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CHAPTER 7 
 

 

Growth, Decline, and 
Resurgence of Urban 
Service Delivery: 
1945-to the Present 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Service Delivery as the Raison d'Etre of the American 

City: 1945-1978 
 

Since World War II, municipal governments have increasingly taken responsibility 

for delivering services to their citizens. We can see exactly how important the city's 

service delivery function has become by comparing the post-World War II increase 

in municipal general expenditures (most of which are consumed by the delivery of 

services) with the increase in population during this period. Taking population as a 

roughly objective indicator of the need for given service levels, figure 14.1 shows 

that these levels (measured in uninflated dollars) far outpace what would be 

required by population growth alone. (In figure 14.1 and all subsequent figures, the 

vertical axis describes the increase or decrease in expenditures and other trends 

from 1945 levels. 1) 

 Of course, the changing role of municipal governments  has  not occurred in a 

vacuum; rather, it is  a  response  to  a  number  of  changes  that have  occurred  in 

urban  society. Perhaps the most important of these  changes, 
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and the one that  has  triggered  many  of the  others, is  the  greater  affluence  of the 

average American household. As shown in table l 4. l , the  standard  of living in the 

United States  improved  dramatically  during  the  middle  years  of this century. 

However, this growing affluence has had a  number  of important side effects for most  

Americans, which has led  to  their increasing  dependence on  the  delivery  of urban  

services. 

 

Garbage and Garbage Collection 

By way of a simple example, the consumption of nondurable goods increased by 

over 140 percent between  l 945 and l 980, and in turn American families 
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Table  14.1    Median  Family  Income  1945-1992 (in constant  1967 dollars) 
 

1945 $3,949 1979 $9,010 

1950 4,603 1980 8,518 

1955 5,509 1981 8,219 

1960 6,336 1982 8,105 

1965 7,362 1983 8,273 

1970 8,484 1984 8,969 

1971 8,479 1985 8,773 

1972 8,872 1986 8,970 

1973 9,054 1987 9,106 

1974 8,735 1988 9,088 

1975 8,751 1989 9,214 

1976 8,773 1990 9,035 

1977 8,820 1991 8,812 

1978 9,028 1992 8,706 

SOURCE: U. S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abs tract of the United States 

 

 

had need to  dispose of ever-increasing amounts of rubbish and garbage; by 1975, 

the average family of four was generating 14 pounds of garbage each day (by 1993, 

this had risen to 17.6 pounds per day). It is not surprising, then, that most cities had 

instituted biweekly garbage pickup by this time, and many cities supplemented this 

schedule with an additional pickup day for special types of trash (e.g., tree 

branches, washing machines, and other bulky items). In short, opportunity 

(affluence) increased demand, and demand increased service. But in addition to 

increased demand, two other factors have increased costs associated with garbage 

collection. First, with growing ecological awareness has come a mandate for 

recycling, with federal requirements (established in 1993) that cities recycle 25 

percent of their solid waste. Bu t while early efforts at recycling were able to tap into 

a hot recycling market, the market has since cooled, and cities are actually losing 

money in their efforts to keep the environment clean. Second, technological 

advancement has also made garbage collection more costly. In contrast to the 

modified dump trucks that were used to collect trash immediately following World 

War II, all garbage trucks today have hydraulic trash compactors to increase their 

load. And garbage trucks come in different sizes and styles: hydraulic front-

loaders, rear-loaders, and side-loaders, all designed to mechanically hoist dumpsters 

of various sizes and shapes. This technology makes garbage more convenient to 

store for the consumer, easier to load for the trash collector, but more costly for the 

taxpayer. In the years between 1945 and l978, municipal budgets for trash collection  

(and other forms of sanitation) increased by 765 percent (see figure 14.2). 

 Paradoxically, the more trash a city collects, the more difficulty it has dis 

posing of it. In an effort to euphemize trash, cities have turned garbage dumps into 

"landfills." But a garbage dump by any other name is still a garbage dump: It is 

unsightly, it  stinks, it attracts  rodents  and  insects, and  it  reduces  property 
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value in the area. Several innovations have been used to solve the garbage problem, 

some with more success than others. One of the more creative is the use of 

incinerators to burn garbage.2  These incinerators in turn produce energy, which can 

be sold to commercial  customers. Today at least one hundred  cities and  counties  have  

built  trash  incinerators,  but  at  a  considerable  construction cost: For example, 

Batesville, Arkansas (with a population of seven  thousand) spent $1.2 billion; Broward 

County, Florida (with a population of over a mil lion) spent $570 million; and New  

York City's Department of Sanitation has estimated a cost of $3 billion. While these 

plants may be profitable (Peekskill, New York, receives a $1 million annual credit from 

Con Edison, which purchases the electricity produced  by the plant), operating 

expenses eat up much of this profit (Hershkowitz 1987). And many are concerned 

that the pollution produced by the incineration may be worse than the original 

garbage.3 
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 Crime and Law Enforcement 

A second (but not necessarily direct) consequence of the growing American 

affluence has been the growth of crime. With increasing disposable income, 

Americans have been able to purchase new luxuries that had never been avail able 

or affordable before.4   For example, by 1960 nearly 90 percent of American homes 

had at least one television set. By the 1970s, many households had blenders, stereo 

record and tape players, and stereo cassette players in their cars. And since the 

1980s, a growing number of homes have acquired food processors, microwave 

ovens, expensive camera equipment, videocassette recorders, and microcomputers. 

Each of these items makes our lives a bit easier or a bit more fun. But each is also 

easily stolen and easily "fenced" at a tidy profit for the burglar. As figure 14.3 

shows, crime has increased since 1945, reaching its period of fastest acceleration 

between  1960 and  1975; during these years, reported burglaries (per capita) 

increased at an annual rate of 8 percent (although during the following decade, 

they actually decreased by a small amount). This rise, coupled with rapidly 

growing violent crime (8 per cent per capita annual increase between 1960 and 

1975, with a levelling effect following 1975), has led many Americans to fear 

crime as the most important domestic problem facing this country.5 
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 Cities responded quickly during the years inm1ediately following World War 

II by hiring more police officers (an annual increase of over 1 percent) and 

purchasing more sophisticated law enforcement equipment; the result was a steady 

increase amounting to a 527 percent rise in municipal expenditures for police 

protection between 1945 and 1978. Figure 14.3 shows that this increase keeps 

rough pace with the increase in crime during the same period, and it greatly 

outdistances the population increase during the same period. Between 1975 and 

1980, however, municipal expenditures for police protection remained nearly 

constant (an increase of less than 2 percent in constant dollars), only to rise again 

during the 1980s. 

 

 Fires and Fire Protection 

A third consequence of growing affluence is escalating property value. Between 

1955 and 1994, the median size of a new house grew from 1,140 square feet to 

1,940 square feet; this, plus more  elegant  interiors  and  other amenities, drove the 

median  price of a new house up by 72 percent during this same period. Escalating 

property values have driven insurance companies to lobby for stricter municipal 

fire codes; and to keep insurance ratings low, many cities have invested in new 

and better fire-fighting equipment. Although the number of residential fires in the 

United States has decreased over time, the economic losses associated with each 

fire have increased (in constant dollars), reflecting the increasing value of the 

residences that are destroyed or damaged (see figure 14.4). Figure 14.2 shows that 

between 1945 and 1978, municipal expenditures for fire protection increased by 

365 percent. 

 The increase in municipal expenditures for fire protection can be attributed 

to two factors. First, fire-fighting technology has expanded, and equipment today is 

more effective in controlling fires. As one example, some departments now use 

helicopters for rescue work. As another, modern equipment has greater pumping 

capacity than older equipment; it carries with it a 
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greater variety of ancillary gear (e.g., self-contained breathing  apparatus, foam, 

smoke ejectors, high-volume hoses); it carries more water; and it is designed to be 

more reliable. In 1945, most residential fires were fought with a head-on assault, 

which had the effect of washing most household furnishings out the back door, 

and water damage was often greater than that caused by the fire. With modern 

equipment, today's firefighters are able to find the heart of the fire and combat it 

effectively with a minimum of water damage. In addition, modern equipment is 

safer to drive, with more visible flashing lights to alert traffic. Finally, dispatching 

procedures have become more sophisticated over the past three decades. In the 

1950s, these were rudimentary, relying on telephone or radio communication to 

alert firefighters to the location of a fire. Today, these procedures are computerized 

in many larger cities and are often tied into the city's emergency 911 network. 

Further, cities that have gone to computerized systems typically have the special 

needs of virtually every residence, office, or other structure in their jurisdiction 

cataloged in the computer; and firefighters know immediately about any hazardous 
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material (or other potentially complicating factors) that they must contend with. 

 Improved equipment is costly, however. For example, a state-of-the-art 

pumper cost approximately $25,000 in the early 1950s ($30,000 in 1967 dollars). 

Today, a state-of-the-art pumper costs as much as $300,000 ($67,500 in 1967 

dollars). Additionally, as fire-fighting procedures have become more effective, more 

municipalities have turned away from an all-volunteer fire department to one that 

uses career firefighters  (or a mixed career-volunteer department; see Jacobs  1976).6  

By  1994, aln1ost  all  cities  with  more  than twenty-five thousand people relied on 

career fire fighters  working  together with volunteers; and although 75 percent of 

municipalities continue to use all volunteer fire departments, these tend to be 

smaller cities (i.e., under five thousand people). Overall, 75.3 percent of the U.S. 

population is covered by departments that employ at least some career firefighters 

(Karter 1995).7 While the shift toward professional fire departments is at least partly 

responsible for the reduction in fire damage, it also entails an obvious increase in 

operating expenses. 8 

 

 Leisure Time and Recreational Activities 

A fourth area where increasing affluence yields benefits for the typical American 

family is leisure time. With greater income (generated largely from two wage 

earners), fewer people find it necessary to work overtime or at a second job, and 

the average number of hours spent at work each week declined substantially 

between 1945 (43.4 hours) and  1994  (39.2  hours). Many people spend their 

newfound leisure time in front of the television set. But others spend the time 

playing softball, golfing, jogging, or reading. As figure 14.5 shows, the number of 

golfers increased by over 750 percent between 1945 and 1992, and the number of 

adult softball teams increased by nearly a factor of twenty during the same 

period. But with this leisure activity comes a substantial price tag. For example, 

the number of municipal softball diamonds increased by 42 percent between 1950 

and 1965, and the number of municipally owned golf courses increased by over 

300 percent between 1950 and 1992. Overall, municipal budgets for parks and 

recreation increased by 691 percent between 1945 and 1978; and municipal budgets 

for libraries increased by 451 percent during the same period.  As with the increase 

in police expenditures, the increase in expenditures for parks and recreation is 

clearly in response to demand (e.g., golfers, tennis players, softball teams) rather 

than to the increase in population  (see figure 14.5). 

