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p	Letter from New York City

The Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network was established in 2004 in response to 
the deep and pervasive sense that young people were overlooked in the policymaking 
process – that we could put boots on the ground and donate what little money we had 
to support leaders that promoted our progressive values, but our ideas, opinions, and 
priorities were not represented in our public discourse or electoral system. It was this 
realization and subsequent rejection of the status quo that led to the founding of what 
is now the nation’s largest student policy organization. 

That original purpose has endured as the Campus Network has grown to over 100 chap-
ters. Yet at a recent gathering, one of our top leaders noted that the challenges we face 
in the wake of the 2012 election are similar to the ones that first brought us together. We 
are increasingly powerful actors in our public debates, but despite the bold ideas and 
ambitious agendas we’ve envisioned, designed, supported, and fought for, we are still 
beholden to a political process more focused on scoring partisan points than moving our 
country forward. 

What emerged from that moment of collective reflection was the recognition of our 
unrealized potential as a movement. While our members’ student-generated ideas and 
solutions-oriented action have redefined youth participation in the political process, it 
will take constant renewal and commitment to fresh ideas, rigorous engagement, and 
long-term action to achieve what we know is possible. 

The 2013 10 Ideas series represents that ongoing effort to build the infrastructure, com-
munities, and platforms that will allow us to realize the vision that was first laid out in 
dorm rooms across the country eight years ago. This year, our premier journals repre-
sent unique ideas from 83 authors at 30 different schools. As they go to press, our mem-
bers are already translating those ideas into action by initiating petitions, collaborating 
with local partners and stakeholders, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

Last year, we proudly presented the 10 Ideas series as a powerful reminder that this gen-
eration is not only willing to build a better future, but has already begun. This year, we 
put these solutions forward to demonstrate that members of this generation are in it for 
the long haul as part of an initiative that is always growing, always evolving, and always 
looking toward the future in the pursuit of progress. 

Taylor Jo Isenberg
National Director
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



	
	                                 Welcome P

We are pleased to share the fifth edition of the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network’s 
flagship 10 Ideas series. These journals, encompassing the best student ideas from our 
six policy centers, are filled with game-changing public policy suggestions that we can 
and must implement now. 

We are in desperate need of these ideas. Rising healthcare costs, increasing inequality, 
global climate change, and a government that often seems unable or unwilling to ad-
dress the things that matter most are challenges that require the very best and the very 
brightest. 

At the same time, we are told that Millennials are checked out, have lost interest, and 
are waiting for someone else to solve our problems. These journals are an answer to that 
narrative, making the clear case that we are engaged and active citizens, putting forward 
ideas to change the problems we see in the world around us. We believe in the power of 
people working together to solve problems. 

Each year, the 10 Ideas journals provide a vision for change that addresses the needs 
of our neighborhoods, our cities, and our country. Working with community members, 
local nonprofits, professors, and lawmakers, these student authors have identified the 
policies that can make the most difference. Yet this journal represents just the tip of the 
iceberg, with many hours of organizing, researching, fundraising, and developing public 
campaigns hidden below the surface. 

 This year’s Economic Development journal reveals a common desire to protect the most 
vulnerable in our society and imagine government as a steward of the common good. 
Students explore how public goods and institutions, such as transit, Internet access, or 
affordable housing, have hindered access and opportunity for low-income Americans. 
Other authors examine how to put regulatory systems in place for problems ranging 
from predatory lending to the proliferation of carbon in our atmosphere.

Taken on its own, each idea is a simple solution. These journals and the 10 Ideas series 
taken together are a library of ideas that can help us build toward a more equal, acces-
sible, and community-minded world.

Join us in seeing these ideas realized. 

Alan Smith                                                                   Lydia Bowers
Program and Policy Director                                    Deputy Program and Policy Director   
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network                   Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



8

Revenue-Neutral Carbon Tax: A Model for De-
coupling Growth and Carbon Emissions 

Mike Hathaway and Amanda Purcell, College of William and Mary

A revenue-neutral carbon tax could play a role in decoupling economic growth from 
carbon emissions. By instituting such a tax, the United States could make significant 
steps toward reducing its own emissions while providing a model for other countries 
to follow.

Over the past few decades, the United States and the world as a whole have lagged in 
confronting climate change. According to the scientific consensus, emissions must stabi-
lize at 450 ppm (parts per million) by 2050 to avert catastrophic warming.1 Unfortunately, 
emissions are currently at 391 ppm and accelerating globally at an increasing rate.2 This 
demands greater action from all countries to confront this global problem. 

A carbon tax provides a possible solution to this problem. By correcting the negative 
externality imposed by CO2 emissions (in that the price of goods and services emitting 
carbon will have to take into account their “external” social cost), the United States will 
be able to increase economic growth and reduce carbon emissions.3 This would play 
an important role in decoupling growth from emissions, which means that even while 
economic growth continues, carbon emissions are simultaneously reduced. Decoupling 
comes in two forms: relative decoupling, with relatively fewer emissions per amount of 
growth, and absolute decoupling, with absolute declines in emissions even as the econo-
my grows. Relative decoupling has been the predominant form for the last two decades; 
however, absolute decoupling is the key to any sustainable future.4

Carbon taxes have been implemented in countries such as South Korea and Australia 
and in Canadian provinces such as British 
Columbia. The experience of British Co-
lumbia is especially noteworthy due to its 
revenue neutrality. The British Columbians 
enacted a carbon tax on the transportation 
and power generation sectors. The reve-
nue was then used in a “tax-shift” whereby 
corporate and personal income tax rates 
were reduced. In the first four years, British 
Columbia achieved a 15.1 percent reduction 
in per capita consumption of petroleum 
products, while consumption in the rest of 
Canada increased by 1.3 percent.5 Simulta-
neously, British Columbia has economically 
outperformed the rest of Canada, limiting criticisms of carbon taxation’s economic costs. 

Analysis
Applying such a revenue-neutral carbon tax would enable the U.S. to further decouple 
its economy and emissions. Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) recently pub-
lished an analysis based on a tax of $20 per ton of carbon that rises gradually over time. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 A $20-a-ton carbon tax rising 4 per-

cent a year will result in over $600 
billion in revenue a year by 2050.3

•	 Carbon emissions must stabilize at 
450 ppm by 2050. They are current-
ly at 391 ppm and rising rapidly.1

•	 Petroleum usage fell 15.1 percent in 
British Columbia while rising in the 
rest of Canada in the first four years 
of the tax.10
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Revenue neutrality would be achieved by swapping any increases in revenue with a cut 
to the payroll tax (a .48 percent reduction in 2015 and a 1.62 percent reduction by 2050) 
and with the provision of investment tax credits. MIT found that such a policy limited 
growth in carbon emissions and made the tax code more progressive. The reduction of 
payroll taxes would offset the regressive impact of carbon taxes on low-income house-
holds. Such a policy would also have significant overall economic welfare benefits by 
2050. By raising the price of carbon emissions, a carbon tax would encourage companies 
and individuals to switch their investments toward clean enterprises. Revenue raised 
from a carbon tax is also less distortionary than payroll taxes, thus enabling gains in long-
run economic efficiency and growth. Furthermore, the provision of tax credits would 
lead to a boom in investment spending.3

Critics of a carbon tax often point to the concept of carbon leakage. Carbon leakage 
is the process whereby higher carbon taxation or cap-and–trade schemes raise energy 
prices. These higher prices cause industry to be less competitive and consequently to 
move abroad. The net result of all this is deindustrialization without meaningful reduc-
tions in CO2 at the global level.6 This problem can be avoided, however, by limiting the 
encroachment of the carbon tax on extremely energy intensive industries, as is currently 
done in Australia and the EU.7

Next Steps
As developing countries seek to obtain the same high quality of life enjoyed by the West, 
emissions will rise to untenable levels. Decoupling is the only solution to this problem. 
By passing a revenue-neutral carbon tax, the United States can simultaneously provide a 
model of decoupling growth for other countries to follow. Such a tax would also improve 
U.S. credibility in future global climate negotiations by showing that it is willing to take 
action against climate change. Luckily, carbon taxation is one of the few issues that has 
broad levels of support on both sides of the aisle. Groups as diverse as the Sierra Club 
and the American Enterprise Institute have come out in support of a carbon tax or at 
least discussed it.8 Even Exxon Mobil has expressed support for a carbon tax compared 
to regulation or cap and trade.9 

Endnotes
1. “A Target for U.S. Emissions Reductions (2007).” Union of Concerned Scientists. www.ucsusa.org/global_warming/solutions/big_picture_

solutions/a-target-for-us- emissions.html (accessed December 5, 2012).
2. “Carbon Levels.” National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration. ftp://ftp.cmdl.noaa.gov/ccg/co2/trends/co2_mm_mlo.txt (ac-

cessed December 5, 2012).
3. Rausch, Sebastian, and John Reilly. “Carbon Tax Revenue and the Budget Deficit: A Win-Win-Win Solution?.” MIT Joint Program on Global 

Change. globalchange.mit.edu/files/document/MITJPSPGC_Rpt228.pdf (accessed December 5, 2012).
4. Green, Duncan. “Hunting for Green Growth in the G20.” From Poverty to Power. www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=8372 (accessed December 

5, 2012).
5. “Making Progress on B.C.’s Climate Action Plan.” Live Smart BC. www.env.gov.bc.ca/cas/pdfs/2012-Progress-to-Targets.pdf (accessed 

December 5, 2012).
6. Elliot, Joshua, Ian Foster, Samuel S. Kortum, Gita Khun Jush, Todd Munson, and David A. Weisbach. “Unilateral Carbon Taxes, Border Tax 

Adjustments, and Carbon Leakage by Joshua Elliott, Ian Foster, Samuel Kortum, Gita Khun Jush, Todd Munson, David Weisbach :: SSRN.” 
Social Science Research Network. http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2072696 (accessed January 18, 2013).

7. “Jobs and Competitiveness Program - Think Change .” Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency . http://www.climatechange.
gov.au/government/initiatives/jobs-competitiveness-program.aspx (accessed January 22, 2013)

8. “The economics of carbon taxes - Economics - AEI.” AEI - American Enterprise Institute For Public Policy Research. http://www.aei.org/
events/2012/11/13/understanding-the-economics-of-carbon-taxes/ (accessed December 5, 2012).

9. “ExxonMobil’s views and principles on policies to manage long-term risks from climate change.” Exxon Mobil. www.exxonmobil.com/
Corporate/safety_climate_mgmt_principles.aspx (accessed January 15, 2013).

10. “British Columbia’s Carbon Tax Shift: The First Four Years.” Sustainable Prosperity. www.sustainableprosperity.ca/dl872&display (accessed 
December 5, 2012).
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Affordable Housing in a
   Poverty-Stricken Community

Kirstie Hostetter, University of Georgia 

Clarke County, Georgia should offer incentives that encourage rental property own-
ers to offer a portion of existing rental units as affordable housing for low-income 
families.

Property owners look to maximize returns on 
off-campus housing for students attending the 
University of Georgia, driving up property val-
ues and affecting the availability of affordable 
housing options. UGA provides housing for 
7,381 students, leaving 19,190 undergraduates1 
to compete with local residents for housing. In 
Clarke County, 34.6 percent of residents live 
below the federal poverty line.2 A rental va-
cancy rate of 19.1 percent3 exists, leaving 23,277 
individual rooms vacant.4 Still, the 42,780 peo-
ple living below the poverty line do not have 
the financial resources to rent available rooms. 
Poor citizens cannot fill the remaining capacity 
of the housing market on their own. The gener-
ally accepted definition of affordability is for a 
household to pay no more than 30 percent of 
its annual income on housing.5 In Clarke Coun-
ty, 66.2 percent of households pay 30 percent 
or more of their income on gross rent.6 Only 
410 units are available at a rent of less than $200 and only 643 at a rent of $200-$299,7 

leaving few affordable housing options for people with limited means. Clarke County 
recently received $1,272,476 in federal funding for programs addressing issues of human 
development.8

Analysis
Permits for expanding services like plumbing or electricity, which cost $65 dollars per 
structure plus $2 per unit,9 would not be needed for existing structures. Instead, money 
needed to build affordable housing communities in the future could be used now for 
incentives covering the difference between what a poor family can pay and the market 
rate. Property owners experiencing high rental vacancy rates could maintain a source of 
rent by participating in this policy even if market demand remains low. These payments 
contribute to total profits, supporting the property owner and the upkeep of rental prop-
erties and discouraging the neglect of housing. Lower-income families would provide the 
owners with income from units that would otherwise provide no revenue in exchange for 
a safe, stable living environment. The resulting mixed-income housing would also provide 
positive educational benefits.10

Existing affordable housing cannot support the number of low-income families, result-

•	 Key Facts
•	 According to the U.S. Census, 

35.7 percent of people younger 
than age 18, or 7,985 children, live 
below the federal poverty level 
within Clarke County, GA.11

•	 On January 2, 2013, a cut in dis-
cretionary spending took effect 
that lowered housing and com-
munity development spending by 
an estimated 8.4 percent, affect-
ing over 2 million Americans.12

•	 Athens-Clarke County recently 
received $1,272,476 in federal 
Community Development Block 
Grants to assist with programs 
such as affordable housing and 
poverty reduction.13
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ing in people living in substandard conditions. This affects overall home values because 
when people visit the county they frequently see dilapidated structures throughout the 
area. University students rely on the housing market to provide affordable apartments. 
Affordable, quality housing for low-income people would not affect university students. 
An incentives program would contribute to property owners’ revenue.

