workers with more formal education and 
relatively little training to frontline workers, who generally have fewer years of 
schooling. 

While it usually produces positive results for participants, the federal-state 
workforce development system has a number of debilitating features, including:

Obsolete mission. Mainstream WFD programs were designed to move a) 
low-income and unemployed adults into jobs. This was a more ap-
propriate objective from 1975 to 1995, when unemployment aver-
aged over 7 percent, peaking at 9.7 percent in 1983. But since 1995 
unemployment has averaged about 5 percent, and was even lower 
before the 2007 economic slowdown. The main workforce develop-
ment problems have become skill shortages, the persistence of low-
wage jobs, and the growing number of relatively uneducated adults. 
The current workforce development priority therefore should be to 
provide basic education and language training to upgrade the skills 
of new, incumbent, and displaced workers. 

The federal-state WFD systems have additional debilitating charac-b) 
teristics, including a lack of ready access to resources for a compre-
hensive array of support services (e.g., education, child care, food 
stamps, earned income tax credits) that could greatly improve em-
ployability and earnings; a geographical scope that does not coincide 
with labor markets or economic development districts; and an in-
ability to engage in effective strategic planning because of uncertain 
funding and a lack of autonomy.

Inadequate funding, given the magnitude and severity of our labor c) 
market problems. Indeed, in constant dollars federal employment 
and training appropriations have been reduced from about $30 bil-
lion in 1978 to about $3.1 billion in 2006.
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Similarly, federal-state adult education programs reach only about 3 d) 
million of the 93-123 million who need these services. 

the new CoMMission on the sKiLLs of the aMeriCan worKforCe 
The new CSAW was created to address these very serious education and WFD 

challenges. The commission’s deliberations were supported by extensive research 
for over three years in the United States and 14 other countries, including India 
and China. Its analyses support four basic assumptions: 

For reasons discussed earlier, our learning systems must be radically 1. 
reformed because the nation’s education and skills challenges cannot 
be met effectively either by existing schools and workforce develop-
ment programs or marginal changes in these institutions.

Education and workforce development policies alone cannot restore 2. 
broadly shared prosperity. The commission did not elaborate on these 
other policies, but in my view they include social safety nets (including 
universal health care), minimum and prevailing wage regulations to pre-
vent low-wage competition, basic labor standards (including the right to 
organize and bargain collectively) as part of the rules for international 
economic transactions, heavy support for research and development, 
and economic policies to promote value-added instead of wage compe-
tition.

Routine high- and low-wage work is at risk because it can be automated 3. 
and outsourced. Non-routine work that requires complex communica-
tion, judgment, expert thinking, problem-solving, and face-to-face com-
munications is less vulnerable to automation and outsourcing

With global labor markets, workers and enterprises will have higher 4. 
earnings only if they are more productive and creative enough to pro-
duce unique goods and services. The sources of creativity are not well 
understood, but the evidence shows that a sound basic education is 
necessary. The commission found, in addition, that creative education 
includes arts, humanities, history, and economics, as well as math, sci-
ence, and technology. Creative people also are able to synthesize knowl-
edge across traditional academic disciplines. And there is evidence that 
diverse organizations are more creative and productive.16

nCsaw reCoMMendations

The following recommendations are designed to significantly accelerate the 
creation of high-performance schools and school systems, narrow the socioeco-
nomic achievement gaps, and foster much stronger and more highly coordinated 
workforce development systems. 

Schools and School Systems
Create a coherent system of standards, assessments, and curricula. 1. 
Curricula should be based on the mastery of key ideas, concepts, and 
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core facts, and should build the capacity for creativity and innovation. 
The K-12 standards should be designed to get almost all students ready 
for college or demanding postsecondary training. The commission en-
visioned the creation of a set of Board Examinations similar to those 
used in high-performing countries. These examinations could be initi-
ated by state or national and international organizations and would be 
in a set of core subjects based on syllabi provided by the Board. These 
examinations and standards would focus the attention of students and 
educators; promote efficient learning; motivate students, teachers, and 
administrators; and facilitate the creation of effective accountability 
systems.

The commission assumed that, for most students, the first Board Exam 
(BE1) would take place at age 16, but since students should be allowed 
to advance at their own pace, they might take the BE1 later, and could 
take it as many times as needed to pass. The standards for BE1 would 
be benchmarked to the exams given in countries that do the best job of 
educating their students.17

Students who pass BE1 would be guaranteed the right, without remedia-
tion, to enter a community or technical college to work toward a two-
year degree or the requirements needed to transfer to a four-year state 
college. Students who have high enough BE1 scores could prepare for 
BE2, which also could be more advanced versions of the requirements 
for BE1. Students could receive college credit for the courses leading to 
BE2. 

Continuing assessments in elementary and secondary grades would be 
tightly linked to the standards required for BE1, as would syllabi and 
instruction materials. School professionals and instruction systems 
would provide students enough assistance to allow them to proceed 
at their own pace, but never to fall too far behind. Experiences with 
America’s Choice and other high performance school designs suggest 
that these procedures could greatly improve graduation rates.

Create high performance schools and districts through the following 2. 
actions:

Break schools’ dependence on local property taxes, a major a) 
cause of inequality, by having education funded mainly by 
states, supplemented by the federal government.

Provide greater equity by allocating funds to schools through b) 
student-weighted budgeting (SWB) based on the students’ edu-
cational needs. Schools with the most disadvantaged students 
would receive more resources. Combining SWB with district-wide 
public school choice, as is done in Seattle for example, would 
give schools incentives to recruit disadvantaged students.
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Teacher quality is crucial for high-performance schools. States c) 
and school districts therefore should work with teacher organi-
zations to design systems that would raise salaries and compen-
sate teachers more for performance (as is done in Denver, To-
ledo, and some other districts) and less for seniority. The main 
objective should be to recruit teachers from the top third of 
college students. Traditionally, schools have had many excellent 
teachers because discrimination limited non-teaching oppor-
tunities for women and minorities. As discrimination declined 
and the pay and working conditions for teachers lagged those 
of other occupations requiring higher education, many fewer 
academically talented students were attracted to teaching. The 
National Council on Teacher Quality, for example, reported in 
2002 that a disproportionately high number of teacher candi-
dates came from the lower end of the academic ability distribu-
tion, measured by SAT and ACT scores.18 And a National Bureau 
of Economic Research study concluded that the likelihood of a 
highly talented (ranked in the top 10 percent of high school stu-
dents) female entering teaching fell from 20 percent in 1964 to 
11 percent in 2000.19 Fortunately, recent evidence suggests that 
more teachers are now being recruited from the top half of col-
lege classes.20 This is being done in part through initiatives like 
the University of Texas’ UTeach, an innovative teacher prepara-
tion program for math and science majors.

All teachers should be hired by local schools, but paid by states. d) 
Beginning teachers’ salaries would be raised to the current me-
dian (about $45,000 a year); there would be high standards for 
beginning, intermediate, and master teachers; and career lad-
ders should enable educators to improve their incomes and pro-
fessional status while remaining in teaching.

School boards should no longer operate schools, but contract e) 
with autonomous local schools that agree to meet performance 
standards for students and school professionals. These con-
tracts should encourage performance incentives for teachers 
and schools to improve student achievement, as well as to pro-
vide incentives to attract teachers to hard-to-fill positions or 
low-performing schools.

In addition to negotiating and monitoring performance con-
tracts, school districts would support schools in various ways, 
including certifying organizations to provide technical assis-
tance, professional development, or other services and provid-
ing data and research to promote continuous improvement.

Acceptance of these recommendations could end the conflict 
over charter schools and private school vouchers. Any school 
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that met the prescribed standards could become a contract 
school, but no school that refused (or failed) to meet these stan-
dards could receive state funds.

Promote more efficient resource utilization. The commission conclud-3. 
ed that net savings from its recommendations could reach $52 billion, 
mainly from students spending fewer years in high school, less need for 
remediation, avoiding duplication through linking different class and 
school levels with performance standards, and using resources more 
efficiently. These savings would be divided equally between universal 
preschool for 3- and 4-year olds, higher teachers’ salaries, and more 
support for disadvantaged students.

Provide universal high-quality preschool for 3- and 4-year olds. There 4. 
is abundant evidence that good preschool programs that prepare chil-
dren to start school ready to learn are a very efficient use of education 
resources. Research suggests that a dollar spent in early education can 
save $7 to $17 in social and education costs over a child’s life. Unfortu-
nately, only about a fourth of the nation’s eligible children are enrolled 
in publicly funded preschool programs. And, as noted, participation in 
these programs is heavily skewed toward children from higher-income 
families. Since the quality of these programs is very important, there 
should be major efforts to improve the standards, training, and com-
pensation for preschool caregivers.

Greater support for disadvantaged students. The most important chal-5. 
lenge for U.S. education and social policy is to narrow the wide per-
formance gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged students. This 
problem becomes more important as immigrants with limited English 
proficiency and levels of schooling become a larger proportion of school 
populations. Federal and state governments therefore should give high 
priority to educational equity and allocate funds to schools on the ba-
sis of student-weighted budgeting; abandon the theory that learning is 
mainly due to innate ability; change teacher compensation and assign-
ment policies to attract the best teachers to schools with the greatest 
need; give more time and support to disadvantaged students; involve 
minority and disadvantaged parents in their children’s education; and 
provide diagnostic assessment, data, and school-specific research to 
strengthen educators’ ability to diagnose needs and prescribe interven-
tions to help disadvantaged students. 

Workforce Development and Adult Education Programs
Rising and rapidly changing skill requirements and the displacement of work-

ers by technology and global competition, combined with the declining education 
attainment of many new workers, make it imperative that we create much more 
coherent and effective systems to meet workers’ training, information, counsel-
ing, family support, and labor market adjustment needs. The absence of an effec-
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tive workforce development system will cause workers to incur most of the costs 
and realize few of the benefits of change, as well as prevent the whole economy 
from adjusting smoothly to economic and technological changes and promot-
ing high-value-added economic development policies. The absence of an effective 
worker adjustment system also has intensified resistance to an open and expand-
ing global economy, which, if properly structured, could enhance the chances for 
broadly shared national and global prosperity. 

To function more effectively, workforce investment boards must have more 
autonomy, resources, status, authority, and ability to coordinate easily with 
schools and community colleges, as well as with adult education, social service, 
and preschool providers. To meet these objectives, the commission proposed the 
following:

Provide education paid for by the federal government to enable all 1. 
adults to meet the academic standards required for high school gradu-
ates (i.e., BE1). 

Give adults more resources to invest in their own education through tax 2. 
advantaged individual development accounts (IDAs). The federal gov-
ernment would create IDAs for every child by depositing $500 in these 
accounts at birth and $100 every year thereafter until age 16. Employ-
ers, individual family members, and others could make pretax contribu-
tions to IDAs, which would accumulate tax free and could be used only 
for career-related education purposes. Individuals also should be able 
to contribute to their own IDAs with pretax dollars or through local, 
state, or national public service programs.