 

 Transportation and Streets 

A fifth consequence of growing affluence is the love affair between Americans and 

their cars. In 1950, only 59 percent of American families  owned a  car; by 1974, 84 

percent of families owned at least one car  (with  nearly  half  owning more than one 

car), and by the  1990s this  figure  had  reached  nearly  90 per cent. Since the end of 

World War II, the number of miles logged by passenger cars in urban areas  has 

increased dramatically, from 111 billion in 1945 to 1.6 trillion in 1993 (see figure 

14.6); during this same period, the number of passengers riding buses in urban areas 
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actually  decreased,  from  9.89  billion  in 1945 to  5.5 billion  in  1993 (see  figure  

14.7). By  1974, 78 percent of all  peo ple commuting to work in urban areas drove (or 

rode as passengers in) private cars. 

 
The figures for 1980 and 1990, broken down by individual MSAs with over a 

million inhabitants in table 14.2, show that only one city (New York) achieved a 

sizeable public transit ridership. They also show that transit rider ship in large 

northeastern and Midwestern cities seems to be increasing from its already high 

levels, whereas transit ridership in most southern and western cities is showing 

only small increases. 

 As a result, public funds increasingly have been allocated to the  

construction and maintenance of urban streets and highways during the middle 

years of the century.9 As figure 14.6 indicates, the amount of urban highway 

mileage  under  local  control  has  nearly  tripled  since  1945, and  municipal 
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expenditures for maintenance of these streets increased by 40 percent between 1950 

and 1960 alone. Municipal expenditures for highways increased by 522 percent 

between 1945 and 1978. 

 One of the inevitable byproducts of this expansion in the use of the private 

automobile is the demand for more and better transit arteries in America's larger 

cities. As more people drive their cars to work, the task of negotiating rush-hour 

traffic becomes more difficult and time consuming. Nobody knows the exact rush-

hour capacity  of urban  arterials, but  anyone who has driven in rush-hour traffic 

in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, or any other major city knows that we are 

approaching that capacity. And in New York, during public transit strikes, capacity 

was surpassed as automobile traffic ground to a virtual halt. Observers have even 

coined a name for the situation-grid lock. 

 Most major cities have developed public transit systems as a means of 

relieving some of the rush-hour pressure on their arterial system. Some cities, 
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such as New York, Chicago, Boston, Washington, Cleveland, Philadelphia, San 

Francisco-Oakland, and Atlanta have invested billions of dollars in rapid rail 

systems. When the Bay Area Rapid Transit System (BART) opened in the early 

1970s, it represented the first major mass transit system to be constructed in the 

United States in many years, and it was quite expensive: The original 1962 

referendum allocated $800 million, but costs totaled over $1.5 billion by the time it 

was completed. The mass transit systems in Atlanta and Washington, constructed 

after BART, carried with them price tags of over $2 billion and $6 billion 

respectively. The efforts of other cities have been much more modest, mostly in the 

form of bus systems and trolley cars. Since 1952, municipal expenditures for 

public transit have totaled over $60 billion, with only about half of that recovered 

in the form of fares (in recent years, fares have accounted for only a third of 

municipal  expenditures) . And  between 1945 and 1992, expenditures increased by 

62 percent, while at the same time ridership showed a decline; for example, 

although BART was designed .to accommodate 200,000 riders each day, actual 

ridership tended toward only 125,000 during its first decade (although it is 

somewhat  higher today). And Washington, D.C.'s METRO system ran at 

approximately  one-third  capacity during its early years.    But it costs just as much to 
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Table  14.2    Principal  Means of Transportation  to Work, 1980-1990 
 

 

 

 

 

Metropolitan  Area 

 

   Private Vehicle   Drive

 Car 

Alone Pool 

1980 

 

 

 

Other 

 

 

 

Public Transportation 

1990 

 

Public 

Transportation 

New York, NY 30.7% 1 1 .6% 1 2.6% 45.1 % 53.4% 

Chicago, IL 57.6 16.7 7.7 18.0 29.7 

San Francisco, CA* 57.9 1 5.7 9.9 16.4 33.5 

Oakland , CA*     17.9 

Boston, MA 56.0 17.0 1 1.3 15.7 31.5 

Washington, DC 53.7 22.9 7.9 15.5 36.6 

Philadelphia, PA 59.1 17.6 9.2 14.0 28.7 

Pittsburgh, PA 60.7 19.4 8.4 11 .5 22.2 

New Orleans, LA 61.7 20.6 6.8 10.9 16.9 

Newark, NJ 64.0 17.9 7.4 10.7 24.6 

Cleveland, OH 67.9 16.0 5.5 10.6 1 4. 1 

Baltimore, MD 59.8 22.3 7.7 10.3 22.0 

Seattle/ Everett, WA* 63.9 18.2 8.3 9.6 15.9 

Minneapolis, MN* 63.1 19.9 8.3 8.7 16.0 

St. Paul, MN*     10.5 

Portland, OR 65.3 18.0 8.2 8.4 1 1 .0 

Milwaukee, WI 65.0 19.0 8.3 7.7 11.0 

Atlanta, GA 68.7 19.6 4.1 7.6 20.0 

Los Angeles, CA* 68.7 16.8 7.5 7.0 10.5 

Long Beach, CA*     6.0 

Miami, FL 67.4 19.6 6.4 6.6 1 2.9 

Buffalo, NY 66.6 18.6 8.2 6.6 13.4 

Cincinnati, OH 68.8 18.8 5.8 6.5 11.2 

Denver, CO* 65.4 20.2 8.3 6.1 8.0 

Boulder, CO*      
St. Louis, MO 67.3 21.4 5.6 5.7 12.2 

San Antonio, TX 66.9 19.9 8.6 4.6 4.9 

Columbus, OH 70.3 18.2 6.8 4.6 4.7 

Kansas City, MO 69.3 21.5 5.1 4.1 5.8 

Detroit, Ml 75. 1 16.9 4.3 3.7 10.7 

Sacramento, CA 69.0 17.6 9.9 3.5 4.0 

Dallas, TX* 71.2 20.6 4.8 3.4 6.7 

Ft. Worth, TX*     1.7 

San Diego, CA 63.8 17.4 15.5 3.3 4.2 

Indianapolis, I N 70.3 21.0 5.5 3.2 3.3 

San Jose, CA 72.5 16.6 7.9 3.1 3.5 

Houston, TX 69.5 22.4 5.0 3.0 6.5 

Anaheim, CA* 74.8 16.1 7.0 2.1 3.8 

Santa  Ana, CA*     8.4 

Phoenix, AZ 70.2 19.0 8.9 2.0 3.3 

Tampa, FL* 72.0 18.4 7.8 1.8 3.4 

St. Petersburg, FL*     3.0 

Riverside, CA* 71.9 18.3 8.9 0.9 1.6 

San  Bernadine, CA     
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract  (the United States; U.S. Department of Commerce, County 

and City Data Book.) 

*1980 statistics combine data from the two listed cities; 1990 statistics describe them separately. 
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operate  a  subway  system with a few as opposed to a lot of passengers, and  cities  

seem  to  have  concluded tha t public transit  represents  a "public  good" for which  

they  are willing  to  expend  considerable  money. 

 

 Education and  Public  Schools 

In addition to affluence, other factors contribute to the city's increasing role as a 

deliverer of services to its residents. First, and perhaps most important, a pair of 

events occurred in the 1950s that, jointly, contributed greatly to the increasing 

budgets of most school districts. One of these events (or perhaps trends would be 

more accurate) was the coming of school age of the post-World War II "baby 

boomers." Between 1950 and l 960, the number of school-age children in the United 

States increased by over 40 percent (figure 14.8) requiring 

 

 
 

 

a substantial increase in capital outlay for school maintenance, repair, and 
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construction (95 percent), number of teachers (52 percent), and local taxes for 

education (88 percent). This expanding cohort of youngsters (in the years between 

1945 and 1960) and young adults (in the years between 1960 and 1970) also had 

an inevitable impact on crime. Crime statistics show that over half of all arrests 

involved youths in the fourteen to twenty-four age range, even though they 

accounted for only about 15 percent (in 1945) and 20 percent (in 1975) of the 

population. It should be clear that this growth in the pool of young adults 

substantially increased the number of people engaged in criminal activity, and 

coupled with the increasingly attractive targets of crime, led to the large increase in 

crime and police services between 1945 and 1978. 

 Not all increases in educational expenditures can be attributed to demographics, 

however; a second event occurred in 1957, one that shook the foundations of American 

education for a decade or more. In October of that year, the Soviet Union launched 

Sputnik I, the world's first man-made Earth satellite; a month later, the Soviets proved  

that  this  was  not  a  technological fluke by launching Sputnik II, a satellite that carried a 

live dog. The United States clearly had been beaten, and beaten badly, in the space 

race, and our national pride was severely wounded. As a response,  the  federal  

government  encouraged an expanded math and science curriculum in the public schools, 

a nd it encouraged special enrichment programs for gifted students. Local school districts 

enthusiastically jumped on both bandwagons;  between  1958 and  1963, for example, 

the number of schoolchildren  participating  in  "gifted" programs rose  from  52,000  

to  215,000,  increased   steadily  over  the   next   decade   (to 481,000 in 1971), and 

grew at an even faster pace during the 1970s and 1980s (reaching 2 million by 

1990).10  Bu t the bandwagon turned out to be expensive. Although the federal 

government footed some of the bill  (e.g., through the National Defense Act in 1958, 

Public Law 91-230  in  1969, and  Public Law 93-380 in 1974), cities and states were 

responsible for the rest,11 and this expansion  of  the  curriculum  accounted  for  a t  

least  some  of  the  increase  in local educational expenditures during the decade. 

 

 

 Services for the Needy 

Another factor in the growth of urban services has been growing public sensitivity 

to the plight of the needy. For example, following World War II, the public 

became increasingly aware of and sensitive to the needs of exceptional children 

(e.g., those who are visually, aurally, or speech disabled, socially or emotionally 

maladjusted, learning disabled, mentally retarded). As these children were deemed 

educable, special education programs were developed and implemented in the 

public schools, with enrollments growing dramatically through the 1960s (figure 

14.8): 1947 enrollments totaled only 378,000, whereas 1970 enrollments totaled 

over 3 million. This trend has continued gradually to the present, but with one 

important difference. In 1975, Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act (Public Law 94-142), mandating that all children are entitled to a 

free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment (Levine 

and Wexler 1981). The intent of this law was to "mainstream" exceptional students 

out of special education classrooms and into regular education classrooms 
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whenever appropriate, and it largely succeeded in this intent. The special education 

movement and the mainstreaming movement successfully expanded the scope of 

public education to 3 million new students, but at a considerable financial cost. In 

the case of special education, this included new teachers, new equipment, and new 

facilities, while in the case of mainstreaming, it included additional teacher training 

and more new facilities. 