Next Steps
The Clarke County government should de-
velop an incentive program similar to the 
Affordable Housing Density Bonus pro-
vided by the American Planning Associa-
tion. This plan outlines steps to developing 
an incentives-based affordable housing 
program guaranteeing rental properties 
as affordable for 30 years. This program 
could be implemented within the next two 
years. Following recent federal grants, the 
department has the money to establish 
an “Affordable Housing Trust Fund,” a set 
amount of money conservatively invested, 
which would finance the incentives pro-
gram. Incentive amounts would be equal to 
the price of one market-rate unit for each affordable housing unit. Student volunteers 
interested in urban planning, finance, or related fields of study could volunteer to help 
with much of the information processing regarding affordable housing applications and 
property owner compensation. Many departments at the local university offer course 
credit for this type of service work, benefitting both the program and the student. The 
government should hold an informational meeting for local property owners explaining 
the incentives programs in terms of both economic and social benefits to encourage par-
ticipation. A timeline should be developed for implementation in order to hold all parties 
accountable for a finished policy by a certain date.

Endnotes
1. “UGA by the Numbers” accessed on September 27, 2012, http://www.uga.edu/profile/facts/.
2. “U.S. Census Bureau Fact Finder- Clarke County, GA” accessed on December 4, 2012, http://factfinder2.census.gov/

bkmk/table/1.0/en/ACS/11_5YR/DP03/0500000US13059.
3. “U.S. Census Bureau Fact Finder- Clarke County, GA” accessed on December 4, 2012, http://factfinder2.census.gov/

bkmk/table/1.0/en/ACS/11_1YR/DP04/0500000US13059.
4. “U.S. Census Bureau Fact Finder- Clarke County, GA” accessed on January 22, 2013, http://factfinder2.census.gov/

faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_11_3YR_B25023&prodType=table.
5. “U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development” accessed on November 26, 2012, http://portal.hud.gov/hudpor-

tal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing.
6. “U.S. Census Bureau Fact Finder- Clarke County, GA
7. “U.S. Census Bureau Fact Finder- Clarke County, GA
8. “Human & Economic Development” Athens-Clarke County Unified Government website accessed on January 22, 2013, 

http://www.athensclarkecounty.com/index.aspx?nid=394.
9. “Part III, Chapter -1, Article 10” Athens-Clarke County, Georgia, Code of Ordinances
10. “Mixed-income housing and the HOME program” accessed on January 19, 2013, http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/docu-

ments/huddoc?id=19749_200315.pdf.
11. “U.S. Census Bureau Fact Finder- Clarke County, GA
12. “Campaign for Housing and Community Development Funding” accessed on October 15, 2012, http://www.nlchp.org/

content/pubs/CHCDF%20Sequestration%20Impacts1.pdf.
13. “Human & Economic Development” Athens-Clarke County Unified Government

•	 Talking Points
•	 An exponentially growing federal 

deficit has made politicians consid-
er budget cuts in many areas includ-
ing affordable housing funding.

•	 Using existing rental units elimi-
nates start-up costs associated with 
building separate affordable hous-
ing structures.

•	 The Great Recession caused a mas-
sive increase in foreclosure rates, 
resulting in an extreme need for af-
fordable housing.
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Stimulating Economic Growth in Low-Income
   Communities Through Federal Grants for
   Public Transportation

Michael Lemm, Cornell University

As low-income communities continue to fall behind in accessing basic public transpor-
tation resources, Congress must provide federal grants for public transit development 
in these areas to stimulate economic growth.

In 2011, it was estimated that an average of 
36,000 jobs were created for every $1 billion 
invested in public transit infrastructure.1 In 
turn, every 36,000 jobs created by public tran-
sit investments generated nearly $3.6 billion in 
private sector sales as well as $500 million in 
federal, state, and local tax revenues.2 The gains 
from public transportation infrastructure have 
provided copious benefits for all communities; 
however, the vast transit disparities between 
high-income and low-income areas have left 
low-income families with significant social and 
economic disadvantages. 

To demonstrate how insufficient public transit negatively affects a community, take the 
example of a household in a low-income urban area located outside the prime job sec-
tor of a city. Indeed, this is where analysts argue most public transit resources are un-
derfunded.3 Among the disadvantages of the household are: 1) decreased travel access 
to the majority of job opportunities in the city, especially considering that low-income 
families make up the majority of public transportation users4; 2) inferior access to educa-
tion, as the expansion of charter schools has exacerbated the average daily commute 
to school; and 3) increased environmental health hazards, as more people are forced to 
drive carbon-emitting automobiles to work.5

Analysis
The federal government should incentivize state transportation departments to create 
public transit infrastructure in low-income areas through the use of federal grants. Con-
sidering that Congress pledged $105 billion to investing in public transit infrastructure 
for fiscal years 2013 and 2014 through the MAP-21 Act,6 it is imperative to implement 
federal grants that specifically target low-income public transit development.

In order to understand how the use of federal grants can increase public transportation 
development in low-income areas, consider the present decisions state transportation 
departments must make when allocating transit resources. Currently, state governments 
spend an estimated $1 of federal funds on public transportation for each dollar collected 
by local property tax revenues.7 In deciding where to allocate new public transportation 
infrastructure, it is more economically efficient for states to pursue projects in higher-

•	 Key Facts
•	 36,000 jobs are created for ev-

ery $1 billion invested in public 
transit infrastructure.9

•	 Low-income commuters ac-
count for the majority of public 
transportation ridership.10

•	 Public transportation has been 
proven to stimulate economic 
growth, increase educational 
opportunities, and decrease en-
vironmental pollution.11
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income areas due to the larger tax revenues generated. However, if the federal gov-
ernment assisted state governments by providing block grants for public transportation 
projects in low-income areas, states would have new incentives to supply such areas with 
adequate public transit resources. In fact, recent federal grants distributed to states to 
develop more public housing units in low-income areas through the U.S. Community 
Development Block Grant Program (CDBG) have led to the creation of nearly 5.1 million 
housing units for low-income families.8 

Next Steps
With $105 billion of federal spending pledged 
to public transportation over the next two fis-
cal years, low-income communities and state 
governments can make large gains from the 
implementation of federal block grants. In 
order to dissipate the current income wealth 
gap and help all communities recover from 
the recent financial crisis, federal grants for 
public transit development can provide a fea-
sible short-term and long-run solution. 

Endnotes
1. “Public Transportation Facts.” American Public 

Transportation Association. N.p., 2012. Web. <http://www.apta.com/mediacenter/ptbenefits/Pages/
FactSheet.aspx>.

2. “Economic Recovery - Promoting Growth.” American Public Transportation Association. N.p., 2012. 
Web. 

    <http://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/Economic-Recovery-APTA-
White-Paper.pdf>.

3. Tabbert, Heather, et al. “Transit Equity Matters: An Equity Index and Regional Analysis of the Red Line 
and Two Other Proposed CTA Transit Extensions.” UIC. Nathalie P. Voorhees Center for Neighborhood 
and Community Improvement, Dec. 2009. Web. <http://www.uic.edu/cuppa/voorheesctr/Publications/
Transit%20Equity%20Matters%2012.09.pdf>. 

4. “Stranded at the Station-Transit Funding Crisis” Transportation For America. N.p., 2009. Web. <http://
t4america.org/resources/transitfundingcrisis/>.

5. Ibid 1 
6. “Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act (MAP-21).” Department of Transportation |. US 

Department of Transportation, 26 Oct. 2012. Web. <http://www.dot.gov/map21>.
7. Ibid 4
8. Donahue, Kerry. “The State of the Nation’s Housing 2012.” Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard 

University. Ford Foundation, 2012. Web. <http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/
son_2012_key_facts.pdf>.

9. Ibid 2
10. Ibid 4 
11. Ibid 1
12. Ibid 8

•	 Talking Points
•	 Federal grants will provide states 

with increased incentives to serve 
low-income communities’ public 
transit needs.

•	 Federal grants have been espe-
cially effective in stimulating eco-
nomic development in low-income 
communities through the CDBG 
(Community Development Block 
Grant Program).12 
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Eliminating Online Payday Loans
Christina Luo, Tufts University

Online payday lending must be abolished, as predatory lenders increasingly rely on 
the Internet to solicit and exploit vulnerable borrowers seeking short-term loans. 

Online payday lending has become an increasingly dangerous form of predatory lending 
and one that, because of its pervasive and persistent nature, must be eliminated alto-
gether. Deriving its name from the typical two-week loan term, a payday loan refers to a 
low-amount, short-term loan transacted in stores or online. Because of the short-term 
nature of these loans, borrowers often cannot meet their terms and take out more loans 
to make ends meet. 

Lenders have increasingly relied on the Internet 
to solicit payday loans from consumers. Web-
sites and targeted e-mails often omit details like 
the high interest rates, exploiting consumers’ 
vulnerability and ignorance. Since a few states 
have begun to regulate storefront payday 
loans, lenders are resorting to online tactics as 
a form of interstate commerce, allowing them 
to circumvent state regulations. Though online 
lenders often present themselves as compli-
ant with state laws, they strategically locate 
themselves in states with no regulation. Online 
lenders are furthermore harmful because they 
demand personal bank account information for 
electronic transfers, opening consumers up to 
the possibility of scams or identity theft.4

Analysis
Though there has not yet been a comprehensive law regarding payday lending, regula-
tion has occurred on both the state and federal levels. There are 15 states that prohibit 
payday loans, eight that allow payday loans but have stringent regulations, and 28 that 
openly allow payday loans. The 15 states that ban payday lending do so by capping APRs, 
typically at 36 percent, and banning storefronts that offer payday loans. These bans have 
successfully reduced the number of payday loans taken by consumers in those states, 
who turn to less exploitative sources of short-term loans.5

	
In 2007, Congress prohibited payday loans with interest rates higher than 36 percent 
to active military personnel through the bipartisan Military Lending Act. Though the act 
was generally successful in limiting predatory lending to military personnel, lenders have 
still managed to exploit the loopholes it contained.6 More recently, the 2008 Dodd-Frank 
law allowed the newly created Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) to pro-
hibit loans with terms of less than one month or other loans that consumers are unable 
to pay, provisions so vague that lenders have easily avoided them.7

•	 Key Facts
•	 On average, a borrower will take 

out eight payday loans of $375 
per year but spend more than 
$520 on interest.1

•	 Online payday loans are typical-
ly tacked with Annual Percent-
age Rates (APRs) between 378 
percent and 780 percent; some 
have reportedly risen as high as 
1,095 percent.2

•	 There are currently 28 states 
that allow payday lending in any 
form; those 28 states are home 
to 55 percent of the American 
population.3
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Next Steps
As it has become an increasingly lucrative 
industry, affecting 12 million borrowers who 
spend $7.4 billion annually trying to pay 
back payday loans, it is imperative that pay-
day lending be prohibited.8 It is not enough 
for states to simply ban storefronts, as on-
line lending permeates state borders. But 
because of payday lenders’ strong lobbying 
efforts, it may be more politically viable to 
enact robust federal regulations instead of a 
formal ban. Strengthening the CFPB’s capac-
ity to regulate the industry would also help to 
decrease online payday lending.

Endnotes
1. The Pew Charitable Trusts, “Payday Lending in 

America: Who Borrows, Where They Borrow, and Why,” July 2012, <http://www.pewstates.org/upload-
edFiles/PCS_Assets/2012/Pew_Payday_Lending_Report.pdf>, 4.

2. Consumer Federation of America, “CFA Survey of Online Payday Loan Websites,” August 2011, <http://
www.consumerfed.org/pdfs/CFAsurveyInternetPaydayLoanWebsites.pdf>, 1; Massachusetts Attorney 
General Martha Coakley, “Attorney General Coakley Bars Two More Payday Lenders From Operating 
in the Commonwealth,” October 20, 2010, <http://www.mass.gov/ago/news-and-updates/press-releas-
es/2010/ag-bars-two-more-payday-lenders-from-operating.html>.

3. Pew Charitable Trusts, 21.
4. National Consumer League, “Fake payday loans plaguing consumers,” <http://www.nclnet.org/personal-
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Payday loans prey on consum-

ers looking for a short-term loan, 
which are affixed with exorbitant-
ly high interest rates but must be 
paid in a short time period.

•	 Online payday loans must be 
eliminated, as e-lenders evade 
state regulations and continue to 
squeeze profits from desperate 
consumers.

•	 Because lenders demand person-
al information, online lending also 
leaves consumers vulnerable to 
scams and identity theft.
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Providing Broadband Internet Access
   via Arkansas Municipalities

Jacob Porter, Hendrix College

Municipal utilities in Arkansas should offer broadband services to foster economic 
development in critical fields requiring innovative technology.