Create regional development authorities (RDAs) that combine workforce 3. 
and economic development activities. The RDAs would align workforce 
investment, economic development, adult education, and community 
college districts into common regions based on labor markets. These 
authorities would coordinate with community colleges and other edu-
cation and training institutions to provide learning systems for adults 
without diplomas, immigrants, and others who need basic literacy 
skills. The RDAs should be empowered to issue tax-exempt bonds, raise 
money from private sources, and have considerable flexibility in the use 
of state and federal funds. 

The RDAs could become very important institutions to address America’s 
serious adult education and training problems. These proposed entities are called 
“authorities” to distinguish them from the fragmented organizations that osten-
sibly have had oversight of federal-state workforce, economic development, and 
adult education programs, but actually have little autonomy and inadequate fi-
nancial and legal independence to work with elected officials to develop effective 
regional development plans.
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conclusions: Do we neeD raDical changes?

Extensive media and political responses to the NCSAW’s report reveal widespread 
agreement that America’s schools have not improved enough to overcome their 
most serious problems, especially the wide gaps between advantaged and dis-
advantaged students. While these equity gaps have narrowed in some districts, 
as measured by the NAEP, they have not changed enough overall. The evidence 
likewise supports the conclusion that typical American schools do not make very 
effective use of educational resources. Progress in some districts and with the 
ACSD and other comprehensive models and the experiences of countries with 
high-performing schools nevertheless provide insights into the kinds of interven-
tions that could narrow the achievement gaps and improve overall school perfor-
mance. 

There also seems to be broad support for some of the commission’s specific 
recommendations, especially universal preschool, higher teachers’ pay, student-
weighted budgeting, and strengthening workforce development and adult educa-
tion systems.

There is, in addition, considerable agreement that, despite some positive fea-
tures, the federal No Child Left Behind Act has not, and is unlikely to, reverse the 
declines in either America’s education and literacy levels relative to other high-
income countries or the rising education and skill requirements for success in life 
or work. NCLB had the positive effect of requiring that test scores be reported by 
ethnic and socioeconomic status, thus highlighting our very serious educational 
equity problems. Unfortunately, NCLB’s defects limit its ability to either cause 
adequate improvements in education levels or close the equity gaps. The Act’s 
main problems include allowing states to set their own standards and proficiency 
levels, which, combined with penalties for noncompliance, created incentives for 
low standards that did not help low-performing students very much and did not 
challenge high-performing students at all; encouraging teaching to inappropriate 
standardized tests in a few subjects like math, reading, and science, to the neglect 
of such important subjects as history, the arts, and music, and pedagogically 
sound teaching and learning methods; imposing unrealistic objectives without 
providing adequate resources for schools to meet those objectives; and doing 
little to overcome the perverse allocation of teachers and resources. Many teach-
ers complain that the NCLB’s testing requirements force them to become little 
more than test-prep machines and create seriously flawed and unfair means for 
paying teachers based on the results of very fallible tests.

Some Tough Choices critics argue that the report exaggerates the weakness-
es of American public schools. These defenders of the traditional school model 
argue that the American economy is still the most productive in the world, which 
shows that the education system is meeting the economy’s needs. There are, how-
ever, several problems with this argument. First, it ignores the implications of the 
demographic twist, as well as the time lags between economic cause and effect. 
The economy continues to benefit from the contributions of the baby boomers, 
who will retire in large numbers over the next 20 years. The economy also benefits 
from well-educated immigrants, who are less likely to come to the United States 
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if our quality of life and economic performance deteriorate relative to those of 
either their homelands or other countries. 

Some critics argue that Tough Choices implies that education alone can solve 
America’s economic and social problems. I do not read this implication from the 
report, but agree that education and training alone are not sufficient to close the 
equity gaps. It nevertheless would be a huge policy mistake to argue that because 
education alone cannot solve all of our economic and social problems, we should 
not try to implement the commission’s recommendations, most of which would 
make our learning systems much more efficient, and therefore would not require 
large new public expenditures.

A few critics argue that it is naïve to assume that federal and state authori-
ties will adopt the commission’s radical recommendations. Of course, these crit-
ics could be right. Whether or not we can gain political support depends on the 
credibility of our evidence that the problems we face are very serious, that our 
existing institutions are not up to the challenges they face, that marginal changes 
are not likely to do much good, and that a failure to act would have serious 
negative consequences for our nation’s future. The media, political, and scholarly 
responses to Tough Choices have been encouraging. And there are grounds for 
optimism about support from the federal government and enough states to accel-
erate the process of institutional change. Significant success in four or five states 
could cause other states to adapt these recommendations to their realities. Trans-
forming our obsolete education and workforce development institutions will not 
be easy, but real change in deeply entrenched institutions never is. If these early 
state initiatives produce significant improvement, reforms could spread to other 
states.
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1. Although I chair the NCEE’s board of trustees, the views presented in this essay 
are mine and do not necessarily represent those of the NCEE or its associated 
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2. I co-chaired CSAW with Bill Brock (former labor secretary, U.S. senator, and chair 
of the Republican National Committee) and was a member of the NCSAW and am 
actively involved in implementing its recommendations. Although I generally support 
the NCSAW’s recommendations and analyses, the ideas expressed in this essay are 
my own and would not necessarily be accepted by other commissioners.
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8. Census data for 2006 show the following changes in mean real incomes between 
2000 and 2006:
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< High school -3.1% 9.94%

High school grads* +2.0 29.5

Some college -2.0 27.2

BA/S -2.6 21.7

MA/S -1.3 8.2

Professional degree +7.7 3.3
*Median wage of high school grads declined 2000-06.  It is not clear why these 
workers’ incomes rose between 2005 and 2006.
Source:  Income data found at http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/
histinc/h13.html; accessed 2/26/08.
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Schools, and Societies.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007.

17. BEI could be modeled after the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) tests, which 
measure student learning from a detailed syllabus. Most questions on AP tests are 
open ended, requiring students to master course material—they cannot get good 
scores by test preparation. AP tests are scored by independent professionals trained 
by the College Board, which also provides training for AP teachers, who usually 
consider it an honor to be selected to teach these courses.

  Two other model board examination systems are the International Baccalaureate 
(IB), designed originally to provide high quality education for the children of diplomats, 
and Cambridge University’s International General Certificate of Secondary Education, 
used by schools in over 120 countries. A unique feature of the Cambridge University 
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system is that a student’s grade at the end of the course is determined by scores 
given on assignments during the year, not just the final exam.

  States likewise could get a better understanding of their students’ performance 
with their counterparts in other countries by participating in PISA, which is becoming 
the accepted international benchmark for comparing student performance.

18. United States Department of Education. Condition of Education 2002. Washington, 
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2002.
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Opportunities for Women and the Quality of Teachers, 1957-1992.” NBER Working 
Paper no. 41802, 2002.

20. Gitomer, Drew H.  Teacher Quality in a Changing Policy Landscape: Improvements in 
the Teacher Pool.  Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service, 2007.

reFerences

Callahan, Raymond.  Education and the Cult of Efficiency: A Study of the Social Forces that 
Have Shaped the Administration of the Public Schools.  Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press. 1962.

Comer, James. School Power. New York: Free Press, 1980.

Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce. America’s Choice: High Skills or Low 
Wages.  WDC: National Center on Education and the Economy. 1990.

Corcoran, Sean, William N. Evans, and Robert M. Schwab. “Changing Labor Market 
Opportunities for Women and the Quality of Teachers, 1957-1992.” NBER Working 
Paper no. 4180, 2002.

Education Week.  “Paying Attention Early On” in From Cradle to Career.  January 4, 2007.

Education Week.  “Gauging Student Performance.”  January 4, 2007.

Fuller, Bruce, Kathryn Gesicki, Erin Kang, and Joseph Wright.  “Is the No Child Left Behind 
Act Working? The Reliability of How States Track Achievement.” Working Paper 06-1.  
Berkeley: Policy Analysis for California Education, 2006.

Gitomer, Drew H.  Teacher Quality in a Changing Policy Landscape: Improvements in the 
Teacher Pool.  Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service, 2007.

Krugman, Paul.  “Poverty is Poison,” New York Times, February 18, 2008, p. A19.

Marshall, Ray.  “Getting Immigration Reform Right.” Challenge Vol. 50, no. 4 (2007), pp. 
26-48.

Marshall, Ray, ed.  Back to Shared Prosperity.  Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1992.

Marshall, Ray, and Marc Tucker. Thinking for a Living: Education and the Wealth of Nations. 
New York: Basic Books, 1992.

Mishel, Lawrence, Jared Bernstein, and Sylvia Allegretto. The State of Working America 
2006/2007. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press, 2007.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Education at a Glance. 
Paris: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006.



vol 19 155Do we neeD raDical changes?

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

Page, Scott.  The Difference: How the Power of Diversity Creates Better Groups, Firms, 
Schools, and Societies.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007.

Sum, Andrew, Irwin Kirsch, and Kentaro Yamamoto. A Human Capital Concern: The Literacy 
Proficiency of US Immigrants. Washington, D.C.: Educational Testing Service, 2004.

Supovitz, Jonathan A., Susan M. Poglinco, and Brooke A. Snyder. Moving Mountains: 
Successes and Challenges of the America’s Choice Comprehensive School Reform 
Design.  Philadelphia: Consortium for Policy Research in Education, 2001.

United States Department of Education. Condition of Education 2002. Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Office, 2002.





FunDamentally, PrivatiZation is much more than a financial or managerial action; 
it is a philosophical position concerning the roles and the relationships of 
society’s private institutions and government.1  A “public-private partner-

ship” identifies a hands-on   involvement of both the public and private sector in 
which levels of risk and responsibility vary greatly on a contract-by-contract ba-
sis. The goal in each partnership is for both parties to achieve separate objectives 
while pursuing the shared partnership-objective. The involvement of the private 
sector in highway infrastructure, consistent with most public-private ideologies, 
obtains its strongest support from two main ideas: (1) tapping private equity is a 
real and potential source that can be leveraged with public sector efforts to help 
meet the needs of today’s highways at little or no cost to the public; and (2) the 
private sector is inherently more efficient than its public counterpart. Use of pri-
vate equity and efficiency is often considered inherently advantageous compared 
to public sector operation, and is not new practice. Government agencies at all 
levels have contracted services,  including solid waste collection, street repair, 
street cleaning, snow removal, tree maintenance, filing services, laundry services, 
international security, etc.2

Without question, America’s complex highway system is one of the great-
est achievements in civil engineering history. Spanning from coast to coast over 
bridges, tunnels, and long desolate stretches, the contribution made by the inter-
state highway system to the social and economic well-being of the United States 
over the past 50 years cannot be understated. But the cost of designing, build-
ing, and maintaining the highways has reached astronomical levels. In 1998, the 
Transportation Equity Act for the 21st century was passed with a price tag of 
$217 billion, making it the largest public works project in history.3 Cities and 
counties across the country are in search of alternative answers as they are suf-
fering from different types of financial constraints from the varying demands of 
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highway infrastructure. With the aging highway system demanding an estimated 
$44.8 billion a year in maintenance alone, transportation costs continue to mount 
while future funding levels look increasingly bleak.

