Citizen Empowerment as National Urban Policy

Terry Nichols Clark

University of Chicago (former Senior Policy Advisor, United States Conference of Mayors) 

*comments welcome: tnclark@uchicago.edu
11/15/08

The agenda for a National Urban Policy (in Part II), flows from New Foundations for Urban Policy (in Part I).

I. New Foundations for Urban Policy 

Should we return to the urban policies of the 1960s? Why not?  Part I details critical changes that shift the foundations of future national urban policy. Most examples are from the US, but many processes are international, where stronger national urban policies are in place. Our focus is to work through the dynamics of policies and how they could work on the ground, block-by-block, as one can observe in community work of the sort that Barack Obama has favored and done himself. We add new results from national surveys that sharpen the critical role of arts, culture, and expressive components in helping identify differences between successful and failed policies. 

Most individual processes below are not new or controversial. What is new to this statement is 1. Joining these many processes together and thus thinking explicitly about their interrelations 2. Pointing out that most processes have occurred near-simultaneously, in the last 20 years or so 3. Suggesting that some processes are causally inter-related. “Causal” is notoriously hard to specify, and varies by city and context. 4. Such local variations offer opportunities to detect causality as well as  “best practices”. 5. Yet even if these separate processes are not tightly linked, all are now present in many of our cities, albeit in different neighborhoods. 6. These new foundations are powerful and visible enough to make our cities dramatically different from just two to four decades back. We must incorporate the new if we are avoid the problems of the past.  

Much of national urban policy implies transferring funds from national to local governments. Local governments are closer to social problems. The Federal government has better access to funds. So why not transfer? 


*Most problems are more than fiscal; money alone will not solve them.  The worst school systems have some of the highest paid teachers, for instance. 


*Besides money, experts often identify “best practices” that others might adopt, and are prime candidates for national urban policy. Yet “best practices” often don't transfer from successful locations. Why not? The “context” or “assumptions” for the best practices are often weak or absent. 


*Still there are successes.  What have we learned about them that could inform national urban policy? I focus on three key policy areas concerning: local governments, disadvantaged youth, and talented young persons. These three have been the subject of most policy discussion in recent decades as they change continually and can respond rapidly to policy shifts.  In each case, I try identify some critical best practices, but also to specify their context or assumptions. We have been analyzing such contexts using thousands of measures for each of 42,000 US zip codes. We group them into clusters we call Scenes.

1. Federal grants to local governments have dropped from the high in 1978; most grants (with GRS the largest exception) were targeted to goals set in Washington, that often disturbed local officials, even if they applied for and administered (some of) them. Transit, land use, CDBG, and esp. public housing were sometimes controversial and openly conflictual—leading in turn to ever growing regulations, audits, many lawsuits. See the many volumes by the Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations from the 1960s on wards, continuing in the journal of federalism, Polity, for instance. Mayor Jane Byrne was a dramatic case of being “overly-creative” in using federal funds, and fought many lawsuits as a consequence. Clearly there is huge local variation just the same, as detailed in Clark and Ferguson, City Money chapters at end.

2. With fewer grants, local officials have found alternatives:

a. borrow more 

b. joint agreements with other local governments

c. private public partnerships – such as Millennium Park, many infrastructure projects that permit private groups to borrow for a public-related purpose, to access the tax-free municipal bond market.

d. Encouraging grants from private foundations, state agencies, corporations, civic (individual) leaders – the key actors here are often board members of non-profits that may be a mix of civic leaders, some artists/service providers, and local government officials, but mostly civic leaders from corporate, professional circles who raise most of the funds

e. We have monitored these and a list of 33 other policies across more than 10,000 cities in 33 countries as part of the Fiscal Austerity and Urban Innovation Project (www.faui.org).