Internet connectivity has become essential for economic competitiveness. Unfortunate-
ly, Arkansas’s connectivity lags behind that of other states. Over one third of Arkansans 
live in households without Internet access.1 Furthermore, Arkansas has the lowest aver-
age Internet connection speed of all U.S. states: 3.7 Mbps, compared to the national aver-
age of 7.2 Mbps. Nevertheless, prices remain high due to an uncompetitive, oligopolistic 
Internet service provider (ISP) market.2 Some of the fastest Internet connections in the 
United States are in Bristol, VA, Chattanooga, TN, and Lafayette, LA, where municipal 
governments made the investment to provide Internet service.3 Chattanooga went from 
being “a dilapidated city” to a technology hub with an “Amazon.com fulfillment center, 
major health care and insurance companies and a beehive of tech start-ups that all thrive 
on big data and super-high-speed Internet.”4 Conversely, the 88th Arkansas General As-
sembly impeded Arkansas municipalities from distributing broadband. Act 1050 prohib-
its a government entity from providing, directly or indirectly, “local exchange, voice, data, 
broadband, video, or wireless telecommunication service.”5 However, a government en-
tity that already owns an electric utility system or television signal distribution system 
may still provide broadband. There are 15 municipalities in Arkansas, such as Jonesboro 
and Hope, that satisfy this requirement.6 Those municipalities should provide broad-
band, reap the benefits of being a technological hub, and set an example for Arkansas.

Analysis
If Arkansas municipalities provided broadband, they would make a crucial investment 
in their economies. One benefit of municipal-provided Internet is increased revenue. 
Martin County, Florida, with a population 
of 150,000 living in about 750 square miles 
(compare to Jonesboro’s Craighead County 
with 100,000 people in 710 square miles), re-
cently began providing broadband and paid 
$1.3 million of the capital costs up front.7 The 
initiative will be paid for just five years after 
it was implemented, ultimately saving $30 
million over 20 years compared to leasing 
connections from AT&T.8 Chanute, KS, “the 
hub of Southwest Kansas,” with a population 
of 9,000 and a median household income of 
just $32,850 (compare to Hope’s population of 10,000 and median income of $29,000), 
has a municipal broadband system that generates $600,000 per year.9

Municipal broadband also brings benefits for local economies. Burgeoning industries 
such as 3-D printing and cloud computing would be tremendously helped by faster 
broadband.10 Quadrupling broadband speed yields a 0.6 percent boost to GDP while 

•	 Key Facts
•	 40-50 percent of primary health 

care services could be provided 
through broadband.14

•	 36 percent of Arkansans live with-
out Internet access.15

•	 Arkansas may increase employ-
ment by 0.3 for every 1 percent in-
crease in broadband penetration.16
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also making possible innovative business models.11 For each “percentage  point  increase  
in  broadband  penetration  in  a  state,” employment increases by 0.2  to 0.3 percent per 
year.”12 These industries will provide jobs; it is just a matter of which communities provide 
them a niche in which to grow. As a rural state, Arkansas would also gain from broad-
band’s telehealth opportunities. Approximately 40-50 percent of primary health care 
delivery could be carried out through telecommunications if the speed was reasonably 
increased.13 These advantages and more are enjoyed by citizens and businesses in a small 
but growing number of American cities. Their examples should be followed in Arkansas.

Next Steps
Arkansas municipalities, both big and small, 
stand to gain from offering broadband. Those 
that currently provide electricity or televi-
sion ought to take the first step in municipal 
broadband because they are the only ones 
able to do so under Act 1050. They could 
provide it themselves, like they do with other 
utilities, or form a progressive partnership 
with a private company, like Kansas City did 
with Google to create a 1 gigabit connection. 
Municipal broadband will set an example for 
other Arkansas municipalities; these munici-
palities and the Arkansas Municipal League 
can then lobby the state government to re-
peal its undue restriction on municipalities.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Arkansas ISPs provide the slow-

est average Internet speed in the 
country at expensive rates.

•	 Municipalities in TN and LA have 
provided broadband like they pro-
vide utilities while also generating 
revenue and increasing the quality 
of Internet service.

•	 Businesses with fast broadband 
connections can participate in in-
novative methods of production, 
communication, and data collec-
tion, creating many jobs.
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Incentivizing Investments in Our Community
Kevin Tian, Georgetown University

Socially driven businesses have become popular with financial investors in recent years. 
The field of impact investing presents an exciting opportunity for economic develop-
ment because impact investments are made to socially conscious businesses, usually 
small or medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), “to generate measurable social and environ-
mental impact alongside a financial return.”1The Monitor Group estimates that “the total 
size of the [impact investing] market could be as big as $500 billion within the next de-
cade.”3 Ultimately, these investments have the potential to significantly improve both the 
economic and social condition of American communities in the next few years.

However, the impact investing industry faces 
several challenges. Although private firms have 
attempted to address these problems, the 
Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN) notes 
that transaction costs, an absence of infrastruc-
ture, and a lack of intermediary services have 
limited the growth of impact investing and even 
“threaten [impact investing’s] future trajec-
tory.”1 To address these issues and enable the 
industry to reach its full potential, the govern-
ment should act as a facilitator for impact in-
vestments.

Analysis
The United States government should look to other countries’ models to incentivize im-
pact investing. In Mauritius, the Impact Exchange (or iX), “a ground-breaking publicly 
regulated social stock exchange,” is monitored by the country’s Financial Services Com-
mission. This impact investing stock exchange “has been making steady progress” as it 
has begun to list new companies.4 The U.S. government should adopt this model and 
create an independent agency to regulate an American exchange. 

According to the founder of Asian Impact Investment Exchange (IIX), a stock exchange 
would assist these socially conscious businesses by reducing market barriers to impact 
investing.5 Thus, by creating an independent agency to regulate an impact investing 
stock exchange, the government would provide missing infrastructure that would reduce 
transaction costs and stimulate business growth. The agency can work with already es-
tablished nonprofit organizations to provide intermediary services and expand the list 
of financial products. For example, the agency should implement the Global Impact In-
vesting Ratings System (GIIRS), which assesses “the social and environmental impact of 
companies and funds” to help investors do their due diligence.5 

The Mauritius iX reveals one weakness in a social stock exchange: it is difficult to con-
vince owners to list their businesses. In order to correct that weakness in iX, the govern-
ment should implement tax credits for listed companies and lower capital gains taxes for 
impact investors. These actions would stimulate both demand and supply for the stock 

•	 Key Facts
•	 “The total size of the [impact in-

vesting] market could be as big 
as $500 billion within the next 
decade.”3

•	 Transaction costs, an absence 
of infrastructure, and a lack 
of intermediary services have 
limited the growth of impact in-
vesting in the U.S.
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exchange. Overall, this should translate into positive tangible impacts on the environ-
ment and community. At the same time, the economy would benefit as businesses grow, 
create jobs, and produce goods and services. 

Next Steps
Impact investors and socially driven busi-
nesses are already poised to shape the world 
in a positive manner. The federal government 
should work to break down the barriers be-
tween these two parties by creating an inde-
pendent agency. By regulating an American 
impact investing stock exchange as well as 
providing intermediary services based on es-
tablished systems, this agency would accom-
plish a worthy goal.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Impact investments have the po-

tential to significantly improve 
both the economic and social con-
dition of American communities in 
the next few years.

•	 The Federal Government should 
take several steps to incentivize 
impact investing, including analyz-
ing other countries’ models.
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Preventing Foreclosures: 
   Stabilizing the Regional Tax Base and Local
   Real Estate Markets Through Public Finance

Nicholas C. Toth, Cornell University

Through the establishment of a Bridge Loan Trust Fund (BLTF), which would provide 
credit to homeowners at risk of mortgage default, municipalities can strengthen their 
tax base while enhancing investment opportunities for the region.

Homeownership, facilitated through the criti-
cal lender-borrower relationship, has defined 
the way Americans have lived since the 1930s. 
Depression-era New Deal legislation helped 
give rise to the 30-year mortgage and pro-
vided much needed insurance to investors.5 
As seen in previous credit crunches, home-
owners have difficulty gaining access to credit 
because banks are reluctant to lend.6 In total, 
an estimated $19.2 trillion dollars was lost in 
household wealth during the recent financial 
crisis.7 A Congressional Research Service 
study found that between 2007 and 2009, 63 
percent of households experienced a loss in 
net worth with a median percentage decline 
of 45 percent. This reduction was largely at-
tributed to a broad collapse in housing pric-
es.8 Throughout the same period, the Federal Reserve reported that total U.S. wealth 
fell by 38.8 percent from housing declines.9 Falling home values have historically led to 
contractions in consumer spending, which makes up roughly 70 percent of GDP.10

Analysis
Home values have dropped substantially since 2006. This decline has been multifac-
eted but has largely been attributed to increased foreclosure rates and lack of access 
to credit.11 These homes end up falling into disrepair and adversely affect the neighbor-
hood’s appeal.

The model below proposes a public finance apparatus that could be used to offset fore-
closures while improving regional real estate price stability:

Bridge Loans, which are commonly used to fund short-term financial obligations, could 
be used to help homeowners at risk of mortgage default. Establishing a Bridge-Loan 
Trust Fund (BLTF) would make temporary lines of credit available to homeowners facing 
economic hardship. The BLTF would be funded by a temporary property tax increase 
until reaching a $4 million cap, after which the tax levy would be rolled back. The $4 mil-
lion cap used here was meant to serve a town the size of Ithaca and would therefore 
require rescaling based on the localities’ size and discretion.

•	 Key Facts
•	 Home values plummeted 33 per-

cent from their peak in July 2006.1 
•	 Approximately 11 million U.S. 

homeowners owe more on their 
mortgages than their homes are 
worth.2 

•	 Foreclosure-induced expansion 
in supply of home inventories can 
plausibly explain the decline of 
home values in most areas.3

•	 Reductions in property tax reve-
nue from housing declines disrupt 
municipalities’ ability to provide 
essential services.4
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Next Steps
Ithaca has approximately 5,274 taxable parcels and total tax revenues of $17,075,825 in 
2011.12 The town’s current tax rate is 13.0513 percent  per $1,000 of assessed value. Based 
on median property value, this corresponds 
to a tax bill of $2.83814 per household. By 
increasing the tax rate to 13.58 percent, or 
about $115 per homeowner, the BLTF would 
grow at a projected $701,321 annually and 
reach $3,613,21715, including $92,51216 raised 
from compounded interest payments over 
five years. The program would initially be 
funded by first-year tax revenues and remain 
solvent by annually reallocating interest from 
the bank.17 Once fully funded, a total of 301 
or 8.4 percent of total owner-occupied hous-
ing units, would be eligible to receive loans.18 

The maximum borrowing amount would be 
capped at $12,000 or 6 percent of total as-
sessed value of the home, whichever is small-
er. The borrower would have five years to pay back the entire loan amount plus 2 percent 
interest annually Loan eligibility standards would be determined by the administrative 
agent. Policymakers should support the development and implementation of a Bridge 
Loan Trust Fund. Adopting such a model would provide homeowners with a crucial line 
of credit that would otherwise be unavailable to them in private markets during periods 
of economic uncertainty. County, state, and federal governments should also inquire 
about the applicability of such a program at their respective levels of government.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Homeowners facing financial dis-

tress would have a newfound safe-
ty net through public credit.

•	 Reducing risks associated with 
market fluctuations would present 
a unique opportunity for invest-
ment in the region and increase 
tax base stability. 

•	 Interest can be allocated to fund 
existing public programs, offset 
administrative costs, or reduce 
taxes. 
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Strengthening and Branding
   the Maine Lobster Industry 

John Tranfaglia, American University

By structuring state policy to create a better branding initiative, strengthening state-
wide lobster processing infrastructure and effective marketing of the product, Maine 
lobstermen can feed off the success of Idaho potatoes and expand their distribution 
by entering new markets.

The economy of the state of Maine is dependent on the success of the lobster industry. 
In 2012, the industry was valued at over $4 billion, or approximately 8 percent of the 
state’s GDP. Furthermore, these numbers do not include the effects that lobster has on 
tourism, the state’s largest industry. Following the approval of the North Atlantic Free 
Trade Agreement, the amount of Canadian lobster entering the U.S. market has greatly 
expanded. Due to the supply of Canadian lobster in U.S. markets, Maine lobster was cer-
tified as a Trade Assistance Product under the Trade Adjustment Assistance for Farmers 
Act (TAAF) in 2010. Without the money from TAAF, it likely that the Maine lobster indus-
try would be forced to scale down its operations because the industry would no longer 
be profitable for the fishermen.

Despite the introduction of Canadian lobsters, 
Maine still dominates the market. Even today, 
almost 80 percent of all lobster caught off 
the North Atlantic coast comes from Maine. 
However, because the cost of the Canadian 
product is cheaper than that from Maine, res-
taurants frequently buy the Canadian product 
to save money. Furthermore, U.S. states like 
New Hampshire and Massachusetts have laws 
forbidding the sale of whole lobsters, restrict-
ing locations where dealers can sell. As more 
retailers purchase Canadian lobster, the demand for Maine lobster decreases and the 
price falls as well.