Historically, the preferred method to fund transportation infrastructure is 
through the federal fuel tax or the “gas tax.” Currently standing at $0.184 per 
gallon of gasoline, the federal fuel tax generates roughly $35 billion a year depos-
ited into the Federal Highway Trust Fund established in 1958. Although the gas 
tax has remained at the same fixed rate for many years, the purchasing power of 
revenues has diminished due to high levels of inflation and volatility within the 
costs of commodities. In response, efforts were made to index the federal fuel tax 
to certain economic indicators helping to sustain its purchasing power, but these 
efforts failed as the U.S. has now entered into a second pinch with its current 
energy supplies.4 In addition, increased fuel efficiency and technological innova-
tions within the automobile industry have forced economists and transportation 
experts to rethink demand with little or no gasoline use. Vehicles such as the Toy-
ota Prius and Honda’s Hybrid Civic get 45-50 miles per gallon (mpg) on highways 
while other automobiles such as the Civic GX Natural Gas Vehicle is virtually gas 
free. It is predicted that the Highway Trust Fund will suffer a $3-4 billion shortfall 
over the next five years, leaving state and local agencies to innovate alternative 
“non-gas” funding solutions.5

Some states have already begun to venture into the idea that the future of 
highway infrastructure funding may lie in the hands of private capital. Twenty-
three states (including California, Virginia, Texas, and Indiana) have already be-
gun to pursue alternate highway funding sources, turning to public-private part-
nerships as a means to raise capital for future highway facilities that otherwise 
would not have been built. Such contracts are drawn to facilitate private involve-
ment in infrastructure. In other words, jurisdictions are pursuing a market-driven 
approach to the delivery, construction, and maintenance.

legislation 

The enactment of several important pieces of federal legislation and the leader-
ship of several states to embrace partnership-enhancing initiatives has demon-
strated a hearty appetite for private capital markets in U.S. highway projects. 

the interModaL surfaCe transportation effiCienCy aCt (istea) of 1991 
and transportation effiCienCy aCt for the 21st Century (tea-21)

After a series of attempts by Ronald Reagan, federal lawmakers began to 
understand the magnitude of interest around the use of tolling by private compa-
nies.6 Legislators recognized private equity as a tool to help manage congestion 
and provide significant capital resources to help meet the nation’s transportation 
needs. This was reflected in the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act 
(ISTEA) of 1991. It authorized funding levels and policy for highway, transit, and 
safety programs from 1992 to 1997.6 ISTEA also established the United States 
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Value Pricing Pilot Program. 
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The pilot program allowed the implementation of variably priced tolls on the 
Interstate Highway System on a test basis in up to 15 states.7 The trial tolls were 
used to test the potential of large financial relief through the creation of self-
sustaining highway segments. This was a particularly novel development because 
it represented the first time since its creation that tolls could be used to under-
take improvements on the Interstate Highway System. The Value Pricing Pilot 
Program was continued in the Transportation Efficiency Act for the 21st Century 
(TEA-21), which authorized funding and policy from 1996 to 2003. By the end 
of the TEA-21 authorization period, there were a total of four High Occupancy 
Tolls, or HOT lanes in the United States, two of which operated on the Interstate 
Highway System.

Another significant aspect of the TEA-21 legislation was the authorization 
for state and county agencies to forge trial partnerships with the private sector in 
a shared-responsibility provision of highway infrastructure. As a result, a small 
number of public-private partnership projects began to appear around the na-
tion in Orange County California, Chicago, Illinois, Texas, and Indiana. One of the 
more significant of these partnerships was the Southbay Expressway in San Diego, 
California. Caltrans awarded a 35-year concession to the consortium group Cali-
fornia Transportation Ventures (CTV) consisting of Parsons Brinkerhoff and Egis 
Projects of France.8  With a price tag of $642 million, the design consists of 11.37 
miles of quality highway linking the San Diego area with the only commercial port 
of entry from Mexico.  One of the more distinct features of the partnership was 
the government’s role as financial lender providing a 38-year, $140 million fixed 
rate bond.9 This was revolutionary in the world of public-private partnerships and 
was seen as one of the most innovative ways for government to maintain a posi-
tion of management over the project while simultaneously distancing itself from 
construction and design, giving the company the necessary distance to harbor 
innovation. 

safe, aCCountaBLe, fLexiBLe, effiCient transportation equity aCt: 
a LegaCy for users (safetea-Lu) of 2005

The United States’ SAFETEA-LU authorization legislation was signed in Au-
gust 2005, establishing transportation policies from 2005 to 2010 reinforcing 
and expanding the recent momentum transportation partnerships had achieved.  
There are six separate pieces of legislation discussing toll programs which, to-
gether, mainstream the conversion of High Occupancy Vehicle lanes (HOV) to 
High Occupancy Tolls (HOT) operation in all 50 states and allow tolling for the 
maintenance or addition of new general purpose lanes on the Interstate Highway 
System.10 There are also a variety of programs that designate funds to support 
these same applications. Most importantly, this legislation extends the ability to 
issue tax exempt bonds to privately financed toll roads and freight transfer fa-
cilities. The legislation limits the total amount of private activity transportation 
bonds to a total of $15 billion, which will be allocated among the most qualified 
facilities based on a review of applications submitted to FHWA.11 

Passage of the revolutionary private activity bond legislation reflects the 
government’s desire to increase private sector investment in U.S. highway infra-
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structure. Providing private developers and operators with access to tax-exempt 
government-backed financing will lower the cost of raising capital significantly, 
making investment opportunities in highway infrastructure more attractive for 
private sector partners. Together the trial tolling programs, private activity bonds, 
and increased funding for the SAFETEA-LU program will encourage the use of 
public-private partnerships in the current authorization period and beyond.

types oF partnerships

The formulation of partnerships within highway infrastructure can vary greatly in 
length, risk, and reward, and the variation of these characteristics is highly depen-
dent on the type of partnership. Some partnerships are simple management con-
tracts for sub-regional transportation services identified as micro-privatization. 
Other contracts with greater durations, risks, and rewards for construction or 
ownership of capital facilities or infrastructure identify the more recent and in-
novative partnerships. The spectrum of past partnerships serves as an exhibition 
to the level of interest and opportunity for the private sector to forge business 
relationships with the public sector. 

During the 1990s, Mayor Rudy Giuliani publicly swore to reduce the cost of 
government within New York City. It was at this time that the mayor began to 
contract security services, maintenance contacts, ambulance services, and many 
other services in the form of micro-privatization or “trimming the fat.”12 The pro-
gram was able to substantially reduce the cost of city government and focus on 
services that were best provided by the public sector. 

A more commonly utilized partnership called limited or short-term contract 
includes partial ownership or development of public capital facilities. A design-
construction contract typically lasts the duration of construction contracted out 
and can be highly competitive with price tags averaging around $200-500 mil-
lion. A concession contract typically results in total operation and maintenance 
contracted to a private contractor for a specified period of time. Concession con-
tracts have been growing in popularity as current public assets yield significant 
potential when tolling facilities are integrated. There is a great deal of variation 
in the lengths of these contracts as some last 30-50 years and can cost investors 
$500 million to $1 billion over the duration of the contract.

More recently public entities have displayed interest in total removal from 
costs associated with infrastructure development and have begun to refocus en-
tirely on oversight. This tectonic shift by transportation agencies has manufac-
tured large, comprehensive, and unique Design-Build-Finance-Maintain (DBFO) 
or Design-Build-Operate-Maintain (DBOM) contracts to private investors. These 
project-specific contracts typically range from 75-99 years with an average cost 
of around $800 million to $5 billion and a large level, if not all risk, is placed 
on the shoulders of the private consortium and are typically tax-exempt or non-
profit ventures.13 In these cases, the government maintains the role of oversight 
through its position as lender and can hold several competitive bidding stages 
for different segments of design, construction, and maintenance, also called “the 
unbundling of contracts.” The unbundling provides a concentrated effort for each 
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stage of a project, further guaranteeing a project’s level of success. DBFO con-
tracts typically have a strict stipulation of standards during each phase of the 
project, and it is the government’s responsibility to ensure that private sector 
provision is sufficient with standards defined within the contract. In order to 
maintain an optimized level of innovation and competition, the public sector will 
create several condition-related incentives usually pertaining to increased rev-
enues or toll rate authority.

It has become increasingly more common for the government to perform 
oversight as a tax-exempt lender constructing long-term expediential payments. 
This effort rescinds from their traditional role as shared responsibility and shared 
management. With the passing of SAFETEA-LU, companies are now eligible to 
compete against public agencies for the same tax-exempt financing provided by 
the federal government. This has been considered an enormous innovation from 
the government’s side of the equation. In cases like these, oversight by the gov-
ernment as lender is a critical function, particularly within the construction or de-
sign phase. Identifying standards and regulations can have a larger and refocused 
effort, affording more resources to be spent on oversight. In addition, it is within 
the inherent nature of the private sector to identify which regulations are based 
on minimal standards. 

complexity oF risk

Through the duration of contract terms, complex variations of large, project-spe-
cific risks apply steady pressure to project budgets. As there is a large variation in 
types of contracts available, the same can be said for the types of risk associated 
which each phase of the contract. Risks vary according to the type of project and 
location with which there is no remedial formula. Proper identification of which 
side is better equipped to efficiently solve project-specific risks can be the conclu-
sive determinant of a successful or unsuccessful partnership.

types of risK

Historically, capital projects of this magnitude have had a great range of 
risks associated with all phases of the project. Some risks can be categorized as 
foreseen, and others are more periphery as they sprout as byproducts from unre-
solved problems. The term risk can be understood as a collaborative analysis of 
any and all risks associated with a given project. Since public-private partnerships 
are used on a project-by-project basis, accurately identifying and understanding 
each individual risk and the comprehensive level of risk is essential. Risks most 
commonly associated with highway capital projects include, but are not limited 
to:

Construction or completion risks; �

Environmental risks; �

Economic risks; �

Financial risks; �
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“Force majeure”—long-term effects from unforeseen, uncontrollable natu- �
ral disasters;

Operating risks; �

Political/governmental risks; �

Competing facilities risks; �

Regulatory compliance risks; and �

Right-of-way risks. � 14

Risks of any sort pose significant danger to the financial viability of any proj-
ect if dealt with improperly. Both parties must work together over the duration 
of the partnership to identify, allocate, and solve all risks no matter if they are 
foreseen or a project-specific anomaly. 

proper aLLoCation of risKs

Risk is a relative problem that must be allocated, not ignored. There are 
many factors that both sides should take into consideration when negotiating a 
transaction. The ability of both public and private resources varies greatly, and 
identification of which side is better equipped to handle specific risks is typically 
dealt with in incremental fashion. Early identification and allocation of risks can 
significantly increase efficiency and minimize all potential for peripheral risks. 