3. There is a general decline in voluntary activities in traditional organizations, like Kiwanis, Boy Scouts, and more, as Robert Putnam showed in Bowling Alone. But conversely, there is a rise in arts and culture activities in the last 20-40 years or so, measured by the World Values Survey and certain local amenities. Young and low income persons have increased most. We are detailing these patterns across zip codes and entire cities and metro areas—to contrast a Chicago with a Detroit, Milwaukee, Minneapolis plus NYC,  San Fran, LA and all the US—how much have each grown? The pattern is selectively international, with the US, Holland, and Sweden leading the world.  See “Was Tocqueville Wrong?” and “Culture is Rising—Why?” at http://www.tnc-newsletter.blogspot.com/
3a. the level and probably increase of arts and culture are much larger than most official data suggest due to massive undercounting of the very small arts groups. They have been funded often by the parents of the poor, even in the poorest neighborhoods, black and Hispanic. Some data on dynamic but under-counted small groups from Paul DiMaggio et al at Princeton,  Chicago Cultural Policy Center conferences,  and Field Museum and other urban anthropologists.

4. There is massive gentrification in many central cities, a dramatic turn-around from the 1960s and 70s, when the more affluent/educated, and talented and mobile youth, left the central cities.  Still there are huge differences across neighborhoods and cities. This is better to interpret by small areas like zip codes, but there are still major differences across cities. Chicago downtown has the highest growth of college grads and young persons 25-34 as a ratio to its suburban population of any metro area in the US (study for CEOs for Cities on website).  Most Midwestern cities, big and especially medium and small, by contrast, are considered in a state of crisis by many observers, like Richard Longworth, Caught in the Middle. They are loosing jobs and population, esp. the most talented, recent college graduates. What is Chicago doing right, and what lessons could be generalized? I thus draw on Chicago examples and my 25 year Chicago oral history, Trees and Real Violins: Building Post-Industrial Chicago (available at www.faui.org), as well as the international FAUI Project.

5. There is huge mobility by the young and talented; they change jobs annually on average. But they change cities less often.  Thus a critical decision they make in choosing a first job and city after college/grad school, is where to locate. The city, or certain neighborhoods, are the scene they choose, jointly with job opportunities nearby.  Following our general points, if the job is the “best practice,” the neighborhood scene is a critical context. I regularly ask my students how many would take a $100,000 job in South Dakota or the same job for $50,000 in Chicago? About 90 percent regularly raise their hands for the $50,000 job. Economists explain this by saying people maximize their utility, and utility is wages plus amenities.  This example suggests that Chicago offers each young person more than $50,000 worth of amenities (non-market goods like restaurants, talented neighbors like themselves, and more), which dramatically reverse the “normal job market” decision.  It is these amenities that we are measuring in our Scenes project; a first report is Clark, The City as an Entertainment Machine. The young have long been more mobile, but in recent decades they have moved to and stay longer in downtown areas, and are slightly older by the time of their first child (the first school age child triggers suburbanization). As there was a large drop in the birth rate after the baby boom of the 1950s, cities and firms are in serious competition for talent (domestic and foreign) to replace retiring baby boomers. See Dowell Myers, Immigrants and Boomers, William Frey (Census reports) and Richard Florida in The Rise of the Creative Class and Who’s My City?
6. Sometimes part of gentrification, more empty nesters move back to central cities, as age spans increase, women are more active in career/ like and non-profit activities, and families are slimming. Parents don't want to live 20-30 more years in boring places whose main amenities are child-friendly (baby boomer locations are very distinct from other zip codes in our Scenes Project findings), so they move to downtown or at least more amenity-accessible areas. Some get a second home or spend part time in another location, which is likely to be an even more amenity-driven decision. Family contacts play a definite role too but are harder to measure with census data. 

7. Still families in general are slimming; children and wives depend less on parents and husbands, and grand parents depend less on children for their direct financial support – the welfare state, insurance programs, and informal norms are weakening the traditional family. It is increasingly a minority pattern, even if it remains an ideal. Divorce and children born out of wedlock are consistently rising. Kids do their own things more often in lifestyle: choosing their artistic/cultural favorites to download rank as markers along with Nike shoes and jeans.