 The plight of the mentally ill is another area where increased awareness has 

led to increased services. The needs of the mentally ill have been dramatized in 

recent years by a number of events, beginning with the development of 

psychotropic drugs in the 1950s. As a result of this breakthrough, state psychiatric 

hospitals gradually began a process of deinstitutionalization, through which 

patients were released into the community to receive therapy on an outpatient 

basis. In 1963, President Kennedy urged Congress to pass legislation funding 

community mental health centers, arguing that this would enable the mentally ill 

to be treated in their own communities. However, following passage of the 

Community Mental Health Centers Act in 1963, community mental health 

centers were slow to provide services to deinstitutionalized mental patients, 

focusing instead on new populations in need of acute services. By 1980 these 

centers were servicing over 3 million clients each year, only a portion of whom 

had previously been institutionalized (Goldman and Morrissey 1985). This trend 

was complicated, however, by several court decisions in 1973 that found the 

circumstances and the conditions of psychiatric institutionalization to be wanting. 

In the wake of these decisions, state psychiatric hospitals opened their doors for a 

mass exodus of mental patients into the community, with community mental 

health centers serving as their only source of clinical support (see Badger et al., 

1981, for a further discussion of the impact of these decisions). 

 Yet, at exactly the time of this mass institutional exodus and the 

burgeoning demand for community mental health services, federal support for 

community mental health centers began to decline. In many locations, state tax 

dollars have picked up the slack; but in other cases, it has been the localities 

(through both public and private funding) that have paid for mental health services. 

In 1990, 17 percent of the total support came from local governments, 14 percent 

from the federal government, 53 percent from state governments, and 16 percent 

from private insurance and other sources (Redick et al. 1994). In many 

communities, the municipal government also provides support for other social 

services, including homes for battered spouses, drug and alcohol counselling 

services, public health clinics, shelters for the homeless, and meals for the hungry. 

Even when these facilities and programs are not funded directly by the city, they 

often receive public contributions through local agencies such as the United Way. 

For example, in 1995, United Way contributions in the United States exceeded $3 

billion. However, since 1960 total United Way contributions have increased by only 

34 percent (in constant dollars) while demand has increased considerably more 

than that. In the end, the survival of these programs depends largely on the 
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willingness and the ability of municipal government to support them, and as we 

have seen, municipal government has often risen to the challenge. As figure 14.9 

shows, between 1960 and 1978, public welfare expenditures by cities, for a 

number of social programs including those discussed above, rose by 446 percent. 

 

 The Theme Restated 

Let us return now to the original argument and exam more closely its implications. 

We began by noting that the  delivery of services has become the most important 

function  of the  city  during  the  last  half  of this century. And we have seen that 

economic, demographic, social, and technological factors have all contributed to its 

growth. But as the  demand  for  services  has increased, so has their cost. First, cities 

are simply providing more services than ever before, to more people than ever before. 

Second, technological developments are pushing the price of services upward. But a 

third, and perhaps most important factor in the rising cost of urban service  delivery  is  

the  increasing labor costs of providing services. The greater the demand that is placed 

on a commodity or a service, the more it typically  costs. When demand was low for 

garbage collection, sanitation workers could be paid a low  wage,  and nobody was 

much affected if they walked ou t on strike. But as urban residents have come to 

depend on twice-weekly trash pickup, the social costs of uncollected garbage escalate, 

and cities are willing to pay sanitation workers more money to ensure that garbage is 

picked  up  efficiently. Much the  same can be said of education  and law enforcement. 

In periods  of low  crime, police  could be underpaid with little consequence. But in 

periods of high crime,  law enforcement officers can  command  higher  salaries; 

between  1965 and  1975, for example, police salaries increased at an annual rate of 

approximately 7.5 percent, exceeding annual  salary increases  in  the private  sector  

(approximately 
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6 percent).  Since  urban  services  tend  to  be  labor  intensive,  even  small  wage 

increases magnify  the overall costs of services. 

 With increasing demand and increasing cost, municipal expenditures for 

services accelerated between 1945 and 1978, as indicated by figure 14.1. But after 

1978, expenditures actually began to decline, as did the number  and scope of 

services funded by the municipal budget . In the next section, we will explore this 

trend, seeing specific causes and considering specific responses. 

 

The Decline of Urban Services: 1979-1982 

 

 New York on the Verge of Bankruptcy 

In  1975, the expansion of municipal services came to  a  dramatic  halt  in New  

York  City  as  the  Big  Apple  teetered  on  the  brink  of  bankruptcy. Although 
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municipal bankruptcy had been commonplace during the Depression, it has been rare 

in the years since; this, coupled with the pre eminent place of New York City in  

our  urban  hierarchy,  demands  that  we pay New York's fiscal crisis more than 

passing attention, for it served notice to the rest  of the nation  that  the  era  of 

unbridled  expansion  in the  growth of urban services was at an end. 

Following Levine, Rubin, and Wolohojian (1981), we will examine New York's fiscal 

crisis in its component stages.12 Its earliest roots are found in the years between 1965 

and 1970, when the city responded to growing racial unrest and rioting. During this 

period, expenditures for social programs for blacks increased greatly.13Also  during  

this  period,  the  city  made  a  commitment  to higher education, greatly increasing 

funding to municipal universities an hospitals. These budgetary increases had little 

adverse effect, since the economy was expanding. But an expanding economy led to 

inflation during the last years of the decade, and New York's union leaders sought 

substantial pay increases. After the embarrassment of the Transit Workers' strike in 

1966, Mayor John Lindsay saw union support as necessary both to his reelection 

and to his ability to govern effectively, and the city acceded to union demands for 

higher wages. 

 Had economic growth continued, New York City's fiscal crisis likely would 

never have occurred. But the economic slump of the early 1970s brought with it an 

erosion of private-sector jobs in the city, particularly high-paying manufacturing jobs. 

Further, federal grants to the city declined in the early 1970s. The city 

administration made some effort to respond by cutting eight thousand fire, 

sanitation, and education jobs; but increasing funding for higher education and 

hospitals more than compensated for these cutbacks. As a final resort, Mayor Lindsay 

took the politically expedient route of covering budgetary shortfalls with short-term 

loans  (which carry higher interest rates than long-term loans); by 1974, 20 percent 

of New York City's total debt was in the form of high-interest, short-term bonds. 

This situation could perhaps have continued indefinitely, except that in 1974 the 

New York State Urban Development Corporation-created by the New York 

Assembly to sell bonds, and with the proceeds of the bond sales to make loans to 

New York cities-defaulted on payment of its debt, and creditors became concerned 

about New York City's ability to pay its debt. Several banks sold their New York City 

bonds, setting off a panic that effectively ended the city's ability to issue any further 

short-term bonds. 

 Thus, by the beginning of 1975, default seemed imminent, and the only 

way that it could be forestalled was to borrow money outside the bond market. 

The federal government in general, and particularly President Ford, seemed 

uninterested in bailing out New York. The New York Daily News summarized 

Washington's sentiment with its large-type headline on October 30, 1975: FORD TO 

CITY: DROP DEAD. As a last resort, New York State created the Municipal 

Assistance Corporation  (MAC)  to lend New York the money it needed to service 

its debt. Bu t over time, even MAC had difficulty selling bonds, and it was forced 

to negotiate austerity measures with the city and its unions. These included: 
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1. a wage  freeze, and  deferral  of a  6 percent  cost  of living increase  for 

municipal employees; 

2. a rollback to 1973 wages for management-level  employees; 

3. a promise from the city to avoid frills in future union negotiations; 

4. increased  user  fees for municipal  services; 

5. a  $22-million  cut  in  the  city's  budget   allocation   to  New  York 

University; 

6. consolidation or elimination of several municipal  departments; and 

7. appointment of a management team to oversee the city's fiscal practices. 

 
When the city's deficit was discovered to be four times larger than projected, 

however, another state agency-the Emergency Financial Control Board (EFCB)-was 

created to act as a receiver for the city. EFCB consisted of the mayor, the 

governor, the city and state comptrollers, and three additional gubernatorial 

appointees, so that effective control was placed in the hands of the state rather 

than the city. All municipal revenues were deposited directly into an EFCB 

account and disbursed according to a  three-year  plan  developed by the city. 

Between 1975 and 1978, New York City cut sixty thousand municipal jobs and 

established severe guidelines for labor negotiations. Although no one was happy 

with the arrangement, an uneasy peace had been established by 1978 among the 

city, the state, the federal government (which, in the end, did provide some short-

term loans), the unions, and the banks. Today, New York City is on firmer 

financial footing, and its officials would prefer to forget how close to financial 

catastrophe it had come during the mid-1970s. 

 The factors that led to New York City's financial crisis are faced by all 

large cities, to a greater or lesser degree. By the same token, the austerity measures 

employed by New York are also used by other cities in combating fiscal stress. In 

the remainder of this section, we will take a closer look at the factors creating 

fiscal stress in American cities. And in the following section, we will consider in 

greater depth the steps cities have taken to regain fiscal solvency. 

 

 Taxpayer Revolt 

Previously, this chapter outlined a trend of growing affluence in the United States, 

beginning immediately after World War II. The steepest part of this growth curve 

occurred between 1960 and 1973, when median family income increased by 43 

percent. By 1973, the typical family had annually $2,700 (indexed to 1967 

consumer prices) more at its disposal than it had in 1960. But beginning in 1974, 

another trend began to emerge in the United States. The growth in affluence 

ground to a halt, and it actually began to reverse itself. Between 1973 and 1977, for 

instance, median family income fell by 3 percent, while municipal expenditures 

increased by 5 percent, and per-capita local taxes to pay  for these municipal  

expenditures  remained  stable. Figure 14.10 shows median family income, local 

taxes, and municipal general expen- 
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ditures. It is clear from the nearly coincident plot of income and taxes that the 

growing affluence of American families fueled the growth of municipal budgets. 

It is also clear that these budgets-and the taxes to pay for them-took on a life 

of their own, and particularly in the period between 1960 and 1973, deviated 

from trends in income. But by 1980, both municipal budgets and taxes had 

come into line with the stark reality of the American economy. 

 Several factors converged during the early and mid-l 970s to bring taxes and 

expenditures back into line with income. First, taxpayers staged a revolt during 

this period, protesting any new or increased taxes and in some cases rolling back 

taxes to previous, lower levels. Although Proposition 13 in California and 

Proposition 2)6' in Massachusetts are the best-known instances of this tax revolt, it 

has its origins in the early 1970s in cities and school districts across the country. 