When a private company is motivated to venture into business with the gov-
ernment in the provision of highway infrastructure, a common set of criteria is 
reviewed by private sector firms to identify all risks associated: 

The level of investment and technical risk; �

Assignment of risks between the public and private sectors; �

Perception of a trustworthy procurement process; �

The strength of the public sector project management; �

The strength of project commitment from the public sector; �

Length of time to return on investment; and �

The clarity of the enabling legislation. � 15

These features help identify the risks associated with government experi-
ence, commitment, and available resources. A high level of discretion is used by 
all competitors to identify any and all potential problems. However, ambiguous 
political clout has had crippling effects upon projects, and long contract terms 
make them highly susceptible to changing political winds within all levels of gov-
ernment.16 Continuing ambiguity over the attitude of government towards some 
long-term commitments to universal road development poses the greatest risk 
that could have far-reaching implications for private companies. 

Opposite from the private sector’s methods to identify and neutralize risk, 
public agencies typically operate on the directive to minimize risks. Public agen-
cies also go through comprehensive evaluation of what projects are most socially 
and politically beneficial. Once the decision has been made, forging a partner-
ship with the private sector is seen as the segmentation and balanced allocation 
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of risk. But as problems continue to grow in size and cost, government agencies 
must identify a sustainable level of responsibility that the private sector can en-
dure during the partnership. 

In addition to recognizing the potential of the private sector, the public sec-
tor must also turn inward and identify the agencies with the potential to admin-
ister the different processes and procedures. It is important to note that the gov-
ernment entity, whether it state or local, should be equipped with a specialized 
staff capable of accurately identifying and reducing risk. As stated earlier, these 
projects can range in cost from around $100 million up to $5 billion. Profession-
als who can minimize cost through accurate risk reduction are essential. The 
highest levels of success are achieved when a skilled private entity is teamed with 
committed and capable agency staff in which both parties mutually complement 
the capabilities and resources of one another.17  Government agencies should be 
innovative and proactive in forging good relations with businesses to secure their 
role in the long-term provision of infrastructure. This will help quell private sec-
tor concerns over the level of commitment from the public sector in forging the 
contracts, maintaining oversight, and resolving problems.

Risk allocation is a timely and project-specific task, but if both parties can 
work together to effectively utilize resources, risks can be minimized and all ob-
jectives can be met. Generally though, after both sides have completed their idea 
of adequate evaluation, the public sector agency typically will accept the risk of 
scope, public support, and right-of-way costs, while the private partner will be 
responsible for construction cost and schedule risks.18 Efficient risk allocation de-
pends on the pace of efficient resolution to the problem, the stage at which a proj-
ect is procured, and the potential for change during the project development. 

potential beneFits

The use of public-private partnerships can be seen as a bridge over a growing fiscal 
gap; “the gap between projected public revenues and resources and what is need-
ed to build, maintain and improve roadways and transportation infrastructure.”19 
Still, benefits from these partnerships go much further then the initial private 
capital investment. The general public can expect alternative routes and “traffic-
free” lanes, better customer support, rewards programs for frequent users, and 
faster technological innovation to help decrease travel time. But a reduction in ei-
ther the gas tax or taxes allocated to fund highway infrastructure will most likely 
not be reformed or reduced. In other words, the trickling effects of cost reduction 
through private involvement will most likely stop at the city level. 

Private consortiums are set to receive incentives ranging from performance-
based payment plans to pre-priced tolling authority, creating the return upon 
investment promoting time and cost efficiency gains. In addition, as private in-
vestors continue to appraise the value of the highway system, segments of infra-
structure have historically yielded positive returns as a functioning asset over 
long periods of time. It can also be said that these private investors are more 
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subject to the risks of poor economic performance, which makes them more de-
termined and capable in the pursuit of economic efficiency.  

These partnerships can lead to clear and explicit objectives, in which the 
management of operators and infrastructure providers were motivated by prof-
its to increase efficiency; politicians would need to make explicit arrangements, 
through regulation and tax subsidies, to achieve their political and social objec-
tives. Instead, the chronological truth reveals that most public-private partner-
ships are in a nascent stage (within the first 10-15 years) with contract durations 
of up to 99 years. Most of the weighted pros and cons come from hypothetical 
and unequal comparisons yielding prospective values. Attracting private equity 
will be a daunting task for public officials, especially when progress is slow and 
difficult to identify. But with continued positive returns and an optimistic out-
look, it can be assured that cradling current partnerships would only add to the 
appeal.

the texas experience

Since the rise of public-private partnerships in the development of highway infra-
structure, the State of Texas has been one of the nation wide leaders in embracing 
the new method of financing and even taking the idea to new heights, creating the 
“Texas model” in which these partnerships are known as Comprehensive Devel-
opment Agreements or CDAs.  

As Chairman of the House Transportation Committee, Texas State Represen-
tative Mike Krusee has been the legislative architect of the state’s shift towards 
tolling and CDAs as a primary means of delivering new transportation solutions 
and addressing its growing urban congestion given the state’s current financial 
shortfall.20 Rep. Krusee co-authored Texas’ 2003 omnibus transportation statute 
House Bill 3588 and the follow-up House Bill 2502 in 2005, creating the new 
“Texas model” for state transportation funding that provided state and local gov-
ernments with new tools for addressing their infrastructure needs. It placed a 
much larger emphasis on tolling, private infrastructure financing, and facilitating 
locally driven solutions through the formation of regional mobility authorities.

 Rep. Krusee’s district, which covers north Austin, Williamson County, and 
the city of Round Rock, missed out on tens of millions of dollars in revenues 
when Dell decided to build a massive facility in Tennessee. The facility, which was 
set to employ tens of thousands of people, required a more adequate highway in-
frastructure system for the company’s “just in time” delivery method. Since then, 
Central Texas has embraced privately financed highway development much more 
proactively announcing its Central Texas Corridor project. In addition, the largest 
partnership in the country, the Trans-Texas Corridor (TTC), was forged during 
the push for alternative solutions, proposing a multi-use, statewide network of 
transportation routes that will incorporate new and existing facilities running 
right through the center and heart of Texas. The revolutionary and massive $7.2 
billion agreement will include passenger car routes, truck routes, and high speed 
rail systems.21 



vol 19 165innovative PartnershiPs

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

In contrast, a deal was forged with infrastructure powerhouse Cintra to de-
velop the SH 121 toll road through the Dallas area for a reported $2.1 billion. Sur-
prisingly, the public tolling authority for northern Texas, The North Texas Toll-
way Authority, was excluded from the competitive bidding process even though 
it had developed a bid “worth billions” for the same toll road extension.22 This 
caused an internal investigation, in turn causing a 2-year moratorium about the 
process and fate of toll roads and the use public private partnerships. Since then, 
it has been determined that public agency opportunity is necessary and advanta-
geous during the competitive bidding stage. This has shifted great emphasis on 
even more innovative contracts consisting of federal, state, local agencies, and 
private consortia.  

The use of public-private partnerships to solve congestion and budget-relat-
ed issues for Texas still exhibits many legal, financial, and public support hurdles. 
A growing number of critics have begun to call into question traffic prediction 
methods, toll price schemes, and the degree of optimized transportation dol-
lars through the use of public-private partnerships. In addition, one must ask 
why selling potential streams for transportation funding is a better policy option 
then exploiting the potential investment through publicly owned agreements. The 
policy and economic advantages of utilizing public tolling authorities are compel-
ling and should not be set aside in favor of a private-sector preference. At the 
very least, regional public sector tolling authorities should have the opportunity 
to match or better any private sector offers.

notes

1. E.S. Savas, Privatization and Public Private Partnerships (Seven Bridges Press, LLC, 
2000), pp. 5-13.

2. Jose A. Gomez-Ibanez, John R. Meyer Going Private: The International Experience 
with Transport Privatization (The Brookings Institute, 1993), p. 22.

3. Robert W. Poole Jr., Privatization: A New Transportation Paradigm. Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 553 (Sept. 1997), pp. 94-105.

4. Robert L. Reid, Laurie A. Shuster and Jay Landers, The Interstate Highway System at 
50, Civil Engineering, June 2006, pp. 35-59.

5. Jeremy F. Plant, Handbook of Transportation Policy and Administration, CRC Press, 
New York, NY, 2007.

6. House Committee on Government Reform, Subcommittee on Energy Policy, Natural 
Resources and Regulatory Affairs, “Private Sector Participation in Transportation,” 
Testimony by Shirley J. Ybarra, September 30, 2004.

7. Subcommittee on Highways, Transit, and Pipelines, and Committee on Transportation 
and Infrastructure, “Understanding Contemporary Public Private Highway 
Transactions: The Future of Infrastructure Finance,” Testimony by Karen J. Hedlund, 
May 24, 2006. 

8. “California Troubles: Financing California’s Troubles,” Legislative Analysts Office, 
released January 26, 2007.

9. Karen J. Hedlund testimony.



166

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

sPring 2008innovation in service Delivery

10. Karen J. Hedlund and Nancy C. Smith, “SAFETEA-LU Promotes Private Investment in 
Transportation” (SPPIT), Nossaman, Guthner, Knox & Elliot, LLP, August 1, 2005.

11. SPPIT, SAFETEA-LU, p. 10.

12. The book “Privatization in the City: Success, Failures, & Lessons” by E.S. Savas, 
discusses the multiple different types of contracts, big and small, utilized to reduce 
the cities overall budget. The era of city privatization was largely embraced by New 
York and is considered a leader. 

13. U.S. General Accounting Office Report, Highways and Transit: Private Sector 
Sponsorship of and Investment in Major Projects Has Been Limited, GAO-04-419.
Online. Available at http://www.gao.gov/htext/d04419.html, accessed July 19, 
2007.

14. Transportation Finance Summit, “Optimal Risk Distribution in BOT Projects,” 
Testimony by Miguel Abeniacar on  March 4, 2004;

15. KCI Technologies, “Current Practices in P3 for Highways,” Released June 
22, 2005. Online. Available at http://www.mdta.state.md.us/mdta/servlet/
dispatchServlet?url=/About/currentpractise.pdf.

16. The 91 Expressway was sold back to Orange County Transportation Association after 
public outcry over a “non-compete” clause in the contract. Dulles highway suffered 
tremendous financial setbacks after the state voted against legislation previously 
approving state funding. 

17. Gomez-Ibanez, pp. 59-63.

18. STELLA Focus Group, Athens, “Private Sector Finance of Transport Infrastructure: 
Progress and Prospects,” Testimony by Roger Vickerman, June 2004.

19. Plant, pp. 198-222.

20. Reason Foundation Interview with Representative Mike Krusee, Chairman of Texas 
House Transportation Committee, January 28, 2008.

21. Texas Department of Transportation, Trans-Corridor Website. Online. Available at 
http://ttc.keeptexasmoving.com/

22. “Texas Hold em’ Will the State go ‘all-in’ on Public Private Partnerships (“CDAs”) and 
lose $2 Billion?,” NW Financial Group, LLC, April 12, 2007.

reFerences

Abeniacar, Miguel. “Optimal Risk Distribution in BOT Projects,” Transportation Finance 
Summit. Testimony  March 4, 2004.