Analysis
The Maine lobster industry is the most vital asset of the state economy. Currently there 
are a few advocacy groups, but they have no official recognition within the state govern-
ment. Ultimately, the burden of success of the Maine lobster industry falls on the shoul-
ders of the fishermen. The state has worked very hard to develop a variety of measures 
to ensure the sustainability of the product for years to come. Lobstermen know what size 
the product must be, and their buoys are registered in a state database so regulators 
know how much product is being harvested.

Branding efforts have been somewhat successful in the past at informing businesses and 
tourists about the industry. For example, Linda Bean’s Perfect Maine has found success 
in branding its lobster rolls, which are sold across the state and in Florida. The state has 
focused on promoting the quality of the product; the word “Maine” implies that the lob-

•	 Key Facts
•	 The Maine lobster industry 

makes up 8 percent of the 
state’s GDP.

•	 80 percent of the lobster caught 
in the U.S. comes from Maine. 

•	 Canada currently has 14 more 
lobster processing plants than 
Maine.
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ster is a superior product.

Next Steps
The lobster infrastructure in Maine desper-
ately needs improvement, which demands 
action from the state legislature. It is clear 
that the Canadian lobster industry is growing 
and lobstermen in Maine need to find a solu-
tion. It is in the state’s best interest to be pro-
active on this issue in order to avoid future 
problems.
 
Maine should begin by increasing the number 
of processing plants in the state. Currently, 
Maine only has three plants, while Canada 
has 17. Processing plants prepare lobster for distribution through freezing, which extends 
shelf life by six months to a year for live lobsters. Restaurants would then purchase 
more Maine products because their customers know about the quality of the product. 
Concurrently, the state should establish a more aggressive branding strategy modeled 
after the Idaho Potato Commission (IPC). The IPC’s branding efforts have led to Idaho 
producing one-third of the nation’s potato crop. 

While this issue is possible to address on a state level, federal advocacy has also had 
success. In the summer of 2012, U.S. Rep. Chellie Pingree (D-ME) successfully persuaded 
both Carnival Cruise Lines and Norwegian Cruise Lines to purchase Maine lobster while 
their vessels were in Portland harbor. Few cruise line CEOs had realized that the whole-
sale price of lobster had fallen below that of ground beef, rendering it an economically 
attractive alternative for their customers and driving demand from both new and return-
ing customers with a higher quality meal offering. Representative Pingree’s branding and 
advocacy demonstrates the potential for the Maine lobster industry to succeed in a 
global economy.

Endnotes
1. Betts, Stephen. “Maine lobster industry told to brand its product to increase prices Bangor Daily News” 

BDN Maine.” Maine news, sports, politics and obituaries” Bangor Daily News” BDN Maine. http://ban-
gordailynews.com/2012/06/14/business/maine-lobster-industry-told-to-brand-its-product-to-increase-
prices/ (accessed December 4, 2012).

2. Hall, Jessica. “From caught to bought, all about lobster economics | The Portland Press Herald / 
Maine Sunday Telegram.” Maine news, sports, weather & breaking news | The Portland Press Herald 
/ Maine Sunday Telegram. http://www.pressherald.com/news/market-forces-make-everyone-feel-the-
pinch_2012-08-12.html (accessed December 4, 2012).

3. Jurenas, Remy. “Trade Adjustment Assistance for Farmers.” Congressional Research Service 0 (2012). 
http://agriculture-legislation.blogspot.com/2012/09/trade-adjustment-assistance-for-farmers.html (ac-
cessed December 4, 2012).

4. “Maine Lobster, Maine Lobster Council, Lobster News.” The World’s Finest Lobster Comes from Maine. 
http://www.lobsterfrommaine.com/about-lobster.aspx (accessed December 4, 2012).

5. Smith, Peter. “Linda Bean rolls out her lobster franchise.” The Boston Globe. http://www.boston.com/
lifestyle/food/articles/2009/07/01/linda_bean_rolls_out_her_lobster_franchise/ (accessed January 24, 
2013).

•	 Talking Points
•	 Adverse agricultural effects from 

NAFTA have only been discov-
ered recently.

•	 Idaho has shown that effective 
branding works. States can follow 
their lead to sell their products.

•	 Branding requires little legislative 
assistance; it just requires the gov-
ernment’s support.
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Deterring the Influence of Money in
   Politics Through Taxation 

Adam Watkins, University of Michigan

To limit the excessive amounts of campaign advertisement spending, the government 
should implement a progressive tax based on the amount of ad time a campaign pur-
chases.

In the first presidential election since Citizens 
United, politicians spent a total of $6 billion on 
getting reelected – an amount equivalent to 
the state budget of Iowa.1 This election dem-
onstrated an unprecedented ability for can-
didates and parties to raise and spend money 
at the expense of the public interest. Nearly 1 
million advertisements inundated the airwaves, 
with the majority of the trauma falling on the 
swing states of Ohio, Nevada, Florida, and Vir-
ginia.2 Even more shocking, the two presidential 
campaigns combined spent $30 per second to 
court voters.3 Excessive advertising made it easier for many voters to tune them out, 
reducing effectiveness of the ads.4 The threat of being outspent forced campaigns to 
waste a substantial amount of money on these overplayed ads – a trend that is likely to 
continue as long as mega-donors are willing to open their wallets. The high spending on 
ads also represents an unfair barrier for smaller campaigns and new candidates who do 
not yet have the fundraising infrastructure to compete against well-funded opponents. 
Since the ruling on Citizens United v. FEC complicated Congress’s ability to regulate 
the amount people can donate, new methods need to be implemented to decrease the 
amount of campaign spending. 

Analysis
In order to incentivize less campaign spending on advertisements, the U.S. should imple-
ment a tax on political advertising. Since the government does not have the power to 
place quotas on the amount a candidate or Super PAC can spend, a tax incentive to 
prevent excessive spending on advertising is an effective way to solve this issue. Taking 
into consideration the needs of smaller campaigns and new candidates as opposed to 
campaigns funded by mega-donors and Super PACs, the tax would be progressive based 
on the amount of ad time purchased per cycle. The tax would include any campaign 
for a political purpose, such as candidates, ballot initiatives, and other voter influence 
campaigns. For example, the Las Vegas Media Market had over 73,0005 political adver-
tisements during the 2012 election cycle, at an average rate of $1,000 per ad spot.6 The 
state of Nevada could place a 20 percent tax on any ads candidates and PACs purchase 
after 500 ad spots per month, a 40 percent tax on ads purchased after 750 spots, and so 
forth. This tax will make it less worthwhile to spend excessive amounts on TV advertising 
and will halt the escalating ad war that has become a feature of political campaigns since 
the Citizens United v. FEC ruling. In addition, a progressive tax on advertisements would 
hamper the efforts of mega-donors and Super PACs, thereby protecting new candidates. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Nearly 1 million political adver-

tisements aired during the 2012 
presidential election cycle.7

•	 Both presidential campaigns 
spent a combined $30 per sec-
ond to court voters.8

•	 Over $200 million of Super PAC 
money came from anonymous 
donors.9



25

Revenue from the tax would be dedicated to 
a public finance fund for congressional, state, 
and local campaigns. This system would be 
similar to the current presidential public fi-
nance system and would benefit the fundrais-
ing efforts of smaller campaigns. 

Next Steps
This program would be best implemented 
at the state level. Since certain swing states 
are flooded with more campaign money than 
others, those states would be best able to 
determine the optimal levels and rates to 
charge for political advertisements. There 
are several pathways the measure could take 
to get passed in a state, but they are all po-
litically difficult. State legislatures would be 
hampered by partisanship that would motivate each side to produce a biased piece of 
legislation. A referendum would be fought heavily by Super PACs and other groups that 
benefit from the current system, demonstrating the clear side effects of money in poli-
tics. Regardless, bringing this policy to the attention of voters and lawmakers is the most 
important step at the moment, because it will spark a conversation about the failure of 
the current campaign finance system and motivate policymakers to explore creative and 
viable alternatives. 

Endnotes
1. “Iowa State Budget.” Sunshine Review, 2012. http://sunshinereview.org/index.php/Iowa_state_

budget#cite_note-0.
2. “’12 Presidential Campaign Sets Record for Political Ad Volume.” USA Today, October 25, 2012. http://

www.mediapost.com/publications/article/186004/12-presidential-campaign-sets-record-for-politica.
html#axzz2D9cUrnJ3.

3. Hudson, John. “The Most Expensive Election in History by the Numbers.” The Atlantic Wire, Novem-
ber 6, 2012. http://www.theatlanticwire.com/politics/2012/11/most-expensive-election-history-num-
bers/58745/.

4. “The Cacophony of Money.” The New York Times, October 7, 2012. http://www.nytimes.
com/2012/10/08/opinion/the-cacophony-of-money.html.

5. Peters, Jeremy W. “73,000 Political Ads Test Even a City of Excess.” New York Times, October 15, 2012. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/16/us/politics/never-to-be-outdone-vegas-sets-record-for-political-ads.
html?pagewanted=all&_r=2&.

6. Engler, Alex. “Las Vegas – Average Political Ad Costs $1,000; Candidates get 40% Discount during the 
Final Stretch.” Sunlight Foundation, November 2, 2012. http://sunlightfoundation.com/blog/2012/11/02/
las-vegas-average-political-ad-costs-1000-candidates-get-40-discount-during-the-final-stretch/.

7. Ibid, 2.
8. Ibid, 3.
9. Ibid, 3.

•	 Talking Points
•	 The ruling in Citizens United v. 

FEC allowed for candidates and 
outside groups to spend unprec-
edented amounts of money.

•	 A progressive tax on political 
advertisements would act as an 
incentive to reduce the amount 
campaigns spend on ads.

•	 A tax on political ads would ben-
efit the public by reducing the 
amount of political ads and pro-
tecting new candidates who do 
not have the backing of mega-
donors.
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Replacing the Employer Health Care Exclusion
   for a Fairer Healthcare Market

Victor Zhao, Cornell University

Replace the employer health care tax deduction with a premium support plan to re-
duce health care costs and make the market fairer and more progressive.

The largest tax expenditure in the current tax code is the tax exclusion for employer-
sponsored health insurance, costing about $260 billion per year.2 Under the exclusion, 
employees and employers do not pay income or payroll taxes on health benefits pro-
vided by the employer. 

Under the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA) of 2010, new health 
insurance exchanges will be created and operational by 2014. Plans purchased through 
these exchanges will be eligible for tax credits that cover a portion of the cost. Fur-
thermore, a new tax will be levied on health insurance plans that exceed $10,200 for 
individuals and $27,500 for families.1 Plans below these thresholds remain eligible for the 
tax exclusion.

The health care reforms that Massachusetts initiated in 2006 provide premium support 
to help low- and middle-income people afford private health insurance policies.5  These 
reforms serve as an important case study for the effects of a premium support plan.

Analysis
Employer spending on health insurance is ex-
empt from taxation as income, which is unfairly 
regressive and promotes unnecessary health 
care coverage. Higher-income earners receive 
a larger tax benefit because they would other-
wise have had to pay a larger marginal tax rate 
on the additional income. Furthermore, higher 
income workers are more likely to receive insur-
ance and generous health care benefits through 
their jobs. Uninsured workers are dispropor-
tionately young, non-white, less educated, and 
low wage earners.6 

A premium support plan that provides a set 
amount of money to pay for health insurance, 
equal to the cost of the second-lowest insurance plan in each region, would make the 
system more progressive. The revenue gained from eliminating the tax exclusion, about 
$260 billion a year,2 could be used to fund the new premium support system. Future 
increases to the benefit should be calculated based on market and health care inflation.

This would remove the incentive to buy higher-coverage and more expensive insurance 
plans, because any amount spent above the government subsidy would be taxed as per-
sonal income.  It would also eliminate the incentive to purchase more care than is really 

•	 Key Facts
•	 60 percent of Americans un-

der the age of 65 are covered 
by employer-sponsored health 
care.1

•	 91 percent of all private health 
insurance sold to people young-
er than 65 is employment-relat-
ed.2

•	 National health spending to-
taled $2.8 trillion, or 17.9 percent 
of the gross domestic product, 
in 2012.3
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needed, driving down overall health insurance costs. Finally, it would expand consumer 
choice. Workers would no longer have to 
choose the health insurance plan and de-
fined benefits offered by their employer. 

A premium support plan represents a sub-
stantial change from current policy and 
must be approved by Congress. Input and 
support from the health care and insurance 
industries is critical. In contrast to current 
policy, which is unfairly regressive, the plan 
would redistribute income to lower- and 
middle-income Americans. Measures al-
ready enacted under the PPACA, such as 
health insurance exchanges that aim to pro-
vide universal access to quality, affordable 
care regardless of preexisting conditions, 
will mitigate the impact on workers who currently receive generous health insurance 
plans from their employers. More expensive health insurance plans are also generally 
tied to higher-paying jobs, so those most affected by this plan are likely to be those who 
can afford better health insurance. 