In most states, school districts must regularly go to the voters for approval of such 

projects as new construction and the development of new programs. During the 
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1960s, the voters of most cities regularly said yes to such requests; approximately 

70 percent of the school bond issues passed during that period and 70 percent of 

the requested funds were approved. By the early 1970s, however, fewer than 50 

percent of the school bond issues put to the voters passed, with only about 40 

percent of the requested funds approved. Although both passage rate and allocations 

improved slightly during the late 1970s, neither approaches the level it achieved 

during the 1960s. These trends are reported in table  14.3. 

 Municipal bond elections followed a similar pattern. Cities must seek voter 

approval to sell bonds necessary for most capital improvement projects, including 

the construction of municipal pools, parks, water  treatment plants, and  so  forth.14 

Long-term bonded  indebtedness  of  American   municipalities, also reported in table 

14.3, increased substantially from 1950 through 1970, then slowed  and gradually 

declined through the 1970s and the early 1980s. The implication is clear: Whereas 

the voters in urban America were willing to finance new municipal projects while 

their earning power was increasing, they became wary of such projects once their 

earning power leveled off. 

 These indications of taxpayer concern were, of course, formalized with the 

1978 passage of Proposition 13 in California, which cut property taxes in the state 

by 60 percent (and strictly limited future property assessments). California  voters  

overwhelmingly  supported  Proposition  13, concluding  that government spending 

could be cut by as much as 25 percent without any deterioration in services (Sears 

and Citrin 1982). But several other factors also contributed to the success of those 

who sponsored Proposition 13 (most notably the organizational efforts of Howard 

Jarvis, a California businessman). First, they were able to enlist the support of 

conservative voters who resented the growth of governmental subsidies for the 

poor, with two-thirds of those who voted yea believing that welfare payments 

should be cut. In contrast, citizens generally opposed cutbacks in police, fire, 

education, public transportation, recreation, or mental health expenditures (Sears 

and Citrin 1982). Thus, supporters did not necessarily resent paying taxes, just 

those taxes earmarked for welfare and related programs. 

 Second, voters seldom have the opportunity to directly indicate their opposition 

to taxes, and when given that opportunity they are likely to take it. Opponents were 

not necessarily protesting local taxes; in fact, by 1978 resentment toward federal taxes 

equaled that toward local property taxes (Rose 1980). But since federal taxes cannot be 

directly challenged, many voters apparently took out their frustrations on the only 

available target: local property taxes. 
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Table  14.3     School District  Bond  Issue  Success and  Long-Term  Municipal Bonded   

Indebtedness 
 

 School Districts  Municipalities 

Percent of Bond Percent Long-term 

Issues of Value Bonded 

Approved Approved Indebtedness * 

1950   $12,5 14 

1951   12,375 

1952   15,236 

1953   16,121 

1954   17,257 

1955   19,080 

1956   20,609 

1957   21,569 

1958  72.8 22,37 1 

1959  79.6 23,999 

1960  67.1 24,694 

1961  75.9 26,001 

1962 72.2 68.8 27,703 

1963 72.4 69.6 28, 176 

1964 72.5 71.1 29,896 

1965 74.7 79.4 30,984 

1966 72.5 74.5 31,782 

1967 66.6 69.2 32,185 

1968 67.6 62.5 32,942 

1969 56.8 43.6 33,036 

1970 53.2 49.5 33,422 

1971 46.7 41.4 34,740 

1972 47.0 44.0 36,579 

1973 56.6 50.6 37,029 

1974 56.2 53.0 36,148 

1975 46.3 46.0 34,609 

1976 50.8 46.1 36,433 

1977 55.5 54.0 36,875 

1978   38,374 

1979   34,477 

1980   33,365 

1981   32,254 

1982   33,051 

1983   36,757 

1984   38,468 

1985   42,1 45 

1986   48,460 

1987   53,390 

1988   53,472 

1989   53,572 

1990   54,399 

1991   55,555 

1 992   57,498 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce,  Statistical Abstract  of the United States. 

*millions of constant (1967) dollars 

NOTE: The  National  Center for  Educational  Statistics compiled  school  district  data  only  for the  years shown. 

 

 Third, property taxes had really become quite a burden in the late 1970s, 

particularly in California. The value of residential property across the state grew at an 

annual rate of over 12 percent between 1973 and 1976, with annual growth rates in 
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large cities (e.g., San Francisco, Los Angeles) approaching 20 percent during this 

period. With this increase came higher property tax assessments, which   increased by as 

much as 30 percent a year in San Bernadine and Orange Counties during the same 

period.15 Again, this occurred during a period when earning power was not increasing, 

and the additional taxes became unbearable for many people. 

 It is unclear (and perhaps unimportant) exactly how much each of these 

factors contributed to the passage of Proposition 13 in California. What is important 

is that the measure gave notice to governmental units across the country that 

unorganized instances of taxpayer revolt were becoming organized, and that 

municipalities and states must moderate their spending before the voters forced 

them  to do so.16 Post-Proposition 13 sentiment across the country favored  

restrictions on property taxes , with two-thirds of those surveyed expressing 

sentiment for tax reform (Sears and Citrin 1982). About the same time as 

Proposition 13, voters in many other states considered similar propositions, which 

either strictly limited (or rolled back) property tax or limited municipal spending 

levels. In 1978, residents of Idaho  (with an already low property tax burden) and 

Nevada passed Proposition 13-type measures, limiting increases in assessments to 2 

percent per year. In the same year, voters in Arizona, Hawaii, Michigan, and Texas 

approved bills limiting spending (Lucier 1980). But in contrast, 1978 witnessed the 

defeat of tax relief propositions in Oregon and Colorado, and voters in Michigan 

defeated a companion bill to the one they approved. In 1979, property tax relief 

measures were passed in twenty-two states, income tax reductions in eighteen 

states, sales tax reductions in fifteen states, and spending limits in eight states 

(Poole 1980; O'Sullivan et al. 1995). And in 1980, residents of Massachusetts 

passed Proposition 2, which limited property tax to 2.5  percent  of assessed  real 

estate value. As a result, by 1980 per capita taxes on urban residents across the 

country had dropped to 75 percent of their 1973 levels; by the 1990s, how ever, 

per capita local taxes had regained their 1973 levels, and more (see figure 14.10). 

 Although the most publicized cause of decreasing municipal revenues and 

expenditures, the tax revolt was not the only (or even the most important) cause. 

Indeed, it simply came at a time when other trends were severely limiting the 

ability of municipal governments, particularly in large cities, to provide services, 

exacerbating the impact of those trends. The first of these trends was the economic 

slumps that intermittently plagued the United States during the 1970s and 1980s. 

The second is the movement to the suburbs, initiated after World War II but 

particularly important during the 1970s. And the third is the changing policy of the 

federal government toward sharing revenue with the cities, begun in 1981 with the 

inauguration of President Reagan. 

 

 Economic Stagnation 

During the 1970s and the early 1980s, the economy performed in a generally 

sluggish manner, moving between recession and mild recovery but never toward 

full recovery. In this poor economic climate, unemployment ranged between 6 
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percent and 10 percent nationally, and considerably higher  than that in the nation's 

inner cities. Thus, income tax receipts that might help the city directly (in those 

cities that assess an income tax) or indirectly (through state or federal grants) 

were significantly down. By the same token, unemployed people do not spend as 

much money on non-disposable goods, and municipal sales tax receipts also lagged. 

In such a sluggish economy, new business starts were down and business failures 

were up, again reducing the tax base. Finally, the 1970s witnessed an important 

industrial trend in the United States, with many manufacturers moving their base 

of operation overseas (where labor is cheaper); a complementary trend saw an 

increase in overseas imports of manufactured items (e.g., steel). For example, a 1984 

survey showed that in the previous five years, 11.5 million workers had lost jobs 

because of plant closings or other economic cutbacks (Wicker 1987). The two 

trends converged to create a sharp reduction in high-paying manufacturing jobs in 

American cities (of those people who were victims of manufacturing displacement, 

most eventually found work, although at levels of pay considerably less than that 

they previously received; see Newby, 1989, and Jaret, 1991.) 

 Economic stagnation and unemployment also lead to increased need for city 

services. People without jobs still need to eat, and the burden of providing food 

often falls on municipal agencies. Continuing unemployment leads to psychological 

depression and anxiety, and demands on the community mental health center are 

likely to increase. In addition, high rates of unemployment, particularly among 

youths, may contribute to greater crime within a city, and demands on municipal 

police departments may increase. But in each of these cases, fewer resources are 

available to meet greater demands. 

 

 Population Shifts 

Also during the 1970s, a long-term population shift toward the suburbs continued, 

with twice as many people moving from central cities to suburbs as from suburbs 

to central cities. In the early years, this shift largely reflected changing life-style 

preferences: Americans, tired of the bustle, crime, and poverty of city life, opted for 

a place in the country (or at least in the suburbs). The freeway construction program 

of the 1950s and the 1960s made this movement possible by substantially reducing 

the commuting time for people who opted to work in the city but live away from 

its problems. Thus, the continuing outmigration from the central city reflects another 

type of taxpayer revolt, with both citizens and corporations voting down higher 

taxes with their feet rather than at the ballot box. Like Howard Jarvis' coalition in 

California, these citizens and corporate heads are not opposed to services and 

taxes: They typically support strong fire and police departments, street repair, 

libraries, parks, and schools. They are, however, unwilling to  pay the taxes required 

for services aimed at ameliorating (or at least controlling) the problems of the 

inner cities, for example, mass transit, subsidized health care, and public housing. 

Ironically, however, they are the very people who can best afford to pay for these 

services. By moving away from the central city, they escape both the problem and 

the need to pay for it. Bu t they leave in their wake a much smaller tax base for 
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the city. 

 Another important demographic shift has been away from the northeastern 

and Midwestern Frostbelt states and to the western and southern sunbelt states. 

As table 14.4 indicates, the population in the West has been growing at a faster rate 

 

Table  14.4    Regional  Growth  Pattern s, 1930-2000 (percent change) 
 

 1990- 

 1930- 1940- 1950- 1960- 1970- 1980- 2000 

 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 (proj.) 

Northeast 4.5 9.7 1 3.2 9.8 0.2 3.4 2.1 

\1idwest 4.0 1 0.8 16.1 9.6 -L O 0.8 7.0 

)outh 10.1 13.3 16 .5 1-U 20.0 13.4 13.8 

West 16.7 -HJ.-+ 38.9 24.2 23.9 12.3 19.9 

)OURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical 11 lwma <?( the United Statcs. 