Gomez-Ibanez, Jose A., John R. Meyer. Going Private: The International Experience with 
Transport Privatization (The Brookings Institute, 1993), p. 22. 

House Committee on Government Reform, Subcommittee on Energy Policy, Natural 
Resources and Regulatory Affairs, “Private Sector Participation in Transportation,” 
Testimony by Shirley J. Ybarra, September 30, 2004.

Hedlund, Karen J, and Smith, Nancy C. “SAFETEA-LU Promotes Private Investment in 
Transportation” (SPPIT). Nossaman, Guthner, Knox & Elliot, LLP, August 1, 2005. 



vol 19 167innovative PartnershiPs

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

Karen J. Hedlund. “Understanding Contemporary Public Private Highway Transactions: The 
Future of Infrastructure Finance,” Subcommittee on Highways, Transit, and Pipelines, 
and Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure. Testimony on May 24, 2006.

KCI Technologies. “Current Practices in P3 for Highways,” Released June 22, 2005. Online. 
Available at http://www.mdta.state.md.us/mdta/servlet/dispatchServlet?url=/
About/currentpractise.pdf.

Legislative Analysts Office. “California Troubles: Financing California’s Troubles,” released 
January 26, 2007.

NW Financial Group, LLC. “Texas Hold em’ Will the State go ‘all-in’ on Public Private 
Partnerships (“CDAs”) and lose $2 Billion?” April 12, 2007.

Plant, Jeremy F. Handbook of Transportation Policy and Administration. CRC Press, New 
York, New York, 2007.

Poole, Robert W. Jr. Privatization: A New Transportation Paradigm. Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 553 (Sept. 1997), pp. 94-105.

Reason Foundation. Interview with Representative Mike Krusee, Chairman of Texas House 
Transportation Committee, January 28, 2008.

Reid, Robert L., Laurie A. Shuster, and Jay Landers. The Interstate Highway System at 50. 
Civil Engineering, June 2006, pp. 35-59.

Texas Department of Transportation, Trans-Corridor Website. Online. Available at http://
ttc.keeptexasmoving.com.

Savas, E.S. Privatization and Public Private Partnerships (Seven Bridges Press, LLC, 2000), 
pp. 5-13.

U.S. General Accounting Office Report, Highways and Transit: Private Sector Sponsorship 
of and Investment in Major Projects Has Been Limited, GAO-04-419. Online. Available 
at http://www.gao.gov/htext/d04419.html, accessed July 19, 2007.

Vickerman, Roger. “Private Sector Finance of Transport Infrastructure: Progress and 
Prospects.” STELLA Focus Group. Athens.  Testimony June 2004.





Can comPetitive marKets for electricity offer lower prices and innovative new 
services while maintaining the high levels of reliability that we have tradi-
tionally enjoyed? This question remains under debate. However, we have 

learned a lot from the various efforts at reform undertaken around the world. In 
this paper, I present 20 observations and lessons learned.

In recent decades, policy-makers in many corners of the world have sought 
to restructure electricity markets. By unleashing the forces of competition upon 
this stodgy “old economy” industry, it was hoped that innovation would be en-
couraged and consumers would ultimately enjoy lower prices, as well as innova-
tive new products and services. The innovation that initially followed liberaliza-
tion of the telecommunications industry would be mimicked here. 

So far, efforts to reform this industry have not fully lived up to their prom-
ise. The transition from regulated to competitive markets has been difficult. Re-
tail prices have not yet declined in the markets targeted for restructuring. Market 
manipulation by dominant players in the imperfectly-competitive markets that 
resulted from restructuring has been a recurrent concern. The long-term adequa-
cy of investment in new sources of generation remains an issue.

Nonetheless, there is some cause for cautious optimism. At least at the 
wholesale or generation level of the industry, there is evidence of efficiency gains. 
The centralized market-level coordination necessary to “keep the lights on” has 
been demonstrated. A wide variety of pricing plans are now available in markets 

Jay ZarniKau

the Quest For competitive 
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where retail competition has proven relatively successful. Under the right set of 
conditions, restructured markets can entice the entry of generation companies 
and retailers, which is necessary for meaningful competition to occur.

Each restructured market differed with respect to its initial market struc-
ture, regulatory constraints, extent of public ownership, infrastructure, size, and 
supplier concentration. Restructuring has taken a different path in each market. 
And the outcomes have ranged from a “colossal and dangerous failure”1 (e.g., 
California) to successful, at least on some criteria (e.g., Texas and the U.K.). De-
spite the great diversity of experiences, some common themes are beginning to 
emerge, as reported in this essay.

backgrounD anD challenges

Interest in reforming electricity markets followed efforts in the 1970s and 1980s 
to bolster competition in a variety of other industries in the U.S. and Western Eu-
rope, which had previously been subject to considerable government regulatory 
oversight. Targets of reform in the U.S. included trucking, aviation, railroad, and 
telecommunications industries. Regulatory restrictions over banking and agricul-
ture were similarly relaxed. 

The reform of trucking, airlines, and railroads in the U.S. achieved some 
success, along with some early efforts to foster competition in telecommunica-
tions markets. Consumers benefited from greater choices and prices generally 
declined. On the other hand, efforts to relax regulatory oversight over savings 
and loan institutions in the U.S.,2 pension funds in the U.K.,3 cable television in 
the U.S.,4 along with later telecommunications market reforms in the U.S.5 failed 
to achieve their policy objectives. 

Reforming electricity markets has proven to be a formidable task for a vari-
ety of reasons. The industry is immense. Power generation and supply accounted 
for $288 billion of gross output in the U.S. in 2005.6 The industry requires very 
large long-term investments in power plants and transmission and distribution 
infrastructure. In some nations, a government-owned electric utility is the na-
tion’s largest employer. In this industry (as in the airlines and telecommunica-
tions industries), competition requires an enormous degree of centralized coor-
dination to ensure that demand is reliably met both on a real-time basis and over 
the long-run. 

Certain segments of the industry (e.g., the transmission and distribution of 
electricity) exhibit natural monopoly characteristics,7 while competition may be 
readily introduced into other sectors (e.g., the wholesale generation sector and, 
arguably, the retail sector). This implies that vertically-integrated utilities must be 
“unbundled” into separate companies or divisions engaged in different functions 
to foster fair competition in competitive markets, while permitting the utility to 
conduct monopoly operations in other sectors. 

Transmission networks were traditionally constructed to enable local elec-
tric utilities to reliably serve consumers within the utility’s service area. Conse-
quently, large new investments in transmission infrastructure may be necessary 
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to facilitate transfers of power among numerous buyers and sellers participating 
in large competitive markets for electricity.

Simply tracking electricity is difficult. Electricity is injected into a transmis-
sion grid by generators. It is withdrawn by consumers. Within the network, there 
is no way to distinguish the electricity generated by various generation sources. 
The electricity grid is analogous to a pond where water suppliers add water to 
the pond while consumers withdraw it. Or it might be thought of as a grain eleva-
tor, where farmers deposit their produce and purchasers withdraw it. Thus, the 
amount of electricity injected by each generator and the quantities purchased by 
all consumers must be carefully tracked. In contrast to those examples, electricity 
cannot be cost-effectively stored. In real time, it is necessary to ensure that the to-
tal amount of electricity injections and total amount of electricity withdrawals re-
main close. This makes electricity markets different from many other industries.

In many countries, electric utilities have historically been owned and oper-
ated by federal governments. In such nations, privatization must precede the 
establishment of competitive markets. 

Traditional monopoly utility providers are in a natural position to continue 
to dominate the generation of electricity and retail functions in their traditional 
service areas for some period of time after the introduction of competition. This 
legacy necessitates the imposition of safeguards to limit the market power abuse 
of the successors to the incumbent utility. 

Inelastic demand for electricity exacerbates many of the problems inherent 
in efforts to reform electricity markets. The natural tendency for price to seek 
short-run marginal cost in a competitive market bumps into some practical road-
blocks in this industry. Retail prices seldom adjust to reflect the frequent real-
time changes in the value of electricity generated, transmitted, and distributed 
by the utility system and sold to an ultimate retail customer. At least for smaller 
consumers, tariffs reflect the long-term average cost of providing electricity to 
a class of consumers. For smaller electricity consumers, the costs of metering 
energy usage at less than monthly intervals thwart pricing schemes to reflect 
changes in the value of electricity in retail prices in hourly or 15-minute intervals 
on a wide-scale basis. Consequently, most consumers fail to see prices that reflect 
the marginal cost of providing electricity to the consumer, and the market cannot 
measure consumption in 15-minute or hourly intervals anyway. 

In the U.S. and in some European countries, jurisdictional issues further 
complicate efforts toward reform. Federal and state regulatory authorities exer-
cise control over various linked or overlapping functions of the industry in the 
U.S., frequently leading to inconsistent policies among states and clashes between 
state and federal regulators. In addition, municipally-owned utilities and rural 
electric cooperatives are often exempt from regulatory oversight, thus further 
impeding the establishment of consistent policies. 

Despite the obstacles, competition has been introduced into various sectors 
of electricity markets in many regions of the world, with varying degrees of suc-
cess. 
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competition in markets For electricity generation

Reform of wholesale generation markets generally precedes initiatives to reform 
other segments of the industry. Initiatives to foster competition in this segment 
of the industry may be traced to energy conservation legislation in the U.S. follow-
ing the energy price shocks of the 1970s.8

The Carter-era Public Utility Regulatory Policies Act removed barriers of en-
try in generation markets to independent power producers and industrial facili-
ties using cogeneration or combined heat and power (CHP) technologies. This was 
primarily intended as a conservation measure, to encourage the conversion of 
waste heat into electricity generation in industrial processes. The policy provided 
industrial facilities with a market for electricity generated in excess of their needs. 
Yet, in retrospect, this policy’s greater importance was that it greatly introduced 
competition in the generation sector. It forced regulatory commissions to estab-
lish mechanisms for valuing non-utility generation and policies to ensure that 
independent power producers had non-discriminatory equal access to the trans-
mission network. The successful implementation of this policy in Texas (which 
became the leading state in CHP generating capacity) and some other states was 
widely copied outside of the U.S.

The Energy Policy Act of 1992 removed barriers to the entry of independent 
power producers to U.S. markets. It also expanded the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission’s authority to foster competition at the wholesale level.

Integrated resource planning policies introduced further competition. Un-
der these policies, independent power producers and energy services companies 
(offering demand-side reductions in usage) were offered opportunities to meet 
resource needs identified by a utility if they could do so at a lower cost than the 
utility.

Electricity financial markets developed in the 1990s. Trading hubs and the 
financial instruments necessary to facilitate trading were established. These mar-
kets provided opportunities to speculate, arbitrage, and hedge risks associated 
with wholesale electricity transactions and created financial markets through 
which the value of electricity could be determined.