Next Steps
The first step in a transition to premium support is already under way, with the PPACA 
set to be fully implemented by 2014. Under the PPACA, health insurance exchanges 
will be set up in each state, offering plans to low- and middle-income earners that are 
eligible for tax credits. 

A two-year transition period should follow in order to prepare for a full transition to a 
premium support system and give policyholders time to make necessary adjustments 
to their insurance plans. During this period, the health insurance exchanges should 
make preparations for the expected increase in customers when a premium support 
plan is fully implemented.

By 2016, the tax exclusion for employer-provided health insurance should be complete-
ly eliminated and a full transition to a premium support plan should be underway.  

Endnotes
1. Hanlon, Seth. Center for American Progress, “Tax Expenditure of the Week: Tax-Free Health Insurance.” Last 

modified January 12, 2011. Accessed October 21, 2012. http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/open-government/
news/2011/01/12/8899/tax-expenditure-of-the-week-tax-free-health-insurance/.

2. National Bureau of Economic Research, “Tax Breaks for Employer-Sponsored Health Insurance.” Last modified 2010. 
Accessed October 29, 2012. http://www.nber.org/bah/2010no1/w15766.html.

3. Joseph Antos, Mark Pauly, and Gail Wilensky, “Bending the Cost Curve Through Market Based Incentives,” New 
England Journal of Medicine (2012): 1-4, nejm.org (accessed October 21, 2012).

4. Hixon, Todd. Forbes Magazine, “The U.S. Does Not Have A Debt Problem ... It Has A Health Care Cost Problem.” Last 
modified 2012. Accessed October 21, 2012. http://www.forbes.com/sites/toddhixon/2012/02/09/the-u-s-does-not-have-
a-debt-problem-it-has-a-health-care-cost-problem/.

5. Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, “Massachusetts Health Care Reform Plan.” Last modified April 2006. Accessed 
November 6, 2012. http://www.allhealth.org/briefingmaterials/Kaiser-MAHealthCareReformPlan-240.pdf.

6. Chen, Rachel. “Employer-Sponsored Health Insurance.” Yale Journal of Medicine and Law. VI. no. 1 (2009). http://www.
yalemedlaw.com/2009/11/employer-sponsored-health-insurance/ (accessed January 24, 2013).

•	 Talking Points
•	 The current system of employer-pro-

vided health insurance is unfairly re-
gressive and benefits higher-income 
earners. 

•	 Premium support, rather than em-
ployer-provided health care, allows 
the individual to choose which insur-
ance policy to purchase and reduces 
wasted care, ultimately driving down 
costs.

•	 Health care costs are growing at 1.5 
times the rate of GDP.4
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p	Letter from New York City

The Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network was established in 2004 in response to 
the deep and pervasive sense that young people were overlooked in the policymaking 
process – that we could put boots on the ground and donate what little money we had 
to support leaders that promoted our progressive values, but our ideas, opinions, and 
priorities were not represented in our public discourse or electoral system. It was this 
realization and subsequent rejection of the status quo that led to the founding of what 
is now the nation’s largest student policy organization. 

That original purpose has endured as the Campus Network has grown to over 100 chap-
ters. Yet at a recent gathering, one of our top leaders noted that the challenges we face 
in the wake of the 2012 election are similar to the ones that first brought us together. We 
are increasingly powerful actors in our public debates, but despite the bold ideas and 
ambitious agendas we’ve envisioned, designed, supported, and fought for, we are still 
beholden to a political process more focused on scoring partisan points than moving our 
country forward. 

What emerged from that moment of collective reflection was the recognition of our 
unrealized potential as a movement. While our members’ student-generated ideas and 
solutions-oriented action have redefined youth participation in the political process, it 
will take constant renewal and commitment to fresh ideas, rigorous engagement, and 
long-term action to achieve what we know is possible. 

The 2013 10 Ideas series represents that ongoing effort to build the infrastructure, com-
munities, and platforms that will allow us to realize the vision that was first laid out in 
dorm rooms across the country eight years ago. This year, our premier journals repre-
sent unique ideas from 83 authors at 30 different schools. As they go to press, our mem-
bers are already translating those ideas into action by initiating petitions, collaborating 
with local partners and stakeholders, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

Last year, we proudly presented the 10 Ideas series as a powerful reminder that this gen-
eration is not only willing to build a better future, but has already begun. This year, we 
put these solutions forward to demonstrate that members of this generation are in it for 
the long haul as part of an initiative that is always growing, always evolving, and always 
looking toward the future in the pursuit of progress. 

Taylor Jo Isenberg
National Director
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



	
	                                 Welcome P

We are pleased to share the fifth edition of the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network’s 
flagship 10 Ideas series. These journals, encompassing the best student ideas from our 
six policy centers, are filled with game-changing public policy suggestions that we can 
and must implement now. 

We are in desperate need of these ideas. Rising healthcare costs, increasing inequality, 
global climate change, and a government that often seems unable or unwilling to ad-
dress the things that matter most are challenges that require the very best and the very 
brightest. 

At the same time, we are told that Millennials are checked out, have lost interest, and 
are waiting for someone else to solve our problems. These journals are an answer to that 
narrative, making the clear case that we are engaged and active citizens, putting forward 
ideas to change the problems we see in the world around us. We believe in the power of 
people working together to solve problems. 

Each year, the 10 Ideas journals provide a vision for change that addresses the needs 
of our neighborhoods, our cities, and our country. Working with community members, 
local nonprofits, professors, and lawmakers, these student authors have identified the 
policies that can make the most difference. Yet this journal represents just the tip of the 
iceberg, with many hours of organizing, researching, fundraising, and developing public 
campaigns hidden below the surface. 

This year’s Education journal reveals both the problems with our current education sys-
tem and Millennial ideals for what education could be. Students seek to improve educa-
tional opportunities in underserved communities through afterschool programs, teacher 
training, and cultural engagement. Other pieces look to education as an opportunity to 
engage students in our democratic process, connecting the system back to the need for 
well-rounded citizens in any democracy. 

Taken on its own, each idea is a simple solution. These journals and the 10 Ideas series 
taken together are a library of ideas that can help us build toward a more equal, acces-
sible, and community-minded world.

Join us in seeing these ideas realized. 

Alan Smith                                                                   Lydia Bowers
Program and Policy Director                                    Deputy Program and Policy Director   
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network                   Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network
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Restructuring Public School Funding
   in North Carolina 

Ioan Bolohan - University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
To ensure that adequate funding is available to all schools in the state, North Caro-
lina should shift from a flat grant appropriations approach to the foundation funding 
model.

Despite its importance, there is no stan-
dard for school system financing in the 
United States and several models are in ef-
fect throughout the country.1 North Caro-
lina’s flat grant funding structure provides 
state aid for some of its school systems’ 
basic costs but leaves much of the addi-
tional financing burden on local popula-
tions, relying on district property taxes to 
support education.2 Geographic socioeco-
nomic differences lead to inequalities in 
the resources available to schools, result-
ing in inadequate funding and disparities 
in educational opportunities for students. 
This poses significant obstacles for low-
income districts.3

Instead of using flat grants, North Carolina should implement the foundation finance 
model and join the 38 states already employing this funding structure.4 This approach 
defines the cost of educating each student in the state and sets a minimum tax rate for 
supporting schools in all districts. Local tax revenue is then combined with adjusted 
state contributions to meet the foundation spending level for each student, ensuring 
sufficient funds to establish quality schools.5 States employing this system, such as Tex-
as, Ohio, and Massachusetts, have less inequality among districts, smaller achievement 
gaps, and higher test scores.6

Analysis
Foundation funding would have varied implications for local districts. Currently, North 
Carolina’s state government contributes about $5,162 for every student—roughly 62 per-
cent of the average per pupil expenditure in the state—leaving 22 percent to be paid 
by districts on average.7 By mandating a minimum local tax rate, wealthier school sys-
tems—those collecting more than the foundation amount through minimal taxation—that 
receive financial aid under the flat grant structure would stop benefitting from state sup-
port, freeing funds for use in low-income districts incapable of generating sufficient rev-
enue to finance education. This makes state allocations more efficient and, at the 2010 
level of spending per student, the shift to the foundation system leads to a projected 
savings of about 5 percent, or $420 per pupil, and over $592 million in total.5,7 Foundation 
funding also addresses the needs of school systems by accounting for local capacity, 
based on the total value of taxable property, and effort, measured by additional edu-

•	 Key Facts
•	 North Carolina had a per pupil ex-

penditure of $8,451 in 2009-2010,7 20 
percent below the national average.3

•	 Among districts in North Carolina, 
inequality in school financing, as mea-
sured by standard deviation in fund-
ing, was 8.4 percent in 20103 com-
pared to about 4 percent for states 
using foundation funding systems.5

•	 According to 8th grade test scores, 
nine of the ten states with the small-
est achievement gaps use foundation 
funding systems.6
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cation taxes. This allows districts to set 
tax rates above the minimum require-
ment and use the resulting extra funding 
to augment the foundation amount for 
higher spending levels.8

Next Steps
Before reforms can be instituted, offi-
cials must project each district’s poten-
tial for meeting local tax requirements 
as well as the sustainability of such mea-
sures. Current supplemental funding for 
specific educational initiatives such as 
English as a second language, academi-
cally gifted, and special needs programs 
should be maintained, and a gradual re-
duction in flat grants must take place to 
ease school districts into the foundation 
funding system.9 Over time, the founda-
tion level can be raised until a balance in spending per student is reached between state 
and local governments and each district has established a tax rate equilibrium designed 
to support desired per pupil expenditures at the local level. Additionally, legislation 
should include mechanisms tied to inflation to adjust the foundation amount and allow 
for continued support at the level required to provide quality education to students 
across the state.10 Measures of district finance equality should also be used to ensure 
effective implementation. Together, these steps allow for increased education spending, 
reduced inequalities between districts, and overall bolstered scholastic achievement for 
North Carolina’s schools.

Endnotes
1.  Verstegen, Deborah and Teresa Jordan. 2009. “A Fifty-State Survey of School Finance Policies and 

Programs: An Overview.” Journal of Education Finance 34 (3): 213-230.
2. Verstegen, Deborah, Teresa Jordan and Paul Amador. 2007. “A Quick Glance at School Finance.” 

Finance Formulae and Cost Differentials 2 (1): 1-56.
3. New America Foundation. 2012. “North Carolina.” http://febp.newamerica.net/k12/NC#Achievement.
4. Hightower, Amy, Hajime Mitani and Christopher Swanson. 2010. “State Policies That Pay: a Survey of 

School Finance Policies and Outcomes.” Editorial Projects in Education 3-27.
5. Metzler, Jeffrey. 2003. “Inequitable Equilibrium: School Finance in the United States.” Indiana Law 

Review 36 (1): 12-27, http://www.schoolfunding.info/resource_center/research/Metzler.pdf.
6. National Center for Education Statistics. 2011. “State Comparisons.” http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreport-

card/statecomparisons/Default.aspx.
7. State Board of Education. 2011. North Carolina Public Schools’ Fast Facts. 1-2.
8. Augenblick, John, John Myers and Amy Anderson. 1997. “Equity and Adequacy in School Fund-

ing.” The Future of Children 7 (3): 64-66, http://futureofchildren.org/futureofchildren/publications/
docs/07_03_04.pdf.

9. North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. 2012. “Highlights of the North Carolina Public School 
Budget.” 1-40.

10. Reschovsky, Andrew. 1994. “Fiscal Equalization and School Finance.” National Tax Journal 47 (1): 185-197.

•	 Talking Points
•	 Foundation funding helps increase 

equality in education spending across 
districts5 and ensures that adequate 
support is available for students in all 
school systems.10

•	 Switching from a flat grant system to 
the foundation funding model would 
save North Carolina over $592 million 
and allow for local districts to steadily 
increase total education spending.5,7

•	 Wealthy districts with high income 
tax bases that receive reduced state 
funding could supplement education 
spending with other finances while low-
income districts receive state benefits 
until reaching the foundation level.8
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Reframing Discipline in American Schools
Katy Bullard, Tufts University

Congress should ban corporal punishment in schools in favor of
nonviolent alternatives.

In schools, corporal punishment often takes the form of beating and paddling as punish-
ment for both minor infractions (such as chewing gum, tardiness, and dress code viola-
tions) and more serious behavior (such as fighting).1,2 The Eighth Amendment protects in-
mates from violence in prisons. American students, however, are not afforded the same 
protection. In Ingraham v. Wright (1977), 
the Supreme Court ruled that neither the 
cruel and unusual punishment clause nor 
the right to due process should be applied 
to corporal punishment in public schools,3 
and corporal punishment remains legal in 
19 American states.4 The American school 
system is at a critical juncture, as school 
violence and academic underachievement 
threaten the wellbeing and competitive-
ness of American students. A nation-wide 
ban on corporal punishment is necessary 
for our students’ success. 