 

 

than that in other parts of the country for the past half century. But while growth 

rates in the Northeast and the Midwest declined precipitously since the 1970s and 

1980s, those in the West remained high and rose in the South accelerated. The 

impact of this migration is even more clear if we examine population  shifts  in  

major  cities  in  each  region,  as reported  in  table  14.5. Most of this migration is  

not  a  movement  of  unemployed people looking for work: Only about 10 percent  of  

inter-regional migration involves  people living in poverty. Rather, it represents a shift 

in the l ocation of professional   and service  jobs,  with   over  one-third   of  all  

interregional migration involving people in the professional or managerial classes 

U.S. Department of Conm1erce 1984). And as tables 14.4 and 14.5 suggest, most 

of this movement has been out of the Northeast and into the South and West-

although by 1990, several large cities in the Northeast and the Midwest e.g., New 

York City, Philadelphia, Boston, and St. Louis) had stemmed their migration and 

were actually growing. The growth in telecommunications nay be at least partially 

responsible for this. For example, when large corporations like Coca-Cola moved 

their corporate offices from New York City luring the 1960s and the 1970s, they 

took their professional employees with hem. But this was just the tip of the 

iceberg, for corporate relocation also triggered movement in banking and financial 

institutions, law firms, and a host of other business support organizations (cf. , 

Mollenkopf 1983). But with the expansion of telecommunication during the 1980s, 

support organizations in New York City can meet the needs of corporations in Los 

Angeles, Atlanta, )alias, and any other city in the United States (or abroad). In 

fact, the business and professional services  sector was  one of the  biggest  growth  

areas for New York City during the 1980s (Drennan 1991). 

 

 Federal  Cutbacks 

The previous chapters chronicled a shifting pattern of federal aid to American cities, 

beginning with categorical grants and moving through block grants and venue 

sharing into the Reagan presidency. Bu t the story was left largely 
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Table 14.5 Growth Patterns of Selected  Metropolitan  Areas, 1960-1990 (percent 

change) 

 

 

Northeast 

1960-1970 1970-1980 1980-1990 
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New York 4.5 -3.6 3.1 
Philadelphia 11.1 -1.2 3.9 
Buffalo 3.2 -7.9 -4.3 
Boston 7.9 0.8 5.0 
Pittsburgh -0.2 -5.2 -7.4 

Midwest 
 

Chicago 12.1 2.0 1.6 
Cleveland 8.1 -5.5 -2.6 
St. Louis 12.4 -2.1 2.8 
Detroit 12.3 -0.7 -1.8 
Kansas City 14.9 4.4 9.3 

Mid-Atlantic 

Baltimore 

 

14.8 

 

5.3 

 

8.3 

Washington 38.8 6.9 20.7 

 

Soutlt 

Atlanta 

 

 

36.5 

 

 

27.0 

 

 

32.5 
Houston 39.8 43.0 19.7 
Mia1ni 35.6 40.0 20.8 

Dallas 36.8 24.6 32.6 

West 

Los  Angeles 

 

16.6 

 

15.2 

 

26.4 

Phoenix 46.1 55.4 40.6 
Denver 32.6 30.7 14.2 
San Francisco 17.4 12.9 16.5 
San Diego 31.4 37.1 34.2 
Seattle 28.7 13.9 22.3 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States. 

 

 

unfinished, for yet another shift has occurred in the years since 1978: a 

shift toward no aid.
17 Table 13.6 shows how dramatic the decline in 

federal aid to cities has been  since  1978. 

 

The Overall Effect 

Any of these four factors-the taxpayer revolt, economic stagnation, 

shift.in; population, and cutbacks in federal aid-would have slowed the 

growth a service delivery in the city. But taken together, they resulted 

in an absolute reduction in the total revenue available to cities. In 

response to this crisis, cities were forced to respond in either of two 

ways: cut back services or find alter native sources of revenue. Most 

cities adopted a combination of these two strategies, and beginning 

about 1979, urban government entered an era of cutback management. 

 

Creative Finance  in the  City 
The handwriting on the wall foretold of municipal fiscal stress during  
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the early 1970s; yet it was largely ignored until the end of the decade. 

Why the delay? The most convincing explanation is wishful thinking 

(Levine, 1980, has termed this the tooth fairy syndrome). We should 

not find it surprising, then, that administrators and politicians also 

resisted the notion that the good days had come to an end, and that 

instead of continuing to expand services they would be forced to cut 

them back. 

 The handwriting on the wall became hard to ignore  in  1975, 

when New York City teetered on the brink of bankruptcy. But it was 

ignored, with municipal officials elsewhere arguing that, after all, the 

Big Apple was different. To point out these differences, a number of 

cities (including Wichita, Sacramento, Indianapolis, St. Paul, and 

Dallas) formed the National Alliance for Financially Responsible Local 

Government (Lineberry and Sharkansky 1978). The same kind of 

rationalization occurred after Cleveland defaulted in 1978 ("after all, 

what can you expect from a city whose major  waterway catches fire?"). 

Even after Proposition 13 passed in California in 1978, people 

attributed it to "kookie California politics" (Clark and Ferguson 1983). 

Bu t within a short time, it was clear that virtually all cities faced the 

challenge of cu tting budgets without disrupting services. This challenge 

was met in various ways. These included cu tting back services, 

coproduction and volunteerism, improving efficiency in service 

delivery, adopting user fees, and contracting out services to the private 

sector. 

 

 Cutting Back   Services 

The most obvious approach to saving money in the of municipal 

services is to cut them, and many cities adopted this strategy. Fifty-

nine per cent of all cities report having implemented hiring freezes at 

some point during the past decade, and 48 percent report having 

eliminated municipal pro grams as a way of saving money (Clark 

1994). In a detailed study of the cutback strategies of Oakland, 

Cincinnati, and Baltimore, for example, Charles Levine and his 

colleagues (1981) found extensive curtailment of services. In Oakland, 

Proposition 13 left the city with a 4.6 percent decrease in operating 

capital. It attempted to meet this crisis by reducing library and museum 

hours, street sweeping details, street maintenance, and weed abatement, 

and by eliminating a city hall switchboard, some fire alarm boxes, and 

the film program at the public library. When further cuts were required 

the following year, the city closed a fire station and four branch 

libraries, reduced criminal investigation operations in the police 
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department, and reduced park maintenance and after school recreation 

programs in the recreation department. While these cuts reduced 

operational expenses, they also resulted in the loss of 170 municipal 

jobs. In Cincinnati, 893 full-time municipal positions were cut from 

the pay roll in 1977 in the face of declining revenues. And in 

Baltimore, a decade-long economic crisis during the 1970s resulted in 

the reduction of 435 positions in the police department, nearly 100 

firefighters, and 1,200 school district personnel; in addition, the library 

system suffered a 20 percent cut in professional staff and a 35 percent 

cut in maintenance personnel. These austerity measures continued 

through the 1980s: after his election in 1987, Mayor Kurt Schmoke 

implemented a municipal hiring freeze and shut down several 

neighborhood programs, including four fire stations (Imbroscio et al. 

1995). 

 While reduction in services is an obvious solution, it carries 

with it two important political costs. First, each of the reduced services 

has a clientele that is likely to object to curtailments. For example, 

closing a branch library is likely to anger residents in the neighborhoods 

affected, as is closing a fire station. In most cases, cities opt to reduce 

low-visibility services with low demand (e.g., the library film program). 

But low demand is not the same as no demand, and even a small 

number of vehemently vocal citizens can be an embarrassment to the 

municipal administration. Second, municipal employees (and their 

unions) are unlikely to accept layoffs silently, or if they do, they 

extract a high price. For example, between 1974 and 1977 Detroit, 

Cleveland, and New York City all reduced their municipal work 

forces, but in the bar gain, unions were able to extract higher wages 

for remaining employees (Clark and Ferguson 1983). If unions are able 

to achieve neither job security nor higher wages through negotiations, 

they may strike, resulting in political embarrassment for the city 

administration and potentially crippling its ability to govern 

effectively. Given these consequences, it is not surprising that cities 

have searched for alternative ways to save money in the provision of 

services. 

 

 Coproduction and Volunteerism 

How can cities cut back services without actually reducing services 

citizens receive? While in an absolute sense this can be accomplished 

only with mirrors, many cities have adopted a reasonable approximation 

in the form of coproduction, an arrangement wherein the city and its 

citizens work together to provide services. For example, garbage 

collection in most cities is coproduced, with residents carrying their 



The Urban Web 

 
30 

trash out to the curb, where it is picked up by municipal garbage 

trucks. So, too, police protection in many  cities is coproduced, 

through programs such as the neighborhood  crime watch. 

 
A related concept is volunteerism, through which cities use unpaid 

volunteers to provide services that would otherwise be provided by 

municipal employees. The most obvious use of volunteerism is in fire 

departments. By 1994, 94.2 percent of American cities (serving 57.2 

percent of the U.S. population) were using volunteer fire fighters 

either exclusively or to supplement paid fire fighters (Karter 1995). 

Although the trend is toward paid career fire fighters, the use of 

volunteers remains considerable. 

 Many cities have also initiated volunteer security patrols. For 

instance, during the 1990s, the 120-member East Midwood patrol was 

initiated to provide an all-night patrol service for a twenty-five-block area 

in Brooklyn; it asked residents in this area to donate a $10 annual fee to 

cover expenses. Around the same time, similar units provided  service to 

approximately 25 percent of the neighborhoods in New York City. Other 

cities, such as Boston, Baltimore, St. Louis, Chicago, San Jose, Norfolk, 

Newark, Detroit, Washington, New Orleans, and Los Angeles, have also 

made use of volunteer citizen patrols (Poole 1980). And during the 1990s, 

in an effort to make many of its crime-ridden public housing 

neighborhoods safer, the Department of Housing and Urban Development 

encouraged local public housing authorities to establish tenant patrols. 

A third area where volunteers are used broadly is public education. 

Many schools actively recruit parents to chaperon field trips (and in the 

upper grades, school dances), to help out in the classroom, and to 

grade papers and examinations. 

 

Problems with coproduction and volunteerism. First and foremost, only 

some jobs appeal to volunteers. A city wanting to staff its garbage trucks 

with volunteers is in for a long wait; by the same token, volunteers are 

lacking for such activities as street repair, building and grounds 

maintenance, street and parking lot cleanup, and animal control. This is 

not to say that volunteers cannot be helpful in the jobs they seem to 

enjoy most (e.g., fire suppression, recreation services, and programs for 

the elderly). But cities cannot count on volunteers to staff all their 

departments. Second, paid employees may resist the use of volunteers in 

their department, particularly if they believe the department may some 

day replace them with these volunteers. Whatever is gained from the 

unpaid work of the volunteer may be negated by loss of productivity by 
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the paid staff. Third, even though volunteers are not paid wages, they 

are not without cost to the organization. They must be recruited, usually 

by a paid volunteer coordinator. They must be trained. And they require 

supervision, even more so than do paid employees. Thus, volunteers 

probably should be viewed as supplementary or complementary to paid 

staff rather than as an alternative to paid staff; as such, use of volunteers 

should not be counted on to save money (Brudney 1989). 