A theoretical framework for restructuring this industry was earlier provided 
by Joskow and Shmalensee (1983). Schweppe, Caramanis, Tabors, and Bohn (1988) 
provided a framework for retail and wholesale electricity pricing that reflected 
short-run marginal cost, which in turn led to the establishment of sophisticated 
locational marginal pricing (LMP) wholesale market structures. 

The creation of independent system operators (ISOs) or regional transmis-
sion organizations (RTOs) provided independent coordination of physical bulk 
power transactions among various generators and load-serving entities. Bulk 
power transactions are coordinated by an entity independent from a utility, pro-
viding non-discriminatory access to the grid by all generators. Such organizations 
have sufficient authority to enforce rules and take actions in the event of an 
emergency. Transmission planning was placed in the hands of the ISO. The estab-
lishment of market rules is often a collaborative effort among the main partici-
pants in the market. The degree to which generation is centrally dispatched varies 



vol 19 173innovative PartnershiPs

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

among markets, although there is clearly a trend toward ceding more operating 
decisions to the ISO or RTO. 

Many areas of North America are now served through ISOs or RTOs, includ-
ing New England, New York, the remainder of the Northeast and upper Midwest 
(through the PJM ISO), California, and most of Texas. Competitive markets have 
evolved in England and Wales, Australia, New Zealand, the Canadian provinces of 
Alberta and Ontario, Argentina, Chile, Spain, and the Nordic countries. 

It is common for ISOs to also operate formal markets for power. Day-ahead 
markets typically clear in the afternoon prior to an operating day. Real-time or 
dispatch markets clear just ahead of hourly, 30-minute, 15-minute, or 5-minute 
intervals.

Often, utilities are ordered to divest their generating assets, in order to cre-
ate some initial competition and to prevent a single dominant generation owner 
(the incumbent utility) from controlling the market. In the U.S., California, Con-
necticut, Maine, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island all passed laws requiring di-
vestiture.9

In 1987, Chile was the first to undertake a restructuring of its wholesale 
market. England and Wales followed in 1990. Colombia’s restructuring began in 
1994-95. California’s ill-fated experiment was launched in 1998. The Pennsylva-
nia, New Jersey, Maryland (PJM) market was restructured in 1998-99, followed by 
New York in 1999. 

Significant policy changes were also introduced in Australia, New Zealand, 
Alberta (Canada), and South Korea beginning in the late 1990s. In the U.S., there 
has been little restructuring activity since Texas (the Electric Reliability Council of 
Texas or ERCOT market) in 2002.10

Today’s restructured wholesale markets operate as reliably as areas with a 
monopoly supplier. There is some evidence of efficiency gains as a result of com-
petition at the wholesale generation level. However, the exercise of market power 
and long-term resource adequacy remain of concern, as discussed later.

retail customer choice

While the introduction of competition into the generation sector has generally 
proven to be successful, or at least a manageable task, providing consumers with 
a choice of retail providers has proven far more difficult and has achieved mixed 
results.

Retail competition involves the introduction of competitive retailers who 
compete with the traditional utility provider for retail sales to consumers. The 
retailer associated with the incumbent utility continues to have its prices and 
services regulated for some period of time. New entrants compete on the basis of 
price, services, or marketing strategies in order to recruit customers. 

A competitive wholesale or generation market provides a platform for a com-
petitive retail market. Competitive retailers might acquire the rights to generation 
from various providers of generation through either formal or informal central-
ized markets or through bilateral contracts with power generators. Retailers are 
typically responsible for billing. Some organization (e.g., the traditional utility 
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supplier or the ISO) assumes responsibility for tracking which retailer is serving 
which retail consumer.

The market reforms in Chile in 1987 introduced some retail competition, but 
only for large users of power. Norwegians were able to switch retailers in 1995. 
The reforms introduced in England and Wales eventually provided all consumers 
in that market with retail choice in 1998.11

Beginning in 1998, California was the first large-scale effort to introduce 
customer choice in the U.S. While many of the problems in the California mar-
ket stemmed from market conditions and design flaws in the wholesale market, 
the consequences were certainly felt at the retail level. California’s electricity cri-
sis began in May 2000, lasting 12 months. California faced the perfect storm. 
Restructuring coincided with a five-fold increase in natural gas prices in North 
America. A drought in the Pacific Northwest limited the import of hydropower 
into California. The exercise of market power by Enron and other participants in 
the wholesale market was amplified by a power exchange through which all trans-
actions were required to pass.12 Environmental restrictions, making it difficult to 
build power plants and transmission lines in the state, had left California with 
tight reserve margins, reliant upon power imports, and with limited transmission 
capacity to accommodate power imports. Retail prices were not allowed to adjust 
to wholesale price increases due to regulatory restrictions. This imposed finan-
cial stress on the dominant retailers (the three investor-owned utilities who were 
formerly the monopoly providers) who incurred high costs but were unable to 
pass those costs along to energy consumers. Consumers faced prices that failed 
to reflect the true wholesale prices. Pacific Gas and Electric Company filed for 
bankruptcy protection and Southern California Edison Company was on the verge 
of financial ruin when wholesale prices surged from about $30 per MWh in 1999 
to over $150 per MWh during the crisis. 

Before the collapse of the California market, about a dozen states in the U.S. 
had implemented or were considering policies to introduce retail choice. Most of 
these states were in the Northeast, where high electricity prices had traditionally 
been faced. Massachusetts and Rhode Island led the way in 1998. New York, New 
Jersey, Maine, and Pennsylvania soon followed.

Following the California electricity crisis and the (completely unrelated) 
blackouts in the restructured areas of the American Northeast in August 2003, 
many policy changes stalled. New Mexico, Oklahoma, Montana, Nevada, and Ar-
kansas have reversed, suspended, or delayed restructuring activities.13 In the re-
structured states of Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Virginia, concerns have arisen that prices may 
have increased faster than they would have under traditional regulation.14 Re-
structuring efforts were quickly reversed in the Canadian province of Ontario 
after retail competition had been introduced and retail prices skyrocketed due to 
market design flaws, inadequate competition, and other problems. 

Despite the setbacks, some efforts to introduce competition at the retail 
level are regarded as fairly successful. These include Texas (ERCOT) and New 
York in North America.15 The England and Wales retail market has also proven 
successful by many counts. Table 1, adapted from Sioshansi (2008), summarizes 
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the experiences of some key markets with restructuring at either the wholesale 
or retail levels.

observations anD lessons learneD

While it is still too early to fully answer the question of whether electricity mar-
kets can be successfully restructured, some findings are becoming clear at this 
point. We have certainly learned much from the efforts undertaken to date. Pre-
sented in this section are 20 findings or observations based on the outcomes of 
the restructuring activities conducted to date.16

A competitive generation market can be successfully operated.1.  The in-
formation technologies, models, databases, and accounting systems 
necessary to coordinate, price, and account for wholesale power trans-
actions involving numerous generation suppliers in a reliable manner 
are available. Centralized ISOs or RTOs preserve reliability as well as 
system operators at vertically-integrated utilities. Further, there is some 
evidence that competitive generation markets have achieved efficiency 
gains.15 The establishment of independent power production can shift 
certain market risks away from consumers, which may also provide 
benefits. Yet, concerns regarding market power and long-term resource 
adequacy remain, as noted below. 

Competition requires considerable centralized coordination2. . A misno-
mer, so-called “deregulation” involves substantial government involve-
ment in the design of a market and continued regulatory oversight over 
many functions. Describing commodity markets in general, Vogel notes 
“modern market systems are not natural phenomena that arise sponta-
neously but complex institutions that must be created and sustained by 
the visible hand of government.”17 This certainly rings true with respect 
to electricity markets. 

In wholesale markets, market power is often a problem, particularly if the 3. 
traditional utility supplier continues to own and operate a considerable 
share of the generating capacity. Absent some policy restrictions, the 
incumbent utility providers are likely to hold some initial market power 
or an ability to raise and sustain market prices above the price levels 
that would be produced by a more competitive market. The restructur-
ing plans of some markets required forced divestiture of generation 
assets from the traditional utility supplier, as noted earlier. Other mar-
kets have placed limits on the quantity of generating capacity that can 
be owned and operated by a single entity. Even with such safeguards, 
wholesale markets for generation never meet the standards of perfect 
competition. The high costs of storing electricity, inelastic demand, bar-
riers to market entry, and transmission bottlenecks can further limit 
the number of generators available to supply electricity to a given area 
at a given time. Consequently, it has been difficult for policy makers to 
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remove constraints and safeguards on price-setting in wholesale mar-
kets, resulting in price caps, constraints on bidding behavior, and mar-
ket monitoring activities.

Market monitoring and enforcement are necessary.4.  Until the perfect 
wholesale market can be designed—a market immune to games and 
loopholes, with vibrant demand response, and with perfect competition 
among suppliers—there will be some need for on-going oversight of 
supplier pricing behavior and operational decisions followed by effec-
tive enforcement actions for anticompetitive behavior and non-compli-
ance to market rules.

More attention must be paid to fostering the response of the demand side 5. 
of electricity markets to changes in the cost of generating, transmitting, 
and delivering power to the consumer. It is widely recognized that de-
mand response is essential to the success of competitive electricity mar-
kets.19 In markets with relaxed regulatory oversight, demand response 
assures that prices are constrained to economically efficient levels.20 A 
small amount of demand response can yield significant reductions in 
wholesale electricity prices.21 But it is difficult to implement such badly 
needed demand response in practice. In the absence of either demand 
response or a high degree of competition among suppliers, wholesale 
price caps and aggressive market monitoring and enforcement are nec-
essary.

Recent analyses suggest that despite all the recent policy pronounce-
ments, advances in technology, and other attention afforded demand re-
sponse, the actual amount of load involved in formal demand response 
programs has fallen in recent decades.22 About 5percent of customers 
in the U.S. and Canada are involved in some type of demand response 
program.23 This amount is lower than in the mid-1990s. The U.S. DOE 
reports that total potential load management capability in the U.S. has 
fallen by 32 percent since 1996, although concerns have been expressed 
over some of the self-reported data contained in that report.24 It is also 
insightful to note that the electricity markets which have experienced 
the greatest declines in demand response capability are those markets 
which have undergone the most extensive restructuring. In many of 
these markets, regulated interruptible tariffs were terminated, energy 
efficiency activities were disrupted, and load management infrastruc-
ture became a stranded cost as a result of restructuring. It has proven 
difficult to re-build these types of resources to their pre-restructuring 
levels.

There is no one single successful blueprint.6. 25 Each region which has pur-
sued restructuring has approached it with its own unique legacy infra-
structure, needs, customer mix, and traditional regulatory or govern-
ment policies. In the U.S., FERC’s Standard Market Design sought to 
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advance a standard set of principles.26 Despite being rather general in 
nature, those principles met with great opposition by policy makers in 
the Southeast and Northwest states.