Analysis
While intended to improve student behav-
ior, corporal punishment instead humili-
ates students and teaches violence as an 
acceptable way to solve problems.5 Thus, 
school corporal punishment leads to higher 
rates of school violence, domestic violence, 
and incarceration.6 It also weakens students’ academic engagement and attendance. As 
former Assistant Surgeon General Dr. Daniel F. Whiteside explained, “corporal punish-
ment of children actually interferes with the process of learning and with their optimal 
development as socially responsible adults.”7 Nonviolent practices – including mediation, 
peer courts, clearer expectations for behavior, and restorative practices – have been 
successfully implemented in American schools of various demographics. Two years after 
implementing peer courts, suspensions at Davidson Middle School in California dropped 
by more than 90 percent.8,9,10 Requiring teacher training in positive disciplinary practices 
as part of the accreditation process for education schools would cost little for state and 
federal governments. Training in restorative practices for current teachers and school 
administrators could also be incorporated into professional development with minimal 
cost. Currently, schools may be sued for students’ physical injuries, and the medical 
treatment sought by tens of thousands of students annually incurs additional costs. Ad-
ditionally, the costs of lost economic productivity from dropouts are enormous, costing 
$8 billion annually in public services.11 Training in nonviolent disciplinary practices would 
improve attendance and school achievement, lessening these costs. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 In the 2006-2007 school year, at 

least 223,190 American students 
received physical punishment; ac-
counting for unreported incidents, 
this number could be as high as 
three million.13 The same year, 
10,000-20,000 students sought 
treatment for injuries resulting from 
punishment at school.14

•	 The Society for Adolescent Medicine 
found severe medical dangers asso-
ciated with corporal punishment, in-
cluding whiplash, hemorrhaging, and 
blood clotting.15  

•	 Corporal punishment in schools 
results in reduced school achieve-
ment, greater absenteeism, and 
higher dropout rates.16,17  
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Next Steps
School violence and academic underachievement cannot be tackled as long as students’ 
fundamental dignity and safety remain at risk. Congress should move immediately to ban 
school corporal punishment.  All new teachers should be required to undergo training 
in positive disciplinary practices as part of the certification process. Accreditation for 
education schools should require training 
in positive discipline. Accredited schools 
should demonstrate to the Departments 
of Education and Justice that training in 
positive discipline has been incorporated 
into their programs no later than July 
2014. Alternative certification and teacher 
entry programs should incorporate these 
trainings by July 2016.

Federal and state-level departments of 
education, justice, and health should fund 
these training programs for existing teach-
ers and school officials together. Pediatric, 
psychological, and education specialists 
should be engaged in the design and im-
plementation of training programs, mod-
eled after successful programs in City 
Springs Elementary/Middle School (Bal-
timore, MD), Christian Fenger Academy 
High School (Chicago, IL), and Davidson 
Middle School (San Rafael, CA), among 
others.12 Experts may be drawn from such 
organizations as the Center for Effective 
Discipline and the International Institute for Restorative Practices.

Endnotes
1. Donald E. Greydanus, “Corporal Punishment in Schools and its Effect on Academic Success,” testimony before U.S. House Committee on 

Education and the Workforce. 15 April 2010.
2. “A Violent Education: Corporal Punishment of Children in U.S. Public Schools.” Human Rights Watch. August 20, 2008. http://www.hrw.org/

node/62078/section/1.
3. “Ingraham v. Wright,” Legal Information Institute, Cornell University Law School, http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/historics/USSC_

CR_0430_0651_ZS.html.
4. The Center for Effective Discipline. http://www.stophitting.com/index.php.
5. Ibid 1, 2
6. Ibid 4
7. Ibid 2.
8. Ibid 1
9. Ibid 2.
10. Nirvi Shah, “‘Restorative Practices’: Discipline, But Different.” Education Week. October 16, 2012. <http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012

/10/17/08restorative_ep.h32.html?tkn=SUTF2jciDTH8F91y7avjwzZdnR%2B%2BCKn%2Fxmuw&cmp=ENL-EU-NEWS1>.
11. Clare, A. “Corporal Punishment in Schools.” Center for Family Policy and Research. Department of Human Development and Family Stud-

ies, University of Missouri. 2011. 
12. Ibid 1, 10.
13. Ibid 1
14. Ibid 1
15. Ibid 2.
16. Ibid 1
17. Ibid 2.
18. Ibid 1, 4
19. Ibid 1, 2, 4, 11

•	 Talking Points
•	 Incidents of school violence, including 

school shooting deaths, are more fre-
quent in states where school corporal 
punishment is legal.18 

•	 The indirect costs of school corporal 
punishment are significant, including 
costs associated with medical care, 
lawsuits, higher incarceration rates, 
and reduced economic productivity 
due to higher dropout rates.19  

•	 Corporal punishment encourages 
psychological and behavioral prob-
lems and increases incidences of vio-
lence. Nonviolent practices are more 
effective for discipline than physical 
punishments.

•	 In allowing students to be subject to 
corporal punishment, the U.S. is de-
nying the basic rights and dignity of 
American children.
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Civics in Context: Student Voting
   in School Board Elections 

Tatiana Eldore - Mount Holyoke College

Washington State should promote youth civic engagement and increase the account-
ability of lawmakers by permitting students 16 and older to vote in local school board 
elections.

Students across Washington State learn ac-
cording to decisions made by publicly elected 
school board members, yet a majority of stu-
dents have no control in the selection process. 
Board members develop policies that influ-
ence everything from budgets to lunch menus, 
but despite this significant decision making in-
fluence on student life, only students 18 years 
and older can vote to choose their leaders. In 
response, the late State Senator Scott White 
introduced SB 5621 in 2011, which proposed 
that students 14 years and older should be 
able to vote in “school board elections for the 
district in which they are enrolled and in good 
standing.”1 While the bill is retained as of 2012,2 
it lacks a sponsor, and its chances of passing 
are low.
 	
States may determine minimum voting ages for non-federal elections.3 Therefore, Wash-
ington should set its voting age at 16 for state school board elections. The Washington 
Student Achievement Council, which issues statewide graduation requirements, man-
dates three years of social studies,4 ensuring that students will be prepared to make 
educated voting decisions. Voter registration forms in Washington require verification 
either with the last four digits of the registrant’s Social Security number or a valid driver’s 
license number,5 so combining registration with licensure at Driver’s Licensing Offices 
(DLOs) would simplify voter registration and make it easily accessible. 

Analysis
Costs associated with creating and distributing a separate ballot would be contained. 
Running polling center elections in Pierce County in 2009 cost approximately $25 per 
voter in the primary election and $4.27 in the general election—figures that were, accord-
ing to the Secretary of State, “much higher than the vote by mail average.”6 Washington 
switched to a universal vote by mail system in 2011, and no cost comparison data yet 
exists. However, costs in Oregon, the only other universal vote by mail state, decreased 
from $3.07 to $2.21 per voter in the six years after the last polling center elections.7 

When given the opportunity, young people will vote. In the 2008 general election, 84 
percent of registered youth ages 18-29 voted.8 Data suggests that one-time voters are 
more likely to vote in future elections, implying that voting may be habit-forming.9,10 Fos-

•	 Key Facts
•	 One study found that voting 

in one election year raises the 
probability of voting in the next 
election year by 46.7 percent.11

•	 Washington school board elec-
tions take place exclusively in 
odd numbered years, which con-
sistently see lower voter turn-
out rates: only 52.9 percent of 
registered voters in Washington 
returned ballots in 2011,12 com-
pared to 81.2 percent in 2012.13 

•	 An estimated 1,040,000 stu-
dents attend public school in 
Washington State.14  
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tering student participation in the democratic process at a young age will further ensure 
that youth political engagement remains strong in Washington for decades to come.
 
Empowering student voices in school 
board elections will also increase board 
member responsiveness. While many 
school boards, including those of three 
largest districts of Seattle, Tacoma, and 
Spokane, have created advisory pro-
grams composed of students to gain in-
put on their concerns, boards are not 
required to implement or even consider 
student ideas. Allowing students to vote 
would encourage these officials to listen 
more closely to these young constituents, 
creating policies in line with the opinions 
of those directly affected.

On a practical level, Washington should 
create two ballots – one with complete 
election material and one with only school board election material – and check ballot 
distribution against birthdates of registered voters. Since Washington votes by mail, stu-
dent voters are unlikely to accidently receive full ballots.

Next Steps
Washington policymakers should pass an amended SB 5621 to adjust the school board 
voting age to 16 and then create an amendment to the state constitution stating this 
provision. 
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•	 Talking Points
•	 By voting in school board elections, 

students could experience the demo-
cratic process and develop the habit 
of voting at a young age.

•	 Allowing students to vote in school 
board elections would inspire further 
accountability in board members to 
the student populations that they 
serve. 

•	 Oregon v. Mitchell (1970) allows states 
to set their own minimum voting ages 
in state elections.15 
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Speedy and Standardized Licensing:
   The Incentive to Innovate 

Blake Falk & Rangoli Bhattacharjee
University of North Carolina Chapel Hill
American research universities should implement standardized, express licensing 
agreements specific to their campuses and provide researchers with greater autono-
my in choosing licensing agents.

Universities have long been hubs of innovation in the fields of science and technology 
due to their research and human capital resources. For example, Stanford filed for more 
than 300 patents in 2003, and approximately 150 MIT-based companies are founded 
each year.1 This symbiotic relationship between universities and innovation was recog-
nized and reinforced in the Bayh-Dole Act of 1980. The act allowed universities to claim 
title to inventions resulting from federally funded research, which incentivized universi-
ties to encourage inventors within the system to bring their product to market.2

Despite the initial success of the Bayh-Dole Act in fostering commercialization, the cur-
rent inefficient negotiation of licensing agreements stifles innovation. Each invention is 
handled on a non-standardized, case-by-case basis, resulting in a prolonged negotiation 
process that significantly delays commercialization and ultimately deters inventors from 
the outset.3

Analysis
At most universities, licensing can take up-
ward of several months.4 Each inventor must 
negotiate royalty rates, mergers, initial pub-
lic offerings (IPOs), asset sales, and stock 
sales with the university on a case-by-case 
basis. However, an express licensing agree-
ment such as the one implemented in 2009 
at the University of North Carolina, Chapel 
Hill (UNC-CH) addresses the Bayh-Dole 
Act’s failure to create a speedy negotiation 
process. The express licensing agreement 
outlines pre-negotiated terms and sets stan-
dardized royalty rates for the products.5 
One successful example is that of Synereca, 
which completed the negotiation and legal 
processes and received its license in less 
than one business week under the UNC-CH model.6 By significantly shortening the time 
and resources needed for commercialization, the UNC-CH express license would ulti-
mately address a failure in the universities’ implementation of the Bayh-Dole Act.

Next Steps
Like the UNC-CH model, a predetermined and standardized licensing agreement would 
be implemented by the technology transfer offices. Expansion of the model could be-

•	 Key Facts
•	 The average commercialization 

process requires multiple steps and 
involves disclosing the invention, 
record keeping and management, 
patent prosecution, negotiation 
and drafting licensing agreements, 
and managing licenses.7

•	 Under current policies, licensing 
can take several months to negoti-
ate and execute.8

•	 UNC-CH’s Express Licensing 
Agreement can issue a license in as 
little as one business week.9 
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gin with innovation hubs such as Southern 
California and Boston. Given the diverse 
research cultures at each university, each 
would host a panel of entrepreneurs, uni-
versity researchers, and legal represen-
tatives that would assist in drafting the 
agreement on a university-by-university 
basis. The licensing process would be 
evaluated periodically to remain current 
with university and industry standards. 
Also, the offices of technology transfers 
would have resources to facilitate, but not 
force, contracts between licensing agents 
and the researchers. Lastly, an evaluation 
protocol would be put in place, led by the 
offices of technology transfer, which would 
monitor the progress of the start-ups and 
projects.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Under most university protocols, 

each invention is handled on a 
case-by-case basis, resulting in a 
prolonged negotiation process that 
delays commercialization and deters 
inventors from the outset.

•	 Under the UNC-CH model, fac-
ulty members would be allowed to 
choose their own licensing agents 
instead of relying on the universities. 
An “express licensing agreement” 
would outline the obligations of the 
faculty members and outline set roy-
alty rates on the products. 
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A Second Wave: Extended-Day Enrichment
Programs for Low-Income Schools 

Cayley Heller, Cornell University 
The New York City Department of Education should fund extended-day program-
ming at low-income schools to provide enrichment activities and address the income 
achievement gap. 

A recent study found that the achievement gap between high- and low-income students 
has increased by about 40 percent since the 1960s.1 This widening gap is a threat to the 
American values of opportunity, mobility, and equality. Further, most low-income house-
holds lack the educational and financial resources to support their children’s education 
through homework help and extracurricular activities.2 Thus, New York City should fund 
extended-day programming at low-income schools to provide students with access to 
homework help and enrichment activities.

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 
addresses the widening income achievement 
gap by creating accountability mandates. Under 
NCLB, students take standardized exams and 
schools are held accountable for the results 
through threats of reduced funding. NCLB’s 
mandates led some schools, especially low-
income schools, to eliminate recess or enrich-
ment programs in favor of additional classroom 
time.3,4,5 

Much of the income achievement gap is driven 
by the fact that lower-income households gen-
erally have lower levels of education and fewer 
financial resources than affluent households. 
Parents with lower educational attainment often find it more difficult to help their chil-
dren with homework, which is significant given the 50 percent increase in homework 
among elementary school students from 1980 to 2000.6 Additionally, fewer financial re-
sources means that lower-income households invest less in extracurricular activities. Ex-
tended-day programming at low-income schools would help overcome these obstacles 
by providing such opportunities.