 Beyond simple cost effectiveness, an obvious problem raised by 

the volunteerism and coproduction movements is the quality of services 

provided. As citizens rather than municipal employees, volunteers are 

largely unaccountable for their actions. The volunteer firefighter who 

does not respond to  a  fire alarm cannot be fired; nor can an 

unconscientious educational volunteer. Perhaps the greatest threat lies 

in the area of security patrols, however. Law enforcement officers 

receive considerable training, designed to  (a) minimize the likelihood 

that they will be injured while performing their jobs; (b) minimize the 

threat to bystanders; and (c) preserve the rights of those they 

apprehend. While the purpose of security patrols is to observe and 

report crimes (and therefore never to get involved directly), they may 

nonetheless unavoidably be caught up in a crime. Yet, without the 

proper training, they may well pose a threat to themselves and to 

others. 

 

 Improving Efficiency 

If asked, most people within the United States would probably say 

that their governments operate inefficiently; further, they would state 

that if governmental waste were stripped away, their taxes could be cut 

without sacrificing any crucial governmental functions. This logic 

contributed to the taxpayer revolts in California and other states, and 

to the federal tax cuts during the Reagan administration. Also at the 

federal level, it contributed to the formation of the Grace Commission. 

This commission consisted of people from the private sec tor, headed 

by businessman Peter Grace, who developed twenty-three thousand 

pages of suggestions that it projected would save the federal 

government over $420 billion. Several states and even some cities have 

adopted similar strategies. 

  Cities have used five strategies to improve efficiency in the 

delivery of municipal services. First, many cities have initiated 

practices designed to use municipal personnel more efficiently (Poole 

1980), and 75 percent of all cities report implementing management 

practices designed to improve productivity (Clark  1994). For example, 
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firefighters in many  cities  spend  most  of their working hours waiting 

for a fire alarm. Some cities have attempted to make more efficient 

use of this "down" time. While not actively fighting fires, fire fighters 

in these cities give presentations on fire safety to community 

organizations, work with citizens to fireproof their homes, issue bicycle 

licenses, conduct  municipal  inspections, and  repair city water meters. 

Police departments have also adopted management innovations during 

the past several years. For example, a number of cities (e.g., Scottsdale, 

Miami) have hired young adults to serve as community service officers 

(CSOs); these CSOs act as traffic control officers at accident  

locations, refer  citizens  to  appropriate municipal agencies, write 

reports, perform first aid, and carry out crime prevention programs at 

about half the cost of sworn officers. 

 Second, cities have attempted to trim expenses through more 

efficient equipment acquisition strategies (Poole 1980). For example, 

some municipal fire departments (e.g., Syracuse, Des Moines) moved 

away from large pumpers to  smaller  mini-pumpers,  which  can  be  

handled  by  two-person crews and cost only 20 percent as much as 

the larger pumper. In addition, many cities are purchasing compact or 

mid-sized police patrol  cars  rather than full-sized models. And, 46 

percent of cities report having entered into joint purchasing agreements 

with other municipalities to achieve savings on equipment purchases. 

 Third, cities have begun using more aggressive maintenance 

procedures to sustain the life of their equipment. For example, the city 

manager in Olathe, Kansas, discovered that the park maintenance 

equipment experienced an inordinate number of flat tires, and crews 

were left idle while the tires were repaired. As a solution, he ordered 

that tires be filled with sand; this made for a less comfortable ride for 

recreation department employees, but it considerably reduced the down 

time for this equipment. In a similar vein, many cities have reduced the 

maintenance interval for their police patrol cars. While this creates a 

minor inconvenience every few weeks while the oil is changed and the 

engine is tuned, it reduces expensive repairs. Ironically, however, 37 

percent of cities report that they have begun deferring maintenance on 

equipment as a cost-saving device (Clark 1994). 

 Fourth, most cities have purchased a mini-computer (or in 

some cases, a small mainframe computer) to serve a number of 

accounting functions, including budgeting, billing, and word processing. 

Some cities have computerized their traffic signals to achieve optimal 

traffic flow. Others use computers for law enforcement functions, for 

example, tracking suspected criminals and preparing court calendars. 

 Fifth, administrators in various cities have sought out 
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inefficient work practices among municipal employees. In Pittsburgh, 

for example, Mayor Pete Flaherty took this task upon himself, arriving 

unannounced at worksites throughout the city in search of inefficiency. 

In San Diego, Mayor Pete Wilson hired a management consulting firm 

which conducted detailed time and motion studies to identify 

inefficiency. Changes growing out of these investigations resulted in 

approximately a 10 percent reduction in expenditures in each city 

(Clark and Ferguson 1983).18 

 
What price efficiency? If we stop to consider exactly how much money 

can be saved  by  making  urban  government  more  efficient,  however,  

we  are bound to be disappointed. First, the major function of 

municipal government is the provision of services, and these services are 

labor intensive. For example, 74 percent of all municipal fire-fighting 

expenditures and 73 percent of all municipal law-enforcement 

expenditures are earmarked for employee salaries. Across all categories 

of the municipal budget, salaries account for approximately 48 percent 

of general expenditures.19 The only way to cut this large segment of 

expenditures without also cutting services would be to reduce the number of 

administrators in each municipal department; for  obvious  reasons, this is a 

path  that  urban  administrators  are reluctant  to pursue. 

 Second, the growth of technology is exacting a substantial toll 

on municipal governn1ents. State-of-the-art fire-fighting equipment is 

costly, but most citizens would not want their city to settle for second-

rate fire protection. State-of-the-art crime detection equipment  is  also  

expensive; and anyone who has purchased a new car recently knows 

that keeping the city's fleet of police cars up-to-date (even with 

compact models) is an expensive proposition. Municipal hospitals must 

purchase modern diagnostic and treatment equipment, none of which is 

inexpensive.  Citizens demanding efficiency in the purchase of 

equipment ultimately face the tradeoff between expense and quality. 

Most, faced with the possibility that they may someday depend on 

that equipment, tend to opt for the more expensive but higher quality 

line. 

 Third, municipal governments now provide more services for 

more people than ever before, and many of these services are  

redistributive in nature. For example, many municipal budgets include 

funding for direct welfare payments to the needy.20 Some include 

funding for health and social pro grams. For those who disagree with 

municipal fiscal policies, these are among the most criticized services. 

But criticism has little to do with improved efficiency, and, in turn, 



The Urban Web 

 
34 

improving efficiency would have little impact on the cost of providing 

these services. 

 In the end, the introduction of efficien t practices into the delivery 

of urban services will result in little long-term savings for taxpayers. While 

the exact savings is impossible to predict, it is unlikely to exceed even 5 

percent of municipal general expenditures, with 1 percent to  2 percent  a  

more  realistic guess.21 This, of course, is not to be scoffed at. 

 But the true benefit of efficiency in the delivery of urban 

services lies in the domain of public confidence.  Citizens are more likely to 

support  taxes  if they believe  that their tax dollars are being spent 

efficiently. And many of the management   practices described above are 

public relations  bonanzas. For example, computers epitomize efficiency, and  

it  is  no  accident  that  the  purchase  of  new computer  equipment  is  

accompanied  by  a  front-page  story  in the  local  newspaper,  complete  

with  picture.  By  the  same  token,  when   the mayor  goes  on  the  road  

to  root  out  inefficiency,  publicity  abounds. And  by bringing  in  a  

management   consulting  team  from  the  private  sector, the  city serves 

notice  that it is serious  about saving taxpayers'  dollars. Finally, compact 

police  cars  are  visible  to  motorists  every  day,  and  they  serve  as  a  

constant reminder  that the  city is doing what it can  to provide  services 

for less money. 

 The end  result, then, is that some money  is saved  (after all, 

even  1 percent of the general expenditures in Austin, Texas, amounts 

to $11.1 million, for example; and in New York City, a 1 percent 

savings amounts to over $425 million); but more important, the 

municipal administration is afforded some relief from the public 

pressure it faces on taxing and spending issues, and it is more likely to 

be successful next time it places a bond issue on the ballot. 

 

 User Fees 

The previous chapter discussed user fees as a growing source of municipal 

revenue; indeed, 85 percent of cities report having implemented or 

increased user fees as a means of maintaining fiscal solvency (Clark 

1994). Here, we consider how cities have applied the concept to their 

delivery of services, paying  particular attention to the consequences of 

user fees particularly for the city's economically   disadvantaged. 

 User fees are most commonly found in the area of municipal 

parks or recreation, where they might include parking and entrance 

fees, rental fees for equipment, and sales of souvenirs, food, and 

beverages. For example, a number of museums throughout the country 

aggressively pursue merchandising strategies, not just in museum gift 
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shops but also through mail orders. The New York Metropolitan 

Museum of Art took in $88.2 million in retail sales in 1994, and the 

Museum of Modern Art took in $20.7 million through its auxiliary 

activities (including retail sales).22 In addition, many art museums rent 

self-guiding cassette tours for a nominal fee, and many zoos rent devices 

that patrons can use to listen to recorded descriptions of exhibits. And 

in one of the most imaginative revenue-generating ventures to date, 

Cincinnati built a fountain in the Yeatman's Cove Municipal Park. 

Although water flows continually through the fountain, a quarter buys a 

spectacular three-minute display (Poole 1980). 

 

Problems with user fees. One of the dangers in the aggressive use of fees as 

a means of generating municipal revenue is that people  who  cannot  

afford  the fees are unable to use the service. Nationally, user fees 

accounted for approximately 17 percent of municipal  general  revenues  in  

1992, representing  a  flow of  $30  billion  into  municipal  coffers.  The  

very  size  of  these  figures  almost ensures that at least some  of the 

people who cannot afford services are being systematically excluded from 

those services.23 For example, when Oakland, California, removed 

admission charges to two municipal swimming pools serving low-income 

neighborhoods, attendance increased by 29 percent and 67 percent, 

respectively (Poole 1980). Presumably, if fees were introduced on free 

services, the number of economically disadvantaged people who use a 

service would decline dramatically. Yet, unlike the introduction of 

efficiency measures into municipal service delivery, user fees have 

become an important and integral part of municipal finance, one that 

most cities could ill afford to give up. 

