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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 We are in chapter 5 of our textbook now. 

 I need to work on the first CAFR assignment soon. Remind me if 

necessary, please. 

 

 

MISCELLANEOUS AND PROBABLY RELEVANT 

 

I went to the County tax office a few days ago. They did not yet know 

what the taxes on my house will be this time.  

 

President Trump’s unusual statement recently. 

 

"The country, we took it over in 20 trillion you know the last 
eight years they borrowed more than it did in the whole history 
of our country. So they borrowed more than $10 trillion. 
Right? And yet we picked up $5.2 trillion just in the stock 
market. Possibly picked up the whole thing in terms of the first 
nine months. In terms of value. So you can say in one sense, 
we are really increasing values and may be in a sense, we 
are reducing debt. We are very honored by it and very, very 
happy by what's happening in Wall Street." 
 
Well, the national debt almost doubled under the eight years of the 

Obama Administration. 

http://www.businessinsider.com/national-debt-deficit-added-under-

president-barack-obama-2017-1 

 

http://www.businessinsider.com/national-debt-deficit-added-under-president-barack-obama-2017-1
http://www.businessinsider.com/national-debt-deficit-added-under-president-barack-obama-2017-1


That is shocking and (in my opinion) not sustainable. 

 

I believe the national government is in crisis, and it did not begin with 

the election of President Trump.  

 

But is President Trump capable of systems thinking? Does he see the 

“big picture” and how things affect one another in complex patterns?  

(People don’t get elected to high offices by being systems thinkers.) 

 

I think President Trump understands the difference between the national 

debt and the value of the stock markets. But his statement is confusing to 

people who may not understand these things. I would like to make two 

points. 

 

The only way the stock market could reduce the debt is if the people 

who own stocks paid higher taxes in order to shift some of that money 

out of the markets and reduce the debt. 

 

The stock market is volatile. I mean, a major event like WWIII could cut 

the value of the markets in half instantly. The debt is not going to go 

away. It is not volatile. It is very likely that the debt will continue to rise 

and the rise may be exponential. We may soon long for the day when the 

debt was “only” 20 trillion dollars. Social programs are costly. Wars are 

even more so.  

 

CHAPTER 5 -- Expenditures, strategies, structures and the environment 

 

If I asked you, "Who runs Atlanta?" how would you answer? 

 

Well, it is kind of a trick question. What is "runs?" 

 

But in terms of the city government of Atlanta (which was created by the 

State of Georgia long ago), the answer would be, the elected leaders of 

the City of Atlanta, including the mayor and the members of the city 

council.  



 

Do the AGENCIES of the city of Atlanta "run" the city of Atlanta? 

Well, kind of. 

 

They collect the garbage, inspect restaurants, spray for mosquitos, 

provide police services, process the sewerage and so many other 

important services.  

 

But who makes the important decisions about taxes and the 

EXPENDITURES OF MONEY for various kinds of services? 

 

Is it the professionals who administer the AGENCIES of the city 

government? (Well, they have a hand in budgeting, but not the hands on 

the wheel.) 

 

The people who make decisions about how to spend money among so 

many different important needs are those who RUN FOR OFFICE.  

 

Why are they qualified? On what basis? 

 

DEMOCRATIC THEORY provides one answer. (They answer to “the 

people.” 

 

But do modern systems of election product outcomes that put highly 

qualified people in such positions of power and usually pay them very 

small salaries? 

 

At the national level, were Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump the two 

individuals in the entire nation most qualified by intelligence and 

personal values to become president of the nation? (I don’t think so.) 

 

Isn't it a bit strange that the members of the Georgia General Assembly 

currently earn $17,342 a year, plus up to $6,900 a year to offset travel 

and living expenses in Atlanta during legislative sessions? Why would a 

professional person accept that kind of “salary” and all of the headaches 



that go with being an elected official. Why would someone probably 

spend (out of pocket) far more on the costs be campaigning for office 

every two years? 

 

And yet these people have votes in decisions in state budgets of over $20 

billion a year?  

 

What kinds of people are well-qualified to make decisions about the 

government of a large city or a state? 

 

Is the something the "Average George" (Alice, Frank, Hilda, whoever) is 

well-qualified to do, by knowledge and by values and disposition? 

 

Does "government by amateurs" still make sense? Is the old idea that 

almost anyone is qualified to govern for a few years, kind of like a 

hobby viable today? (I don't think so!) 

 

And what does term limits for elected positions do? Intended to "throw 

out the rascals" it also "throws out the well-qualified" and produces a 

huge pool of people willing to become well-paid professional lobbyists.  

 

And don't term limits simply cause "rascals" to do the things rascals do 

quicker? 

 

Why do so many lawyers wind up holding public office? (Not to imply 

that lawyers are "bad" people.) 

 

Assuming merit systems in fact select and promote well-qualified people 

WITHIN THE AGENCIES OF A GOVERNMENT, we have this 

situation in which "transitory amateurs" hold the reins of power (the 

ability to vote on budgetary decisions) while the people who at least 

have a clue as to what is needed fight among themselves for allocations 

of money among the agencies in which they work. 

 



(This is not to assume that professional public administrators might not 

be "rascals.") But they are at least paid substantial wages and most have 

professional credentials. They don't have to worry about running for 

reelection. They don't face term limits. 

 

Elected politicians are necessarily politically entrepreneurial. Most have 

to ask people for money for the costs of campaigns, unless they are rich 

enough to finance campaigns out of their own pockets. 

 

Even if elected politicians are among the most intelligent among us, isn't 

there a potential for "politics" to affect budgets in ways that reflect the 

financial needs of office holders rather than in the ways of "politics" at 

its best in democratic theory? 