Analysis
A recent study found that students who participated in afterschool programs had more 
positive attitudes toward school, higher educational aspirations, better attendance rates, 
fewer disciplinary issues, lower dropout rates, and greater levels of engagement.7 For 
example, 80 percent of students surveyed at New York City’s Beacon Community Cen-
ter felt they finished their homework more often and 75 percent reported better grades 
in school because of the center’s afterschool program.8,9 Also, research shows that 46 
percent of students not currently enrolled in NYC’s afterschool programs would likely 
participate if there were programs in their community.10

•	 Key Facts
•	 The gap in standardized test 

scores between high- and low-
income students has grown 
by about 40 percent since the 
1960s.

•	 Participation rates in after-
school programs vary as a func-
tion of socioeconomic status.

•	 Of students surveyed from 
NYC Beacon Centers, 75 per-
cent feel they get better grades 
in school.
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Apart from academics and social skills, afterschool programming helps quell juvenile de-
linquency by keeping students supervised for a longer period of time. Supervised pro-
grams keep students off the streets and reduce their potential for drug use.

Next Steps
The NYC Department of Education should 
fund extended-day enrichment programming 
in low-income schools. The goals of extend-
ed-day programs should be to offer enrich-
ment activities and educational services to 
complement students’ academic learning. 
These programs should provide access to 
extracurricular activities, such as math clubs, 
sports, chess, tutoring, and photography. 
Specifically, the programming should empha-
size homework help, art, and music programs 
that schools may have reduced or eliminated.

To fund and staff these programs, NYC 
should encourage partnerships between the 
programs, local universities, and community 
organizations. For example, college students could become involved through student 
teaching, internships, and mentoring.11 Additionally, national mentoring programs, such as 
Big Brothers Big Sisters, could provide staff and training on how to create a friendly and 
well-supervised afterschool environment.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The increasing income achieve-

ment gap is a threat to American 
ideals.

•	 Afterschool program partici-
pants report better performance 
in school, develop better social 
skills, and benefit from the “safe 
haven effect” through reduced 
crime and lower levels of drug use.

•	 The NYC Department of Educa-
tion should fund extended-day en-
richment programming to address 
the income achievement gap.
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Practical Legal Education: Making Afterschool 
Programs Relevant  

Jeff Lapaix, City College of New York 
To increase awareness of laws that impact the daily lives of citizens, the New York 
City Department of Education should implement a practical legal education program 
for K-12.

A citizen’s lack of knowledge of a law does not 
excuse his or her liability for breaking the law. 
This is the legal principle of ignorantia juris non 
excusat, Latin for “ignorance is no excuse.” How-
ever, the United States lacks a comprehensive 
legal education program to help citizens under-
stand the laws and legal rights applicable to daily 
life. The number of laws enforced in the United 
States steadily increases each year. For example, 
in 2012, 40,000 new laws were enacted.1 Most 
laws are complex and use legal terminology that 
only lawyers and other legal professionals can 
understand. Thus, public knowledge about the 
law and legal rights is low.2

	
New York State law requires public schools to 
teach at least two hours of civics a week. Still, 
the current New York civics curriculum focuses 
more on the functions of government and the 
bill of rights than on the laws that students en-
counter every day.3 Street Law, a program based 
in Washington, DC, teaches public school stu-
dents across the country about the laws relevant to their daily lives, including contract 
law, housing law, criminal law, police procedures, employment law, and consumer protec-
tion law. 4

Analysis
Practical legal education afterschool programs help ensure that students understand 
their legal obligations and rights. Additionally, understanding the origins and purposes 
of laws allows students to develop constructive relationships with systems of authority 
and to improve their perceptions of the legal system. These positive influences could 
ultimately lead to a decline in preventable convictions.4

	
An innovation of this nature could also have a favorable influence on students academi-
cally and socially by piquing their interest and raising their academic achievement. 
Studies show that youth legal education programs improve academic participation, in-
crease student enthusiasm for school, and build a sense of self-sufficiency. For example, 
Teens, Crime and Community (TCC), a program that includes law-related education in 
urban areas, found effective changes in delinquents’ attitudes to authority figures and 

•	 Key Facts
•	 A legal education program for 

5th and 6th graders in a sub-
urban New York District sig-
nificantly increased students’ 
positive attitudes towards and 
knowledge of the justice sys-
tem.8,9 

•	 A recent study showed that 
knowledge of the law has a 
beneficial impact on the be-
havioral development of 2nd 
through 6th graders.13 

•	 A legal education curriculum 
created by Project STATUS 
(Student Training Through Ur-
ban Strategies) in a High School 
in Pasadena, CA successfully 
increased academic achieve-
ment and reduced delinquent 
behavior.14
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for urban students toward pro-social norms.5

	
To fund these legal education afterschool 
programs, the NYC Department of Educa-
tion should seek supplemental funding from 
the federal government and sponsorships 
from local law firms. The NYC Department 
of Education should partner with the Skad-
den Arps legal program at City College and 
the New York Bar Association6 to implement 
this program and provide internship credit 
and scholarships to college students who 
volunteer as teachers.

Next Steps
The NYC Department of Education should 
implement a comprehensive afterschool 
program that allows students to learn the 
law and solve and avoid potential legal prob-
lems. This program should focus on teaching 
students the laws they are most likely to encounter in their everyday adult lives. To 
supplement this program, the New York State Legislature and the NYC Department of 
Education should collaborate to produce and circulate simplified versions of laws for all 
citizens. Simplifying laws facilitates general public understanding and will help students 
contextualize their relevant legal requirements. 7,10,11,12 

Endnotes
1. “Bills and Resolutions.” GovTrack.us: Tracking the U.S. Congress. http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills (accessed November 25, 

2012). 
2. Healy, Michelle. “Americans Don’t Know Civics.” USA Today, November 1, 2008. http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/

education/2008-11-19-civics_N.htm (accessed December 1, 2012). 
3. New York State Assembly Bill 8310. (June 2011).
4.	Kavanagh, Matthew, and Bebs Chorak. “Teaching Law as a Life Skill: How Street Law Helps Youth Make the Transition to Adult 

Citizenship.” Journal of Juvenile Justice & Youth Services 18, no. 1 (2003): 1-7. 
5.	 “Teens, Crime, and the Community: National Outcomes Study on Social Responsibility.” Social Program Evaluators and Consul-

tants (1998)
6	 “New York LYC Brochure.” New York State Bar Association.
www.nysba.org/Content/NavigationMenu/PublicResources/LawYouthCitizenshipProgram/NewsandEvents/LYCGeneralBro-

chure2012.pdf (accessed November 25, 2012).
7.	 Mommers, Laurens, Wim Voermans, Wouter Koelewijn, and Hugo Kielman. “Understanding the Law: Improving Legal Knowledge 

Dissemination by Translating the Contents of Formal Sources of Law.” Springer Science & Business Media (2009): 1-29. 
8.	 Giese, J. “A Descriptive Review of Research on Law-Related Education.” Social Science Education Consortium 1 (2001): 1-36. 
9.	 Jacobson, Michael G., and Stuart B. Palonsky. “Effects of a Law-Related Education Program.” The Elementary School Journal 

82, no. 1 (1981): 49-57.
10. Ibid. “Teaching Law as a Life Skill: How Street Law Helps Youth Make the Transition to Adult Citizenship.”
11. “Teens, Crime, and the Community: National Outcomes Study on Social Responsibility.”
12. “A Descriptive Review of Research on Law-Related Education.”
13. Ibid. “A Descriptive Review of Research on Law-Related Education.”
14. Ibid. “A Descriptive Review of Research on Law-Related Education.”
15. Ibid. “Americans Don’t Know Civics.”
16. Ibid “Understanding the Law: Improving Legal Knowledge Dissemination by Translating the Contents of Formal Sources of 

Law.”
17. Ibid. “Teaching Law as a Life Skill: How Street Law Helps Youth Make the Transition to Adult Citizenship.”
18. Ibid. “Teens, Crime, and the Community: National Outcomes Study on Social Responsibility.”
19. Ibid. . “A Descriptive Review of Research on Law-Related Education.”
20. Ibid. “Effects of a Law-Related Education Program.”
21. Ibid. “Teaching Law as a Life Skill: How Street Law Helps Youth Make the Transition to Adult Citizenship.”
22. Ibid. “Teens, Crime, and the Community: National Outcomes Study on Social Responsibility.”

•	 Talking Points
•	 Most K-12 students are not profi-

cient in civics or the law.15 
•	 Laws are often written in complex 

legal jargon that mostly lawyers 
and other legal professionals are 
able to understand.16 

•	 A practical legal education after-
school program could increase ac-
ademic engagement, build social 
skills, raise legal awareness, and 
increase positive interactions with 
law enforcement.17,18,19,20

•	 By implementing a legal education 
program, New York City can work 
to prevent potential legal prob-
lems and convictions that stu-
dents might face in adulthood.21,22
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Integration of Ethnic Studies Programs into 
South Bronx High Schools  

Evelyn Martinez, Mount Holyoke College

Ethnic Studies programs should be incorporated into academics to ensure that minor-
ity students are reflected in and engaged with what they are learning. 

Discourses of deficiency and failure concerning Latina/o student populations in the U.S. 
do not acknowledge the reasons why these “underachieving” minority students have dif-
ficulty engaging with their education. Current classroom textbooks disregard the schol-
arship of and by ethnic and racial minorities and over represent Euro-American historical 
narratives.1 One of the poorest districts in New York City, the South Bronx, is 72 percent 
Hispanic,2 yet 48.3 percent have less than a high school diploma or GED equivalent.3 
Latina/o students want their experiences and their communities’ social contributions 
to be acknowledged—they need positive historical and social representations of them-
selves in their curriculum.

South Bronx public high schools should estab-
lish Ethnic Studies Programs with departments 
in Chicana/o Studies, Caribbean Studies, Asian 
American Studies and African American and Af-
rican Studies to offer culturally relevant classes 
focused on historic and contemporary social 
contributions of minority groups in the U.S. The 
Mexican American Studies (MAS) program, an 
Ethnic Studies Program in the Tucson Unified 
School District (TUSD), demonstrates the po-
tential benefits of  inclusive and representa-
tive courses like Chicana/o Studies because 
the curriculum fosters positive understanding 
and appreciation from non-Latina/o and non-
Mexican American students by addressing stu-
dents’ attitudes concerning their own distinct racial and ethnic identities.4 Both Latina/o 
and non-Latina/o students gain role models and learn how to think critically about how 
history is constructed—skills critical for college readiness.5 TUSD graduation rates and 
student achievement scores demonstrate the benefits of ethnic studies: In 2010, stu-
dents who took MAS courses graduated at almost a 94 percent rate compared to the 83 
percent rate of students who did not take MAS courses.6 The continual growth of ethnic 
studies programs would help eliminate disparities in dropout rates, detention rates, spe-
cial education, grade retention, college acceptances, enrollment in Advanced Placement 
classes, and college retention rates.7

Analysis
The New York City Department of Education’s “Raising the Bar” initiative gives generous 
grants to schools that demonstrate highly effective education reform.12 Since “Raising 
the Bar” also replaces failing schools,13 it should design new curricula with Ethnic Studies 
Programs to complement these new schools. Ethnic Studies Programs would be piloted 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Overall, Mexican American 

students are less likely to com-
plete high school, pursue higher 
education, and graduate with 
a college degree relative to 
peers from other racial/ethnic 
groups.8

•	 In 2007, compared to all other 
races/ethnicities in New York 
City’s five boroughs, Hispan-
ics in the Bronx had the lowest 
graduation rates.9 
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in 25 Bronx high schools (approximately 17,000 students) that received a C, D, or F in the 
2011-2012 Progress Report Results.14 Most of the costs of this program would be covered 
by the “Raising the Bar” program and through regular funding.

Next Steps
To guarantee extensive impact, communica-
tion and collaboration between students, 
staff, school administrators, students, families, 
and community members is crucial to make 
Chicana/o Studies an approved use of “Rais-
ing the Bar” funds. Teachers would be trained 
to use a multidisciplinary pedagogy, create 
safe classroom environments, and encourage 
students to be civically engaged citizens and 
critical consumers of knowledge. Long-term 
investments in students, teachers, and ethnic 
studies programs will be recovered through 
an exponential growth of minority students 
entering and graduating from college, thereby contributing to economic vitality. 
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    of Latina/o College Graduates”. Higher Education Research Institute. Accessed on November 28, 2012. 

http://www.heri.ucla.edu/PDFs/pubs/Reports/LatinoRetention_Report3.pdf
9. New York City Department of Education. “Cohorts of 2001 through 2007 (Classes of 2005 through 

2011) Graduation Outcomes. Accessed on January 20, 2013. http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/data/
GraduationDropoutReports/default.htm

10. Cambium Learning Inc. “Curriculum Audit of Mexican American Studies Department Tucson 
    Unified School District”. Accessed November 11, 2012. http://www.tucsonweekly.com/images
    blogimages/2011/06/16/1308282079-az_masd_audit_final_1_.pdf
11. Ibid.
12. Walcott, Dennis M. “Raising the Bar For Our Students & Schools: Our Commitment to Action”. 