 

 Privatization  and  Contracting-Out for  Services 

In the late 1970s, Visalia, California, like all other California cities, was 

contemplating life in the wake of Proposition 13. To survive, it 

developed a number of austerity programs, including privatizing and 

contracting out its services. In 1983,Visalia's city manager described 

the extent of these programs as follows: 

 

 

We gave the libraries to the county, the ambulances to private 

hospitals, day care centers to churches and the junior college, 

historic preservation to a private  not-for-profit  group, recycling  to  

a  private,  not-for-profit  group, public relations activities to the 

chamber of commerce (we pay them a fee), and animal control to 
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the humane society. We sold the baseball franchise to the private 

sector, and gave a theater to the private sector. (Quoted in Belasich 

1993, 105) 

 

Like Visalia, many other cities around the country have opted to 

discontinue services (e.g., garbage collection) altogether, allowing 

market forces to dictate the private companies that will offer the service 

and the price they  will charge. Other cities (Clark, 1994, reports 46 

percent of all cities) have contracted with private companies to 

provide the services, awarding the contract on the basis of bids 

submitted by interested parties in the private sector. In either case, the 

city gets out of the service delivery business, and the private sector 

quite likely is able to provide the service more efficiently and at a lower 

cost. By contracting-out, the city still maintains ultimate responsibility 

for the service, while under privatization it relinquishes responsibility 

altogether. 

 Garbage collection is one service that many cities have turned 

over to the private sector, with 35 percent of cities contracting out their 

residential garbage service (Miranda 1992). For example, during the 

1970s a number of cities (including Boston, Oklahoma City, Omaha, 

Dallas,  Alrnagorda, New Mexico, and Utica, New York) all began to 

contract for garbage collection services at a substantial fiscal savings. In 

a comprehensive study of privatized garbage collection, Stevens (1977) 

found that 36 percent of all urban dwellers in the United States are 

served by private trash collection firms, with some rather sobering 

results. In cities with more than fifty thousand people, she found that 

costs of garbage collection by municipal agencies to be 68 percent 

higher than those of private firms. Several factors account for these 

savings: Private firms have lower absenteeism rates, use smaller crews, 

bigger trucks, and longer routes, and offer better labor incentives than 

municipal sanitation departments. An extreme example of the cost 

differential between public and private garbage collection occurs in a 

1975 comparison  between  New York and San Francisco: The annual 

charge for municipal  garbage  collection  in New York City was $297 

per household, while the annual cost of private garbage collection in 

San Francisco was $40 per household (Poole 1980). 

 Fire protection is another area where privatization has become 

common. For example, in 1980 the Rural/Metro Fire Department, Inc. 

served thirty locations in five Arizona counties. Its fee structure of 

approximately $25 to $50 per year for most houses proved attractive, and it 

listed over fifty thousand subscribers (mostly homeowners) on its books. 

Rural/Metro responded to fires in the homes or businesses of 
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nonsubscribers, but the cost was dear: The fee levied for this response was 

fourteen times the annual subscription fee, plus $50/hour per fire vehicle 

and $ 10/hour for each conu11and vehicle used, plus $15/hour per fire 

fighter responding to the fire (Poole 1980). Similar arrangements have 

been offered by private fire departments in Georgia, Oregon, Montana, 

and Tennessee. In addition to complete privatization of fire-fighting 

services, some municipal governments contract with private fire companies 

to provide fire protection for their residents. For example, Scottsdale, 

Arizona, saved approximately 25 percent on the cost of fire service by 

contracting with Rural/ Metro  (Poole 1980). 

 A third area where private companies offer subscriptions is 

emergency ambulance service.  For example, in 1980 the Acadia 

Ambulance Service served 480,000 rural residents in nine Louisiana 

parishes. Seventy-five thou sand families in the area subscribed at a 

rate of $15 per year, with nonsubscribers charged directly for any 

services they required. Similar subscription services were adopted in 

Oklahoma City and Eugene, Oregon (Poole 1980). A fourth area 

where private companies offer services is law enforcement. For 

example, Lexington, Kentucky, and St. Petersburg, Florida,  both began 

contracting with private firms to patrol high-crime areas. Additionally, 

exclusive residential areas in many cities employ their own  private  

security force, as do malls and other shopping centers. Estimates suggest 

that private security firms may employ as many uniformed guards and 

security  officers  as do  municipal  governments  (Poole  1980). 

 

Hidden costs of privatization and contracting-out. Across the board, 

privatization and contracting out for services may substantially decrease 

municipal expenditures. But those in favor of these strategies often lose 

sight of several hidden costs. First, private subscription services may not 

be affordable for people living near or below the poverty line. And given 

the increased costs of service for nonsubscribers, a nonsubscriber may 

perhaps  not seek emergency ambulance service when it may save his or 

her life; or the non-subscribing homeowner with a small fire may attempt 

to  control it himself or herself, thus risking greater  damage  to  the  entire  

neighborhood; or he  or she may  attempt to  defeat burglaries  with  

deadly booby  traps. 

 Second, private companies will provide services only so long as 

they are profitable. But once the profit has gone, the company has no 

legal obligation to continue the service, perhaps leaving the city and its 

residents in the lurch. Just as important, deregulation of private service 

providers may well result in differential fee structures for different 

neighborhoods: Those that generate the most demand will pay higher 
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subscription rates than those with lower demand. Particularly in such 

areas as police and fire protection, those high demand neighborhoods 

are likely to be low-income areas where residents are least able to pay 

subscription fees. The result may well be two levels of service: 

exemplary service for those who can pay for it and poor  (or no) 

service for those who cannot. 

 Third, private security officers are not required to follow the 

same procedures as public law enforcement officers, with the result 

that many of the constitutional rights that we have come to take for 

granted are not necessarily protected.  For example, private  security  

officers  employed  by  shopping centers can search people without 

provocation, and  they  can  evict  people from the premises because of 

the way they dress or their language. Further, they need not tell a 

person suspected of shoplifting of his or her right to remain silent or to 

have an attorney present;  information  gathered  during these 

"interrogations" can be used in criminal prosecutions (Frieden and 

Sagalyn 1989). 

 Fourth, there exists some disagreement about exactly how much 

savings result from contracting out services. Some studies (e.g., 

Stevens 1977) show that contracting out services can result in savings 

as high as 42 percent (for garbage collection) to 96 percent (for 

asphalt overlay construction), reflecting the benefits of greater 

efficiency in the private sector and the use of economies of scale.  

However, other studies raise questions about whether economies of scale 

actually do produce desired cost savings where quality is held constant 

(see Hirsch, 1995, for a review). 

 Finally, there may be substantial political cost associated with 

contracting out services. A survey of Chicago residents, for example, 

showed that 51.6 percent opposed contracting out city services. Of 

those opposed, 21.7 percent worried that costs would actually increase, 

35 percent worried that corruption or patronage would guide the choice 

of contractors, and 7 percent  worried that the quality of service would 

decrease (Miranda  1992). 

 

 

The Resurgence of Urban Service Delivery: 1983 

to the Present 
Figures 14.1 and 14.2, and table 14.3, suggest that the urban service 

delivery saga does not end on a negative note. Since 1982, municipal 

expenditures have once again been on the rise (figure 14.1), and cities 

seem once again willing to borrow the money they need to finance 
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capital projects (table 14.3). Thus, the days of cutback management 

may be behind us, and cities may be-once again-foursquare in the 

service delivery business. 

One explanation involves need. Richard Hill (1984, 309) describes an 

urban infrastructure literally falling apart. 

 

Two out of five of the nation's bridges must be replaced or 

repaired, at an estimated cost of $41 billion. $31 billion must be 

invested in sewer systems and waste water treatment plants over 

the next five years to meet pollution control standards. Cities must 

spend $110 billion over the next two decades to maintain their 

water systems. 

 

In addition, the cost of repairing the nation's roads, many of which are 

in urban areas, stands at $600 billion (Feagin and Parker 1990). This 

state of affairs is not surprising, given long-term trends in spending: 

During the years between 1964 and  1987, total  public  spending to 

support  the  nation's  infrastructure has declined from 2.3 percent of 

the gross national product to 1.7 percent (Bowman et al. 1992). Hill 

(1984) goes on to catalog what several older cities must do if they 

are to meet their needs: 

 

• New York City will have to spend $40 billion to repair 

6,000 miles of streets, 6,200 miles of sewers, 775 bridges, and 

a 1.5-billion-gallon-perday water system; 

• Chicago will have to spend $33 billion to repair or replace 

deteriorating streets, bridges, sewers, and transit lines; 

• Dallas will have to spend over  $700 million to  repair a 

deteriorating water and sewer system. 

 

Faced with these stark realities, many c1t1es no doubt realize that 

increased expenditures are inevitable, particularly those involving 

capital improvements, and this realization helps fuel the growth in 

bonded indebtedness reflected in table 14.3. 

 Another explanation has similar origins. Faced with the need  to  

cut back services, many cities laid off street-level bureaucrats, closed 

public facilities, or reduced service delivery schedules. To an 

electorate that had come to depend on these services, cutbacks 

pinched, and demands may have grown for services to be restored to 

their pre-1978 level (and beyond). 

 A third explanation holds that various strategies for financing 
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municipal government during the 1979-1982 fiscal crisis were more 

successful than expected, bringing in sufficient municipal revenue to 

allow the expansion of services. For example, user fees and the sale 

of municipal property provided cities with over 17.9 percent of their 

general revenue in 1992, up from 11 percent in 1976. As cities 

developed additional revenue enhancements during the cutback years, 

they may have discovered that they had sufficient funds to provide 

more services without higher taxes. 

 A fourth explanation is tied to the economy. During the 

cutback years, the economy was sluggish, interest rates were high, and 

inflation was rampant. As a result, tax revenues were down, and cities 

were understandably reluctant to borrow money at prevailing interest 

rates. But since 1983, the economy has expanded, and both interest 

rates and inflation are down. And with economic recovery, tax receipts 

are up (see figure 14.10): Between 1982 and 1992, annual per capita 

taxes on urban residents have gone from $90.90 to $116.81 (in 

constant 1967 dollars) surpassing the 1977 high-water mark of 

$105.07. In times of economic well-being, with increased tax revenues 

and increased voter optimism in the future, politicians may be more 

willing to expand the scope of service delivery. 

 Whichever of these explanations holds-and it is likely that 

all have some merit-the delivery of urban services in the future is 

likely to follow an erratic path. The decaying infrastructure is not 

likely to improve at any time soon, and cities will continue to face 

the need for repairing, rebuilding, and modernizing their facilities. Yet, 

cities are unlikely to fund those projects with out outside assistance: 

Recent history shows that taxpayers are unwilling to write the city a 

blank check. In an age-old dilemma faced by virtually all governments, 

citizens demand services, but they are unwilling to pay for those that 

do not benefit them personally. So we are likely to witness a 

growing demand, but a reluctance to pay for what is demanded. In 

addition, if the delivery of services continues to be tied to economic 

pe1formance, city services are likely to rise and fall according to 

national trends completely beyond local control. Just as important, many 

of the largest cities, where infrastructures are in greatest need of repair 

and services are most in demand, continue to be on insecure financial 

footing. Evidence of a resurgent service delivery sector aside, these 

cities are struggling financially: Budget  surpluses in the largest cities 

are down and tax burdens on their residents are up, suggesting that 

growing expenditures for municipal services cannot be sustained 

indefinitely (Ladd 1994). So if there is one certainty, it is that urban 

service delivery will be less certain than in the past, when the growth 
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of services continued virtually unabated for three decades (1945-

1978), unimpeded by economic fluctuations, voter sentiment, or need. 