8. Amenities drive urban development. But different subpopulations chose their own niche amenities. Retirees are driven by natural amenities like oceans and mountains and warm climates, more than are the young. Cities can compete with natural amenities by constructing new amenities like parks and bike paths, which attract the young more than the elderly. Packaging individual amenities into clusters creates scenes, which have far more power than atomistic amenities. Who goes to a cinema in distant, industrial park? Cinemas do better surrounded when by cafes, restaurants, interesting people, and low crime. Policy makers need to add such scenes to their analytical repertoires. Scenes can be fostered or inadvertently destroyed. Many are delicate and often have no spokesperson.

9. Education is rising, esp. higher education, which leads to challenges of established aesthetics and many related social policy attitudes. But education happens in scenes, like the Ivy League or Blackboard Jungle. Many scholarships and loans for colleges for the disadvantaged remain unused, to the consternation of some administrators who omit scenes from their thinking. Many African-American early teen agers aspire to professional careers, but most shift downward by their late high school years. Why? The high school scene often discourages academic work. This is by no means unique to African-Americans:  studies of white US kids in suburban malls (“mall rats”), French lyceens who disrupt class rooms with pranks, and Spanish youth who hang out in parks, dance and smoke are classic “youth scenes”. However, because it is sensitive and difficult to collect data on such scenes, their importance has been underestimated.  We can report that the correlation of education and income seems to be falling, to about r=.2 in the US today; but about .5 in Colombia, a more closed society by this indicator. 

10. Income rose hugely after 1945, then was flat for most mid and lower income groups after the 1970s, but rose, esp. in the US and UK, for upper income groups. The overall income distribution in 2000 in the US is about as unequal as it was near 1900. Andrew Gelman et al in Red States, Blue States holds that these highest income folks are critical policy drivers.

11. Gays are coming out, and contributing an aesthetic which Susan Sontag characterized as camp, or ironic. 

12. The macho has been joined by the metro sexual and more; Marlon Brando is no longer The (only) Man. 

13. The yuppie as well as quasi bohemian trends (camp, metro sexual, Bobo, etc.) are most pronounced among the more highly educated and medium high in income (cf. David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise, On Paradise Drive). Income and education clearly shift the effects of many of these processes. Even the Tocquevillian norms may be spreading, but are still stronger among the more educated in NE moralistic areas; weakest in the US South, and globally in areas with religions and political regimes that discourage participation. In the countries and social groups inside each country with less exposure to Tocquevillian (New England) norms, the forms of participation will be more passive and hierarchical  (observing a rap or rock concert, rather than performing in a stand-up comedy group or writing short stories).

14. Sub cultural variations are clear, but for instance, there is distinctly high interest in arts and sports by African Americans, with 4 of the 10 highest income Americans a few years back being Oprah Winfrey, Michael Jordan, Michael Jackson, Magic Johnson. All these are in arts/culture/ entertainment, not corporate traditional activities.  These are also areas where young folks in my neighborhood, Bronzeville, make a huge effort: writing their own songs, learning to play a musical instrument, practicing basketball—more than the 3 R’s, these are done in “leisure” time or more voluntarily. 

15. The decline of resistance to the arts by the Puritanical US middle class, post 1960s, with Boston taking off as a national illustration, breaking with the Puritanical past (similarly in the formerly moralistic  cities like Minneapolis, Seattle, Portland and many smaller towns), and  WASPY civic leaders engaging more in the arts than in the past. Many new civic leaders are Jewish, Catholic, more cosmopolitan, some immigrants, more ready to learn from other locations.

16. Globalization. Many small towns live in terror of loosing jobs. Others seek to confront global issues directly, making Thomas Friedman’s The World is Flat a national best seller. Tourism is the number one or number three industry in the world, depending on the accounting assumptions.  Seeing tourists come as well as jobs leave is transforming cities globally. They ask more seriously what are their distant comparative advantages. The Governor of Michigan created a Cool Cities program of prizes and conferences to help spread ideas in a state loosing its auto industry. Flint, MI won a prize for a walking tour which local residents even said taught them things. Mayor Daley declared that the banks of the Chicago River should become more cultured than those of the Seine; and he hired Chinese to teach Mandarin in Chicago Public Schools. 