Given the role of political processes in the design of markets, reforms tend 7. 
to include many features that have nothing to do with fostering competi-
tion. A lot of social and environmental programs get added into the mix 
to make restructuring more palatable to those who are concerned about 
likely inequities. Thus, it is quite common for restructuring policies to 
include goals for energy efficiency, renewable energy, low-income fam-
ily assistance, and compensation to any party that might be adversely 
affected by the policy change. There have been many claims that re-
structuring has successfully promoted energy efficiency and renewable 
energy development. However, these resources are often developed as 
a result of a legislative or regulatory mandate designed to alter the ex-
pected competitive outcome. 

There is no guarantee that restructuring will result in lower prices to 8. 
consumers. Often, restructuring is sold on the premise that competition 
will place downward pressure on prices. Yet, this is not an inevitable 
consequence of market reform. Restructuring induces a fundamental 
reorganization of the industry and introduces new activities and func-
tions that are not required of vertically-integrated utilities (e.g., custom-
er marketing, the tracking of which retailer is serving which consumer, 
and some ISO functions). These additional activities can be expensive. 
Given the economies of scope traditionally associated with this indus-
try, it does not necessarily follow that a non-integrated series of mar-
kets and regulated monopolies can meet consumers’ needs better than 
a vertically-integrated utility.

A concern that market restructuring may be responsible for price in-
creases has stymied restructuring efforts in many states in the U.S. and 
Canada. Concerns regarding rising prices in areas of North America 
opened to retail competition have been widely reported in the press. 
Example articles include Varrionuevo (2007), Wilder (2007), and John-
son (2006). Apt (2005) compares industrial rates among states within 
these two categories within various regions and finds no evidence that 
restructuring has led to lower prices of electricity to industrial energy 
consumers. Rose and Meeusen (2005) find no discernable overall ben-
efit to consumers from restructuring. Joskow (2006) found no consis-
tent pattern in the trends in real industrial prices for states that imple-
mented retail competition compared to states that had not.27 Even in 
Texas—the most successful restructured market in the U.S.—electricity 
price levels have clearly increased at a greater pace in areas of the state 
that have been restructured than in areas where customer choice has 
not been introduced.28
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Table 1
Select Countries with Electricity Market Reform

Country Market Reform Highlights and Comments
Argentina Has experienced problems due to external economic crises.

Australia
Various dates in various states, some states have privatized, 
others corporatized, resulting in un-level playing field. Generally 
considered a successful market despite some remaining problems.

Brazil
Initial market reforms continue to be modified due to problems 
with initial market design.

Canada
Alberta and Ontario introduced competition.  Ontario has rescinded 
following public pressure after price increases.  Alberta has 
succeeded.  Progress stalled in other provinces.

Chile First to introduce market reform in 1987; continues to evolve.

Colombia
Introduced market reform in 1994-95, is experiencing problems in 
retail, wholesale and capacity markets, reform of reforms in progress.

England and Wales
Introduced radical privatization and restructuring in 1989, has 
gone through at least three major phases of reform, continues to 
evolve, has been widely studied and copied as a successful model.

European Union

25 members of EU continue to make slow progress.  Various 
deadlines for unbundling and introduction of retail competition 
have been set but not fully implemented.  The goal of a fully 
integrated Pan European market remains elusive despite the best 
efforts of the European Commission policy-makers.

Japan
Has introduced limited competition to date with a cautious pace; 
Japan Electric Power Exchange (JEPX) is in place but there is limited 
volume of trading.

South Korea

Has created Korea Power Exchange (KPX) and broken up the Korean 
Electric Power Company into several generation companies.  Full 
liberalization, however, has stalled due to political and labor 
opposition.

New Zealand
Experienced some problems in the absence of a regulator, which 
has been introduced.  Has a rather complicated nodal pricing 
scheme.

Nordic Countries
Considered among the most successful markets based on bilateral 
trading.  Has expanded to include all Nordic countries.  Market 
survived a major drought without meltdown.

Singapore
Considered successful despite a small market, limited number of 
players, and a complicated nodal pricing regime.

United States

Wholesale competition encouraged since 1992 with passage of 
Energy Policy Act and considered successful; retail competition 
introduced in selected markets since 1998 with mixed results. 
Progress stalled after California electricity crisis in 2000-01; no 
retail progress since opening of Texas retail market in 2002.

Sources: Compiled from various chapters of F. Sioshansi and W. Pfaffenberger in Electricity 
Market Reform: An International Perspective, Elsevier, 2006, and other sources.  Adapted 
from F. Sioshansi (2008) with the permission of Dr. Sioshansi.



vol 19 179innovative PartnershiPs

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

However, high prices are not an inevitable consequence of restructur-
ing. Market restructuring has tended to increase the sensitivity of retail 
electricity prices to changes in the price of natural gas, the marginal 
fuel used for generation in many regions. Consequently, the rapid in-
creases in the commodity price of natural gas that followed restructur-
ing in many regions led to increases in electricity prices. In contrast, 
price changes in regulated utility service areas tend to reflect the utili-
ties’ average fuel costs (as opposed to marginal wholesale power costs). 
Average fuel costs represent a mix of fuel sources, and nuclear fuel, 
coal, and lignite costs have increased at much lower rates than natural 
gas prices in recent years. Thus, had natural gas prices declined during 
this period, electricity prices in competitive areas might have declined 
relative to the price levels in areas not opened to competition. 

Efficiency benefits appear to be showing up at the wholesale level, but 9. 
improvements in other areas of the system are ambiguous. It is not yet 
clear whether the creation of a competitive retail sector adds sufficient 
value to the industry, relative to the increased costs and confusion as-
sociated with retail competition. Retailers incur costs for customer re-
cruitment activities and the market bears considerable costs in order 
to switch consumers between retailers and track which retailers are 
serving which consumers.

In restructured markets, there are strong incentives to better measure 10. 
and communicate prices and to charge just and reasonable rates as op-
posed to prices that are averaged over time with numerous cost-subsidies. 
Under regulation, there was a long regulatory lag between cost changes 
and price changes. Given the cost and time required to change rates, it 
was not unusual for prices to remain fixed for many years (aside from 
the occasional fuel cost adjustment).

In competitive retail markets, pricing is much different. The prices quot-
ed to a commercial or industrial consumer tend to change every day, de-
pending upon the current cost of the marginal fuel source. Residential 
prices often change on a monthly basis. Consumers are provided with 
fixed contracts or variable price agreements as options. With respect to 
pricing, there are many similarities between electricity contracts and 
home mortgages. This yields a couple of benefits from an economic 
perspective. Prices tend to better reflect costs on a medium-term (over 
months or years) basis. And, consumers can better self-select the de-
gree to which they want to hedge price risks, by selecting the term of 
their contract with the retailer and by selecting among fixed-price or 
variable-price options. 

Innovation is occurring, but we are seeing a lot of innovation in re-regu-11. 
lated markets as well. In competitive retail markets, retailers seek to dif-
ferentiate themselves based on pricing options (e.g., spot market pric-
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ing, new billing options, and hedging mechanisms) and added services 
(e.g., energy efficiency services and coupons for discounts on other 
products). Yet, much of the innovation in pricing has been coming from 
California, a state where re-regulation was imposed. And it has been dif-
ficult for retailers to provide consumers with new metering equipment, 
in-home networking equipment, load-control capabilities, and other ad-
vanced equipment when there is a probability that the equipment will 
become stranded if the consumer switches to a different retailer in the 
future. 

It is not clear how to ensure long-term resource adequacy.12.  Monopoly 
providers of electricity have a responsibility for ensuring that adequate 
resources are available to meet the demand for electricity over the long 
run. But in a competitive market with entry and exit, there is not a 
single generator or market participant to which such responsibility can 
be assigned. The approaches being tested range from the “energy-only” 
approach of letting the forces of supply and demand resolve the prob-
lem (in Australia and Texas) to requiring load-serving entities to hold 
a sufficient quantity of tradable capacity credits (in the New York and 
PJM markets, and to some degree in Chile). It is not yet clear whether 
either of these solutions will work.29 It is questionable whether markets 
can properly value long-term reliability.

It is best to restructure retail markets when resources are adequate.13. 30 
Timing matters. When there is a surplus of generating resources in a 
market, there is less opportunity for wholesale markets prices to rise 
either due to the tightness of market or market manipulation. When 
wholesale prices are in check, retail prices are less likely to rise and 
there is less opportunity for financial harm to any retailers under price 
caps (e.g., the California investor-owned utilities following the opening 
of the retail market). 

IT and logistical requirements are enormous.14.  The high degree of coordi-
nation required of competitive wholesale markets requires a daunting 
amount of information and data processing capability. The failure to 
fully appreciate and implement the systems necessary to track “who is 
serving who” and billing information created chaos following the intro-
duction of retail choice in Texas and other restructured retail markets. 

There are stages in evolution toward a competitive market.15.  Competi-
tion is always introduced in stages, for good reason. Markets are de-
signed, and flaws in the initial design must be recognized and correct-
ed. Joskow refers to this as the “reform of the reforms.” As the market 
develops and competition becomes more prevalent, safeguards such as 
price caps may be relaxed. The same is true regarding the introduction 
of competition at different market levels and for different classes of 
customers. Texas is a great example in this regard. The wholesale com-
petition in the electricity market was introduced in September 1995. It 
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took seven more years before retail competition was introduced. The 
regulated price protection for smaller customers (residential and small 
commercial customers with load smaller than one MW) remained in 
place for five more years before being completely eliminated in January 
2007.

Restructuring is often accompanied by policies mandating artificial rate 16. 
cuts for some period of time. In the U.S., there has emerged a tradition 
of promising some short-term price relief by reducing and capping the 
prices offered by the dominant retail supplier. This can help sell the 
restructuring policy, but also financially distress the dominant supplier 
or produce rate shock when the caps are lifted and the dominant re-
tailer seeks to recover past costs.31

Retail prices must be free to adjust to wholesale prices.17.  Not only can 
pricing constraints place financial stress on a retailer, they prevent con-
sumers from seeing the true cost of power. This removes any conser-
vation signal from prices during high fuel costs or resource adequacy, 
resulting in over-consumption. 

The need for both bilateral contracts and a spot market.18.  California’s 
experience with a power exchange suggests that requiring all power to 
be bought and sold through a spot market introduces extreme volatility 
into markets. Load-serving entities are unable to hedge risks. The Nor-
dic market and others that are dominated by bilateral contracts, with 
a smaller real-time market to address imbalances and some form of a 
day-ahead market, tend to be more sustainable. 

Need for some competitive headroom.19.  It takes a unique set of market 
conditions to entice competitors with sufficient profit opportunities to 
support entry while avoiding a political backlash that could result from 
increased prices. Specifically, generation must be available to new re-
tailers at a cost at or below the cost at which generation can be acquired 
by the incumbent provider, and the retailer’s overall cost of providing 
service must be lower than the prices charged by the incumbent pro-
vider.