 

(It is not my intention to "bash" all elected officials. My intent is to 

ask you to consider the system that shapes who makes budgetary 

decisions for governments in the United States.)  

 

IN AN IDEAL WORLD, what would be the attributes of people with the 

powers of taxation and the powers of allocation of money among public 

needs? 

 

(Name at least five personal attributes.) 

 

And does our system tend to select people with these attributes?  

 

My answers: 

 

 Extroversion 

 Entrepreneurship 

 Possible high public service motivation 

 Possible high self interest 

 High ambition 

 Possible career advancement 



 Possible exaggerated perception of self-worth 

 

I am reminded of the story of Icarus in Greek mythology. He made a 

coat of feathers held together by wax. He flew too high (too near the 

sun) and the wax melted and he fell back to earth. 

 

Do many people with the knowledge and skills needed to govern wisely 

pay the price to gain office for the most noble of reasons and then 

remain in office by compromising their once noble values? 

 

Does this system create political chief executives and members of 

legislative bodies with the knowledge and skills to government both 

skillfully and wisely? 

 

What is the consequence of paying many elected leaders very little in 

salaries? Do low salaries assure virtue? Do term limits help assure that 

elected officials will not take advantage of the system for personal gain? 

 

Indeed, I think both very low “salaries” and term limits may well push 

good people in the direction of taking advantage of the system and 

feeling justified in doing so. 

 

SO, I am writing all of this to set up the part of our textbook beginning 

on page 141 regarding how you as a public administrator can use 

strategy to try to get the money you want for your agency, given that you 

are a professional and at least some of the people who have the "power 

of the purse" may not be professionals. 

 

Dr. Rubin lists six strategies: 

 

1) Please the politicians 

 

Well, please them how? I would say, "at least don't get on the wrong 

side of them for no good reason."  

 



Have empathy for the situation the politicians are in. Elected politicians 

have constituents and donors to think about. Like Robert Frost wrote -- 

they have MANY promises to keep.  

 

Don't expect an elected politician to fight for money for your agency if it 

costs him or her political and personal support from others.  

 

Look for the win-win opportunities. The elected politicians who are 

likely to help you (your agency) are those who can gain support "back 

home" in the process of helping you.  

 

Also, realize that politicians have POSITIONS within the structure of 

the legislature. Some have positions that are crucial to your interests. 

Others have one vote on the “floor,” but are not well-positioned to help 

you.  

 

Others have key positions on committees that are important to you. 

THEY are the ones you have to try to work with. 

 

You have to play the hand you are dealt. NEVER MAKE ENEMIES if 

you can avoid it. The person who stands in to way today may be the 

person you need to help you tomorrow. 

 

(This is an important reality of life -- not just administration and 

politics.) 

 

2) Build a coalition of your own "supporters" 

 

As an administrator you are not an elected politician.  

 

But when you are "doing battle" in the political arena for money for your 

agency, it helps if you have "supporters" who will speak up for you. 

 

Many agencies are not popular with the people they "serve." But many 

agencies have people who have positive attitudes about the purposes of 



the agency and its programs. If you have a meal-on-wheels program, 

someone out there may value and appreciate that program. If "someone" 

happens to have "friends in high places," so much the better.  

 

"Someone" may happen to know an elected leader whose help you need 

in a budgetary skirmish. Stay under the radar, but ask some of your 

"constituents" to help if they can. 

 

Just don't get tangled up in compromising professional values in the 

process. 

 

3) Try to gain control of programs that will create "political 

capital" for you in terms of additional "constituents." Avoid assuming 

responsibilities for implementation of unpopular policies. It is hard to 

get adequate funding for programs that have no beneficiaries, or who 

have beneficiaries who are not well able to help you politically. 

 

4) Demonstrate effectiveness and efficiency.  

 

There is waste in government (for many reasons) and many politicians 

will assume that your agency is ineffective, inefficient or both.  

 

If you can measure OUTCOMES and make the case that you agency "is 

a tight ship," you stand a better chance of getting all the money you say 

you need in the coming year.  

 

Yes, this is an appeal to reason when the process is more political than 

reasonable. But if you have evidence that you "have your act together," 

say so and show the evidence. It may help. 

 

5) Link programs (and budget requests) to goals of nearly 

unlimited value. 

 

Well, maybe. But remember that the "next guy" is speaking for an 

agency that does important things also.  



 

I would say, frame your claim in the best light. Make the best case you 

can that the programs your agency manages PRODUCE VALUABLE 

OUTCOMES.  

 

But be realistic about what you are "selling." Don't get the reputation of 

being a "but wait there is more" kind of promoter. You are in this for the 

long run. Be honest. Be credible.  

 

6) (Rubin writes) Make programs look cheap or free. 

 

I say, be careful here. If it is cheap or free, then why are you making a 

substantial budget request? If you are asking for a "shoestring budget," 

something is wrong. 

 

If it is honest to do so, (I say) argue that money spent in the near term is 

likely to save a lot more money in the long term. This is the "good 

investment" pitch. And it can make a lot of sense. 

 

Even people who want a government so small they can hardly see it may 

respond to the position that it is better to address a problem sooner rather 

than later, when the costs will be much higher.  

 

------- - 

 

Budgetary decisions about expenditures are driven by strategies, 

political structures, and by the "environment," broadly defined. 

 

Public Administrators are "either at the table or on the menu." In other 

words, we are legitimate players in budgetary processes. If we are not 

"at the table" (in the game - pick your metaphor), we are not doing our 

jobs as public administrators in the agency of a government. 

 