The argument here is that these trends may be partially causally related, that the cuts in grants pushed local governments and civic leaders to be more entrepreneurial and spend more of their own money, which in turn led them to stress more local-responsiveness in their activities. Either what average citizens wanted, or at least policies that local activists were willing to sponsor with their own funds or find support from their friends and corporate allies – narrowly this could be ballet and symphony, but more broadly Hull House and low income charity by the affluent.  The new, dramatic actors, still largely undocumented, are the parents of the poor kids whose small contributions were a foreshadowing of the Obama election, in its massive aggregation of  small contributions.

II. A Short Agenda for a National Urban Policy

How can a new national urban policy build on these foundations?

1. build on success; there are lots of small examples that work; this is how many “new” programs have always originated.  Don't look for any single, consistent policy. One size fits all is preordained to failure. Uniformity is what gave past national government programs their worst reputations, and globally have led to transferring the bulk of welfare state initiatives to the lower-level governments, even if the tax power of the national government leads in funding. This pattern is common to the US, Europe, and Asia. The most respected programs by local governments were those with the fewest strings,  with General Revenue Sharing and some broader categorical grants in the  lead. 

2. The quantity of funds in the past and near future is likely to be strongly shaped by macro-economic factors, as transfers encouraging local spending can stimulate the national economy. From this angle, the economic downturn of the 2008 is the most compelling context for ambitious national policies since the 1930s. Major, classic areas of national priory and local need  include infrastructure (roads, schools,  housing assistance, bridges, sidewalks, and more)l; transportation (public transit systems, freeways, city streets, buses); public education (assistance for all  sorts of programs, some critical examples below); public art and recreation (concert halls, parks). Many of these lists are classic and well documented by professionals working in each area. I thus focus on some criteria for choosing among them, building on the kinds of new processes identified in the last section. 

3. The context/scene for most persons is local, loosely linked to the national. So for a national urban policy to succeed, it must link with local scenes and build on them positively.

a. For low income kids, this implies for instance supporting more of those activities that might help them improve their lives and school performance, by joining things they enjoy, like certain kinds of art and music and sports, with their school.  Doing this while preserving individual choice, not disrespecting anyone, but helping successful small groups do more of what is working.

b.  For cities,  this implies helping them enhance those distinctive activities that might make their more attractive to tourists, new residents, and keep old residents more satisfied.  The rationale for a national – urban policy is that  the urban actors can add value by being locally sensitive.  This is the classic argument for a federal system, that is spreading globally. But there are many local policies that do not get implemented even if strongly desired.  Certain types of investments or programs that can fall between the cracks of two cities, or demand too much money or too long a time perspective to justify to taxpayers, etc. The hard solution to reach is one that permits the maximum autonomy for the local officials to respond to their local constituents, while retaining enough national linkage to national leaders programs to justify the use of national funds to the national constituents. Other countries like France and Italy with stronger tourist traditions collect more and richer data on local cultural amenities as well as tourism. These can help cities monitor their relative success compared to other locations. There is virtually no data on local tourism reported systematically by the Federal government.  Conclusion: look for more best practices, but adapt them to the local context. More examples follow.

c. For talented youth, this suggests helping locations develop their distinctiveness so the entire country can grow stronger. One important national policy is to facilitate the immigration of talented persons, and use more sensitive screening to try  not to discourage temporary or permanent visitors from entering the US. There was drastic drop in migration of talented youth to the US after the rise of the post-9/11 anti-terrorist polices of the US Federal government.  The Federal government can help spread information about locations to enhance the quality of choices by talented individuals (and firms); the Census and other agencies do this presently, but could do more to measure consumption, lifestyle, and other critical issues that are largely absent from the Census, like the quality of the environment, bicycle paths, or local festivals. These are critical data for local officials as well as federal agencies that could play a more active role in encouraging tourism, proving more information to potential visitors, etc.  Richard Florida’s What’s My City, a popular book for young persons choosing a city, illustrates the sort of data and analysis that could be expanded.