Ultimately, the fate of restructuring is in the hands of politicians and 20. 
policy-makers who have imperfect knowledge and imperfect foresight. 
The design of markets is a political process and some market partici-
pants have greater influence over the political process than others. Af-
ter surveying restructuring efforts across a wide variety of industries, 
Landy and Levin note “the single greatest impediment to successful 
marketization policy is the sheer amount of political interference in the 
market design process.”32 Describing why many of the efforts to reform 
electricity markets have failed, Paul Joskow notes:

The experts did not, and in many cases still do not, agree on ex-
actly how best to proceed with these structural and institutional 
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reforms. This situation reinforced the natural inclination of pol-
icymakers to treat the details of the restructuring program as a 
political rather than a technical problem. This in turn resulted in 
numerous political compromises over restructuring and market 
design issues and the mixing and matching of pieces of alterna-
tive restructuring models that did not fit very well together.33

The political process tends to introduce a focus on short-term gains and 
success, which is a particular problem for volatile electricity markets. Can policy-
makers tolerate volatility and the fact that there will be winners and losers—the 
natural outcomes of a competitive market? Indeed, it is important to focus on 
the macro level—the health of the market—and acknowledge that Schumpeterian 
creative destruction will take its toll on individual market participants who fail to 
design or implement a successful competitive strategy. 

For electricity markets to succeed, policy makers must make long-term com-
mitments to policy directions. Abrupt changes are detrimental to an industry with 
very long-term investment and planning horizons. This in turn places consider-
able political pressure upon regulators and policy makers to put the best face 
upon problems and may lead to considerable interference by policy makers in the 
market. This is highlighted by recent allegations by the market monitor in the PJM 
market of undue political interference in the performance of his activities. 

What will the future hold? If prices in restructured markets fail to at least 
come back into line with prices in traditional markets, it will be difficult for poli-
cy-makers and regulators to resist the temptation to impose new regulatory con-
trols. While new pricing plans and options among suppliers may provide some 
value to consumers, the bottom line is the bottom line. The impetus to restruc-
ture electricity markets was originally prompted by complaints of high prices, 
and competitive markets for power must ultimately deliver lower prices and in-
novative new services in order to survive.
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Jay Zarnikau is President of Frontier Associates. He is also a board member of 
the Association of Energy Services Professionals, an officer in the local chapter 
of the Association for Energy Economics, and vice chair of a working group at 
the Electric Reliability Council of Texas. He provides consulting assistance to cli-
ents in the energy industry on issues related to energy conservation, the restruc-
turing of electricity markets, energy pricing, and resource planning. His consult-
ing work involves market research, statistical modeling, economic analysis, and 
expert witness testimony. Dr. Zarnikau has published 15 articles in refereed aca-
demic journals, including the Energy Journal; Energy Economics; Energy Policy, 
Resources and Energy; and IEEE Transactions on Power Systems. His research 
interests include statistical model selection, Bayesian statistical techniques, the 
pricing of electricity and water, pollution taxes, and the measurement of en-
ergy efficiency achievements. Zarnikau, who has a Ph.D. in economics from The 
University of Texas at Austin, formerly served as the Director of Electric Utility 
Regulation at the Public Utility Commission of Texas and as a Program Manager 
at the UT College of Engineering’s Center for Energy Studies.



kip brown, Editor-in-Chief

Kip Brown is a second-year LBJ student specializing in Social and Economic Pol-
icy. His policy interests include health policy (especially mental health policy), 
public benefits, housing policy, and economic development. He works as a re-
search associate for L&M Policy Research and a graduate research assistant for 
the LBJ School’s Center for Health and Social Policy (CHASP). Before LBJ, Kip was 
a religion major at Texas Christian University, where he pondered the meaning 
of life and inadvertently gained writing, research, and editing skills. Kip comes 
to the Managing Editor position with experience both as an opinion columnist 
for the TCU Daily Skiff and an Associate Editor for the LBJ Journal.

ian t. brown, Editor-in-Chief

Ian Brown was invited to join the LBJ Journal of Public Affairs after serving as 
a faithful contributor his first year. Ian became interested in international rela-
tions, and particularly American diplomacy, while serving as a Fulbright Scholar 
in Naples, Italy. There he found himself debating U.S. foreign policy much more 
often than discussing his own archival research. He recently completed an in-
ternship for the U.S. State Department where he handled economic and public 
diplomacy portfolios at U.S. Embassy Port Louis, Mauritius. When he grows up, 
Ian would like to do something heroic. But as we all learned from the film The 
Contender, there are no shortcuts to greatness.
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luke brennan, Associate Print Editor

Luke Brennan is a first-year master’s student at the LBJ School of Public Affairs. 
He graduated from Tufts University with a BA in history and political science 
and has worked in the private, public, and non-profit sectors. His policy inter-
ests include public sector redesign, education policy, and international trade 
and technology issues.

katie elDer, Associate Print Editor

Katie Elder is a first-year master’s student at the LBJ School of Public Affairs. 
After graduating from the University of California, Davis, in 2006 with a degree 
in Political Science, Katie became a professional intern, working first for ABC 
News in Washington, D.C., and later for her Senator Feinstein in San Diego. Ka-
tie has also worked for the Graduate School of Public Health at San Diego State 
University for the last five summers on obesity prevention initiatives targeted 
at the Mexican-American communities in San Diego and at migrant workers in 
Baja California, Mexico. Her policy interests include foreign affairs and global 

health.

linDsay Frenkel, Associate Print Editor

Lindsay Frenkel graduated from Tulane University with degrees in Communica-
tions and Sustainable International Development. Whether working as a grant 
writer, an innovative workforce-development strategist, an advocate for under-
served New Orleans communities, or a grass roots organizer, she has consistent-
ly applied her skills and aptitudes in intriguingly wonkish ways. A second-year 
at the LBJ School of Public Affairs, she is now dedicated to creatively realigning 
existing resources in the public, private, non-profit, and spiritual sectors to cre-
ate more effective, consumer-driven public systems. Lindsay hopes to continue 
working for the public good in professional environments that are both creative 
and collaborative.

steve golDman, Associate Print and Online Editor

Steven Goldman is a first-year master’s student at the LBJ School of Public Af-
fairs. He graduated from Emory University with a BA in Theater. Before attend-
ing LBJ, he worked in the legal field at several law firms in New York City and 
the Office of the Texas Attorney General’s Internet Enforcement Unit. Before 
that, he worked as a freelancer, editor, and Web producer at a number of dot-
coms, including the Web arms of Fox News Channel and Wizard Magazine, and 
ran a small-press graphic novel imprint in Brooklyn. His policy interests include 
environmental and energy matters, homelessness, social marketing, and public/
private partnerships.
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brian levy, Associate Print Editor

Brian Levy is a first-year master’s student at the LBJ School of Public Affairs. In 
the spring of 2007, he graduated from the University of Georgia with a double-
major in Sociology and Religion. His policy interests include social welfare, po-
litical strategy, and sustainability. Brian is also an avid tennis player and salsa 
dancing enthusiast.

elisabeth long, Associate Print and Online Editor

Elisabeth Long is a first-year student at the LBJ School of Public Affairs and the 
School of Journalism. She graduated from Columbia University in 2006, where 
she majored in Civil and Environmental Engineering and was a senior editor at 
the Columbia Political Review. She has managed international development proj-
ects in Africa and Southeast Asia for Engineers Without Borders and interned at 
the Earth Institute and the Acumen Fund. Her policy interests include interna-
tional environmental policy, urbanization, and poverty.

Fiona murphy, Associate Print Editor

Fiona Murphy is a first-year master’s student at the LBJ School of Public Af-
fairs. After completing her undergraduate degree in International Studies and 
French with a minor in Leadership Studies at the University of Richmond in 
2004, she served as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Ukraine. She has spent extensive 
time abroad, including eight years in Indonesia and a semester in France. Her 
policy interests include international development, ethical leadership in the in-
ternational policy arena, ethnic conflict, and environmental sustainability.

susan peterson, Associate Print Editor

Susan Peterson graduated from Brandeis University in 2004 with a double major 
in English and Comparative Literature. She worked as a teacher training volun-
teer for the International Foundation for Education and Self-Help in Guinea, West 
Africa, for two years. She also spent a year in Rabat, Morocco, teaching English at 
a non-profit language school. On Thursdays, Susan moonlights as a reporter for 
The Daily Texan, UT’s student newspaper. During the summer of 2008, she will 
intern at the United Nations Environmental Program in Paris. Her policy inter-
ests include international development and environmental sustainability.

toDD graham smith, Associate Print Editor

Todd Graham Smith is pursuing a master’s degree at the LBJ School of Public 
Affairs after a 13-year absence from higher education. During that absence he 
practiced law in Tennessee, built scenery in New York and Los Angeles, and 
delivered humanitarian aid in China and Ethiopia. During what now seems like 
a previous life, Todd acquired a law degree from Emory University in Atlanta, 



198

LBJ Journal of Public affairs

sPring 2008eDitorial staff

Georgia, and a BA in political science from Lipscomb University in Nashville, 
Tennessee.  Todd’s primary policy interest is international development and 
he plans to return to Africa after obtaining his next degree. When not studying, 
writing, or editing, Todd is probably riding one of his bikes, training for his next 
triathlon, hanging with his dog, or listening to some live music.

whet smith, Associate Print Editor

Whet Smith graduated from Georgetown University in 2002 with a degree in Gov-
ernment and from Harvard Law School in 2006. His work experience includes 
time working in politics and practicing law. Interested in all aspects of public 
policy, he has a special interest in the interaction between politics and policy. A 
proud native of Houston, Texas, he has spent many an evening suffering with 
the Astros, Texans, Rockets, and back in the day, the Oilers.

alexanDra stone, Associate Print Editor

Alexandra is a first-year student in the public policy Ph.D. program at the LBJ 
School of Public Affairs. Her policy interests include science and technology 
policy and international affairs. Prior to coming to the LBJ School, she worked as 
a policy analyst at the Science and Technology Policy Institute and the Institute 
for Defense Analyses in Washington, D.C. She received a BA in biology and chem-
istry from Smith College and a MA in science policy from Georgetown. Alexandra 
maintains her sanity with yoga and running and lots of coffee and ice cream.

ross tomlin, Associate Print Editor

Ross Tomlin graduated from The University of Texas at Austin with undergradu-
ate degrees in Liberal Arts (Plan II) and Studio Art and a Certificate in Business 
Foundations. His work experience prior to enrolling at the LBJ School consist-
ed primarily of media relations, most recently at Baylor College of Medicine in 
Houston, Texas. His interests include writing and painting, and he is currently 
soliciting publishers with a biographical manuscript on his grandfather, Judge 
Homer Thornberry.

krys willmann, Associate Print Editor

Krys Willmann is a second-year master’s student at the LBJ School of Public 
Affairs specializing in the Environment and Natural Resources. She graduated 
magna cum laude from Texas A&M University in 2005 with a BS in Renewable 
Natural Resources. Before beginning her graduate studies, Krys worked in Wash-
ington, D.C. for Congressman Ralph M. Hall where she did research on many 
political topics. Her primary political interests are environmental and energy 
policies.