 

                                                           
1 As in the previous chapter, all fiscal statistics in this chapter are calculated in 
constant dollars . 

 
2 Another, much less successful innovation is the attempt  to  ship garbage  away  
from the area where it  is collected. A case in point is the freighter Pelicano, which 

set sail from Philadelphia in September, 1986, filled with 14,000 tons of incinerator  

ash. It spent  more  than two years at sea, looking in vain for a port to  unload its 
cargo. Between 1986 and 1988, some three million tons of hazardous waste have 

been  transported  from  the  United  States  and Western Europe on ships like the  

Felicano to  countries  in  Africa  and Eastern  Europe  ( Time, Jan. 2, 1989). Others, 
far less scrupulous, simply dumped their garbage at sea, creating a crisis along the 

Eastern  Seaboard  during the sunm1er of 1988 as trash  washed  up  on  public 

beaches. 
 
3 One of the inevitable emissions of garbage incinerators is dioxin, which is 

suspected of causing a wide range of illnesses, including cancer and birth 
defects. To date, no standards for dioxin emissions have been established in the 

United States. In addition to emissions, the ash produced by incineration is also 

toxic, containing dioxin and heavy metals, and its safe disposal continues to be 

an unresolved issue. See Allen Hershkowitz (1987) for a discussion  of these 

and other issues related  to garbage  incineration. 

 
4 James Burke (1978) argues that new technologies are often due more to 

social forces than to scientific advancement. Thus, the increase in leisure 

time following World War II, coupled with the increasing profitability to be 
found in new "gadgets" for modern living, may have contributed to the 

myriad new inventions of the post-war period. 

 
5 The fear of crime in cities has played a role in presidential politics. No one 

who observed the 1988 presidential campaign can forget the  Willie  Horton  

commercials  and how they helped solidify public  concern  about   crime.  In  
another  instance,  President Clinton sponsored legislation in 1995 that would  

put  100,000 additional  police  officers onto the streets of America's cities, 

largely in response to  the  same  set  of concerns. By 1996, all categories of 
crime were  showing significant decreases, although this is not necessarily  due  

to  this  intervention. 

 
6 Two  major  differences   between   volunteer   and  professional   fire  departments 

involve training and response time. Professional firefighters receive considerably 

more training than volunteer firefighters, allowing them to respond to a wider 
variety of situations. Professional firefighters can also respond to fires more quickly 

than volunteer firefighters, since they are located at the fire station. And since the 

speed of response is critical in con trolling damage, this makes professional 
departments more effective. In 1979, for example, volunteer fire departments 

averaged $2.85 loss per $1,000 of valuation, compared to a loss of $1.05 for 

professional departments. Interestingly, those departments that used both paid and 
volunteer firefighters fared best, with a loss of $.78 per $1,000 of valuation (Bryan 

and Picard  1979). 
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7 Data  showing how  the  composition  of fire departments  has  changed  over  time 

is sketchy. However, since 1983, the total number of career firefighters has 
increased by 17 percent, while the number of volunteer firefighters has declined  by  

9  percent  (Karter 1995). 

 
8 A third factor in the growth of municipal expenditures for fire protection 

is the advent of the emergency medical services (EMS) component of many 

fire departments. EMS crews are trained in the provision of emergency 
health care, and they respond to local calls entailing all types of medical 

need, including heart attacks, burns, and trauma. Again, the human resources 

training, and equipment required to provide EMS for the community is 

expensive, and it accounts for an important part of the real growth in fire 

department budgets since World War II. 
9 Robert Moses , testifying before Congress  in  the  mid  1950s, stated, "I still have 

not found anybody who can tell me how you are going to keep turning out all 

these cars without decent, first class modern highways for them to run on" (quoted  
in  Feagin  and Parker  1990, 161). 

 
10 The number of students participating in gifted programs is inexact, since 
definitions of these programs have changed somewhat over time. Even so, the 

increase is difficult to mistake. 

 
11 In 1982, the federal government  phased  out  its  Office  of Gifted  and  

Talented and virtually the entire cost of providing  gifted education fell on 

states and localities (see Sisk 1987 for a review of the history of funding for 
gifted education). However, in 1988 Congress passed the Javits Gifted and 

Talented Students Education  Act, providing  $8 mil lion  in seed money  to 

school  districts and  universities  for programmatic  development. 
 
12 For other perspectives on New York 's fiscal crisis, see Morris (1980),  Shefter 

(1980), and  Sbragia  (1983). 
 
13 New York and Chicago experienced roughly comparable economic 

hardship during this period; yet, Chicago had fewer fiscal problems-due 
largely to its political style. In any city, the mayor's capacity to centralize 

and control the budgetary process and to a limited degree to deflect the 

demands of interests within the city affect its fiscal stability. While 
Chicago's strong political machine allowed Mayor Daley to ignore demands 

from blacks and the poor in Chicago, mayors in New York lacked the strong 

party apparatus to allow them to turn down such demands (Fuchs 1992, 
Miranda  1994). 

 
14 During the 1980s, the public continued  to  vote  for  bond  issues  for  
construction of water and sewer systems, with typical levels of support for 

these projects ranging between 69 percent and 77 percent during the late 1980s. 

However, the public also showed its disdain for using public funds to construct 
buildings (e.g., convention centers, civic centers) during these years, with levels 

of support  ranging  between  38 percent  and  44  per cent (G. Peterson 1991). 

Many cities, eager to stimulate their economies through such ventures, found 

other ways to finance the construction of buildings, including use of special 

districts (Sanders 1992). As a result, as little as 15 percent of municipal  bonded  

indebted ness in recent years has been  approved  by voters  (Frieden  and 
Sagalyn  1989). 
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15 During this period the middle and  upper  classes  were  purchasing  ever  larger 
and more expensive homes, which helped boost the housing  market  so  

dramatically. Homes simultaneously became a status symbol and an investment. 

As the middle and upper classes invested a larger percentage of their savings 
and earnings into houses, the  regressivity of the property tax largely 

disappeared, and  it became  among the  more progressive of local taxes. 

Ironically, the taxpayer revolt occurred  not  among  those  paying  an  unfair and 
regressive tax (as we might expect) but rather among those who were subjected  

to a fair and progressive tax. 

 
16 Even before Proposition l 3 passed  in  1978, several states had  placed  a cap 

on tax rates (Arizona, Indiana, Nevada, Ohio, Oklahoma, Washington, and 
West Virginia) or limited growth in property tax revenues (Alaska, Arizona, 

Colorado, Indiana, Kansas, Minnesota, Washington, and Wisconsin). For a 

useful treatment of the tax revolt, see O'Sullivan  et al. (1995). 
 
17 In December 1980, one of the last acts of the Carter administration was to publish 

a national urban agenda for the 1980s ( Urban America in the Eighties: Perspectives 
an Prospects). It opened with the declaration, "A unified and coherent  national 

urban  policy designed to solve the problems  of the nation's communities and those  

[who] live in their is not possible" (Ames et al. 1992). 
 
18 These results must be interpreted cautiously. A study conducted in 1927 at  the 

Western   Electric  Company  in  Hawthorne,  Illinois,  showed  that  by  changing  
the  lights  to a higher wattage, productivity among workers increased. However,  

this  increase  was  short lived. Then, in a follow-u p study, wattage was decreased 

below the original level, and productivity once again increased (but again for a short  
period).  In  other  words,  almost  any change in working conditions  results  in  a  

short-term  gain  in  productivity  and  efficiency. This is known as the Hawtliome 

effect (Roethlisberger  and Dickson  1939). In  the Pittsburgh and San Diego 
examples, a 10 percent reduction  in  the  cost  of  producing  services  is impressive  

only  to  the  extent  that  it  represents  a  long-term  effect. 

 
19 These estimates are derived from aggregate municipal statistics reported in 

the Statistical Abstract of the United States. Other estimates, derived from 

detailed analysis of expenditures in  individual cities, are more revealing. For 
example, Miranda (1992)  reports that nearly 80 percent of general fund 

expenditures in Chicago  are  for  personnel  and related items. 

 
20 Different municipalities carry different responsibilities for funding various 

social and welfare programs. In some cases, the city bears no responsibility, 

with all funding pro vided by the federal government, the state, and/ or the 
county. In other cases, however, the city's contribution is large. This h elps 

explain why the fiscal crisis hit some cities  harder than oth ers. In the 1970s, 

for example, the state  of New York  mandated  that  New York City assume 25 
percent of the cost of providing welfare and Medicaid to its residents, and the 

burgeoning cost of these programs occurred at a time  when  the  city's  financial 

resources were already stretched  thin  (see Stone et al. 1986). 

 
21 Ladd and Vinger (1991) conclude  that all managerial improvements (including 

strategies such as tougher bargaining with unions, improvements in productivity, 
and contracting out certain services) would save no more than about 4 percent of 
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a typical city's budget. 
22 Expenses eat up most of this income; even so, the Metropolitan Museum 
net ted nearly $2 million from its retail sales, and the Museum of Modern 

Art netted approximately $300,000 from its auxiliary activities. 

 
23 A number of cities have developed strategies to reduce the economic hardship of 

user fees (see Poole 1980). For example, many museums waive admission at least 

one day a month (and some as frequently as one day each week). Second, many 
cities (e.g., Dallas, Santa Barbara) have implemented higher  fees for nonresidents 

to use recreational facilities. Thirds, some cities (e.g., Sacramento) have actively 

begun to encourage local businesses to provide "recreational scholarships" for low-

income children. While these strategies no doubt improve access of low-income 

individuals to municipal services, their symbolic benefits may be greater than their 
real benefits. Municipal administrators may feel magnanimous about opening 

museum doors without charge on the third  Thursday  of every month; but this 

strategy may (a) lead to overcrowding  and  detract  from enjoyment on those free 
days and (b) preclude people who must work at low-paying (and often inflexible) 

jobs during the week. Further, the city that encourages local businesses to provide 

recreational scholarships to economically disadvantaged youth may be providing  a 
largely symbolic benefit to its low-income residents, especially since the number 

of disadvantaged likely exceeds the number of available scholarships. 

 