4. Look for ways to empower individuals and institutions, to enhance equality of opportunity by helping level the playing field for access to resources. This contrasts with some European and past US Federal programs that concentrated on equality of outcome, rather than equality of opportunity (Anthony Giddens, The Third Way Revisited). Most American citizens support equality of opportunity; equality of outcome is far more controversial. In practice the two principles  often combine. The Obama campaign proposed increasing taxes on corporations and the highest income groups.  This policy can be implemented with more enthusiasm by all if the funds are used to help lower-income persons be more empowered citizens.

5. Conveying a sense a transformation and identifying new ideas and approaches, and spreading those that work, is more important than large amounts of funding.  A New Deal, A Great Society, a Third Way.

6. Build on the best locale examples of curative ideas. Cases have been assembled by groups like the International City Managers Association, Government Finance Officers Association, and many others now on the internet with website, so it is much easier than in the past to learn the state of the art. But as too often case studies omit the context, you can ask about where and how they might generalize (like your city) at meetings of these and related professional groups, or talking with consultants who seek to adapt elsewhere. 

7. Look for specific types of institutions and program areas that have grown and are successful, esp. new areas like arts and culture but also sports and park programs from basketball to dance to pottery that in Chicago for instance were joined with the public schools in a seamless afternoon program that continued with the Parks Dept after the School day ended, for a few hours each day. This could include arts in the Parks, despite the cuts in CPS spending on arts programs. The cuts may have spurred parents to spend their own money. Day care programs the world over have been rising, and much of their “agenda” is arts and culture qua entertainment, for the young, complementing the “hard work” of the schools.

8. Recognize explicitly that education has to be more than memorizing the 3 R’s; to learn innovation is increasingly critical for all persons and cities, even if innovation varies by context.  The arts are a quintessential arena for teaching innovation as growing out of “play”, and beginning to link it to advanced creativity in every field. Funding programs in schools, and assisting NGOs and small firms of all sorts that have potential for growth is a step in this direction. The Obama campaign included special attention in its proposed tax changes for small, innovative (for profit) firms. 

9. Self-empowerment organizing have been growing rapidly among low-come African Americans in larger urban areas, like martial arts, evangelical churches, and direct sales organizations like Mary Kaye Cosmetics and Amway. This eclectic list has in fact been studied by Joseph Yi in a U of Chicago PhD where he shows that they all impart a sort of evangelical Tocquevillianism—an engaged, participatory ethos, demanding that their members perform and achieve at ever higher levels. Not that they just “achieve” or “win,” but general moral principles  (broadly middle class American values) are part of the package. These values are often linked with tight personal friendships that cement participants together and forestall deviance. Look for flexible ways to encourage and reward such organizations.

10. There are huge numbers of very small and fragile organizations in low income areas that can have major impacts in imparting self-discipline, learning to practice, working with others, and gaining skills that may transfer to work and schools. How to help the small and low-income focused groups? Part of the underfunding flows from a concern by governments and foundations that the small organizations (some are too small to become official NGOs) are not  able to “manage” or “account” for grants properly, exposing the grantors to potential scandal or investigation. There are enough difficult past cases to lead many potential grantors to stay with safer grantees. One line toward solution is to develop or expand existing efforts by intermediary organizations like  Shorebank (www.shorebankcorp.com/bins/site/templates/splash.asp) and Chicago Community Trust, that obtain funds from individuals and foundations and channel them to small NGOs. Making awards to intermediate-level organizations like these, or creating others such as a Bronzeville Arts Council. It could write checks to NGOs under it, and serve as a buffer between the demanding national accounting standards and the flexibility of individual NGOs that cannot afford accountants and lawyers to do everything necessary to keep procedures legally correct.

11. More generally, support more programs that empower citizens. These in turn empower cities, and societies.  The hard work is in the details.