Accessed November 11, 2012. http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/D5BAC689-AC06-49B1-9FF0-
BA65E27301EF/0/RaisingBar_English.pdf 

13. Ibid.
14. New York City Department of Education. “Progress Report”. Accessed January 4, 2013. http://schools.

nyc.gov/Accountability/tools/report/default.htm

•	 Talking Points
•	 Through high-level thinking, stu-

dents focus on issues that they, 
as Latinas/os and non-Latinas/
os alike, face in their schools and 
communities regarding govern-
ment and policy.10

•	 Students taking a MAS course 
during their senior year were 
more likely to graduate than se-
niors who did not.11
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Supporting Rural Education by
   Relieving Student Loans 

Meredith Morrison, Hendrix College 

To persuade qualified teachers to work in rural school districts teaching honors-level 
courses, Missouri should implement a teacher loan repayment program.

Public high schools, specifically those in Missouri, face an urban-rural achievement gap.1 

Many rural schools lack an adequate selection of honors-level courses, such as AP and 
college credit classes. Additionally, teachers at rural schools are often not qualified to 
teach honors-level courses because Missouri requires teachers of college credit classes 
to have Masters degrees and prefers that AP teachers also have Masters degrees.2 

To increase the number of qualified teachers and honors-level courses in rural schools, 
Missouri should implement a loan repayment program that provides tax credits or loan 
reimbursements for qualified, honors-level teachers who teach in rural schools.

In Missouri, 67 percent of school districts are rural.3 Most schools require teachers for 
honors-level courses to have a Masters degree.4 But only one-third of teachers in rural 
school districts nationally have graduate degrees, compared to half of teachers in urban 
schools.5 To compound this problem, teachers are often less attracted to teaching in a ru-
ral school district because of geographic isolation, lower salaries, and additional classes 
and extracurricular activities.6

Analysis
Honors-level courses provide many education-
al benefits for students. A study of New York 
and Florida schools found that taking college 
credit classes increased a student’s likelihood 
of graduating from high school, enrolling full-
time in a four-year college, and completing col-
lege on time. Also, students who take college 
credit classes often have higher college GPAs 
than their peers.7 Learning from teachers with 
graduate-level and specialized degrees also 
provides educational benefits. For example, 
students whose teachers are certified and 
hold graduate degrees in math and science 
have higher test scores in those areas.8

These academic benefits suggest that Missouri should implement more honors-lev-
el courses taught by qualified teachers throughout the state. However, because rural 
schools have the strongest need for these courses and teachers, a program to attract 
and reward qualified, honors-level teachers should focus first on rural schools.

Forty-three percent of Missouri’s students reside in rural areas and small towns.9 These 
students would directly benefit from a program designed to attract highly qualified 

•	 Key Facts
•	 387,581 Missouri students, ap-

proximately 43 percent of the 
student population, live in rural 
areas.11

•	 Rural schools are less likely to of-
fer college credit and AP classes 
as compared to urban and sub-
urban schools (37 percent com-
pared to 53-63 percent).12

•	 Students who take college credit 
courses tend to have higher 
GPAs in high school and college.13
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teachers and honors courses to rural schools. Additionally, graduate students who teach 
in rural Missouri would directly benefit from the loan repayment program’s tax credits or 
reimbursements. The state legislature, the Missouri Department of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education, and local school boards would be the government bodies responsible 
for creating, funding, and administering the loan repayment program.

Next Steps
Missouri should implement a teacher loan 
repayment program to attract highly quali-
fied teachers to teach honors-level courses in 
rural public schools. The program would pro-
vide a tax credit or reimbursement to these 
teachers for each year they teach an honors-
level course in a rural school.

The program would be similar to the Oppor-
tunity Maine Program, which provides a tax 
credit to graduates of Maine colleges who ac-
cept jobs in the state. This tax credit helps 
cover the cost of student loan payments. The 
Opportunity Maine Program expects a finan-
cial net benefit of $30 million per year, as it 
encourages more college graduates to remain 
in the state.10

Endnotes
1. “Achievement Gap Elimination Report.” Missouri Department of Higher Education. http://dhe.mo.gov/
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2012)
3. Hull, Jonathan Watts. “Status of Rural Education in the South: A Survey of Key Indicators.” Regional 

Resource. http://www.slcatlanta.org/Publications/Education/RuralEducation.pdf (retrieved January, 23, 
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5. “New No Child Left Behind Flexibility: Highly Qualified Teachers”. US Department of Education. http://

www2.ed.gov/nclb/methods/teachers/hqtflexibility.html (retrieved January 20, 2013)
6. “Rural Education.” University of Michigan. http://sitemaker.umich.edu/butler.356/teachers (retrieved 

January 23, 2013)
7. Allen, Drew. “Dual Enrollment: A Comprehensive Literature Review and Bibliography.” CUNY. http://

www.cuny.edu/academics/k-to-12/databook/library/DE_LitReview_August2010.pdf (retrieved October 
14, 2012)
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10. “Opportunity Maine Program.” Opportunity Maine. http://www.opportunitymaine.org/opportunity-

maine-program/ (retrieved November 3, 2012)
11. Ibid.3.
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13. Ibid.12.
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2012)

•	 Talking Points
•	 Missouri faces a rural-urban learn-

ing gap because rural schools of-
fer fewer honors-level classes and 
employ less qualified teachers 
than their urban counterparts.14

•	 A loan repayment program for 
highly qualified teachers who 
teach honors-level courses in rural 
public schools will attract teach-
ers to rural schools and increase 
the number of honors-level cours-
es offered.

•	 A loan repayment program will 
support rural education, relieve 
teachers’ student loan debt, and 
have a positive impact on students 
and Missouri’s economy.
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Expanded Access to Tutoring to
   Improve Academic Performance 

Mark Selbach, American University
To improve the academic performance of its middle school students, the District of 
Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) should expand quality tutoring opportunities by pro-
viding access to the ASSISTments software program.

DCPS is an education system in crisis. Only 22 percent of DCPS students in forth grade 
scored “proficient” or higher in math on the 2011 National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), an assessment of student academic achievement conducted by the 
U.S. Department of Education.1 Academic achievement levels, particularly for at-risk stu-
dents, frequently decline in the transition from elementary to middle school.2 DCPS data 
reflects this trend. While only 22 percent of fourth graders in DCPS scored “proficient” 
or “advanced” for math on the 2011 NAEP, even fewer (17 percent) of eighth graders did.3 
Greater access to quality tutoring during these middle school years should help DCPS 
raise its students’ academic performance. 

In 1984, a landmark paper published by the Uni-
versity of Chicago demonstrated that individual 
tutoring is a far more effective tool for learning 
than conventional classroom instruction.4 The 
paper’s authors ran experiments showing that 
the tutored students on average outperformed 
98 percent of students who were not tutored.5 
Since 1975, Higher Achievement, a rigorous in-
dividualized tutoring program for students in 
grades five through eight that operates in DC, 
Baltimore, Richmond, and Pittsburgh, has seen 
its participants increase their GPAs by an average of one letter grade by the end of their 
middle school years.6 Clearly, tutoring is an invaluable tool in helping students achieve 
their academic potential. 

Unfortunately, hiring a professional tutor is prohibitively expensive for lower-income 
families, as some tutors can charge up to $400 an hour.7 For many families with children 
in DCPS, professional tutoring is unaffordable, with over 72 percent of the students in 
DCPS qualifying for free and reduced lunch.8 Students and families need an alternative 
to these expensive private tutors.

Analysis
ASSISTments, a computerized tutoring program developed at Worcester Polytechnic 
Institute in collaboration with Carnegie Mellon University, incorporates common tech-
niques used by teachers and tutors to assist students in their homework and additional 
schoolwork.9 ASSISTments offers hints to move students in the right direction on as-
signed work while also incorporating automatic feedback to teachers so they can iden-
tify which students need additional assistance with the work in class.10 In addition, the 
program’s developers are working on an upgrade that allows the software to recognize 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Less than 17 percent of DCPS 

eighth grade students test “pro-
ficient” in math.15

•	 Tutored students can raise their 
GPA by one letter grade.16  

•	 Professional tutors can charge 
as much as $400 an hour.17
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and respond to students’ emotions (such as 
boredom or frustration) while doing work.11

ASSISTments is already used by schools 
across the United States, including nearly 
10,000 public school students in Maine.12 A 
randomized controlled trial found that, on av-
erage, students who used the program raised 
their performance in math by a full letter 
grade compared to students who did not use 
the program.13

The developers of ASSISTments do not 
charge school systems for their software.14 The challenge of expanding student access 
to the program is ensuring that all students, regardless of socio-economic status, have 
access to a computer with ASSISTments software so they can complete assigned home-
work and supplementary classroom work. 

Next Steps
In order for every student to use the program, DCPS will have to devise a way for 
all students to have access to a computer. Firstly, DCPS can provide access to the 
program for every student with a home computer or laptop. In addition, DCPS could 
partner with the District of Columbia Public Library system to provide ASSISTments 
on the computers available in their facilities for students who do not have access to a 
personal computer at home. 

Endnotes
1. The Annie E. Casey Foundation. Kids Count. “Data Center: District of Columbia: NAEP Proficiency: Math (Percent) – 

2011”. http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/Rankings.aspx?order=a&loct=3&dtm=13829&state=DC&tf=867&ind=
6739&ch=835%2ca&by=a

2. Alspaugh, John W. “Achievement Loss Associated with the Transition to Middle School and High School”. The Journal 
of Educational Research. Vol. 92, No. 1 (Sept.-Oct., 1998), pp. 20-25. http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdfplus/27542186.
pdf?acceptTC=true

3. Ibid., The Annie E. Casey Foundation. “Data Center: District of Columbia: NAEP Proficiency: Math (Percent) – 2011”.
4. Bloom, Benjamin S. “The Search for Methods of Group Instruction as Effective as One-on-One Tutoring”. Educational 

Leadership. May 1984, 4-17. http://www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/journals/ed_lead/el_198405_bloom.pdf 
5. Ibid
6. “Results and Evaluation”. Higher Achievement. http://www.higherachievement.org/our-impact/results#
7. Paul, Annie Murphy. “The Machines Are Taking Over”. New York Times Magazine. September 14, 2012. http://www.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The ASSISTments program can 

provide low-income students with 
access to quality tutoring services.

•	 District of Columbia Public 
Schools can obtain ASSISTments 
free of charge.

•	 DCPS can partner with the library 
system to provide ASSISTments 
on library computers so all stu-
dents have access.
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The “2-2-2” Program: Improving Dual
   Enrollment in Virginia 

Abhinav Tyagarajan, Naomi Fierro, Shin-Yi Lee, Michael Donnay
and Shiva Jayaraman. Georgetown University

The “2-2-2” program can help increase college accessibility and affordability for low-
income students in Virginia.

Low-income students continually face challenges accessing higher education in the 
United States, including lower rates of academic preparation and college affordability. 
Current traditional dual enrollment programs like those in Virginia and Florida allow 
high school students to enroll in courses in a local community college and earn college 
credit, thus acclimating students to a more rigorous college curriculum while saving them 
money. To improve this concurrent enrollment model, Virginia should develop a “2-2-2” 
program in which students can dual enroll for two years at a community college while in 
high school, directly matriculate for two years of community college after high school, 
and finish their degree with two years at a traditional four-year college or university. 

Analysis
Research shows that students, especially those from low-income households, graduate 
high school and attend college at far higher rates when concurrently enrolled in a com-
munity college during high school.1 Higher education that spans six years like the “2-2-2” 
program gives students additional time to develop the necessary skills to complete a 
bachelor’s degree, which are often underdeveloped for low-income or ESL students.2  
Thus, it would significantly help lower the achievement gap between lower and high-
income students.
 
The “2-2-2” program is grounded in the success 
of current dual enrollment programs.3 Studies 
of Virginia’s transfer articulation agreements 
(dual enrollment courses taken during high 
school that fully transfer to community college) 
have shown that it has dramatically reduced 
college expenses and has increased the likeli-
hood that students enroll in a degree program 
and graduate.4 The “2-2-2” program improves 
the Virginia model by seamlessly integrating 
disparate segments into one cohesive program. 
Given that Virginia’s high school dropout rate is 
6.5 percent and its community college retention 
rate is 42 percent, combining dual-enrollment 
agreements and transfer articulation agreements into one concrete program could help 
improve student retention.5 By easing the transition between high school and college 
fiscally, administratively, and academically, the continuous nature of the “2-2-2” program 
encourages enrollment and retention of low-income students. The program would also 
lessen the financial burden on low-income students, as the average community college 
costs $8,734 per year while the average four-year school costs $21,657.6 In addition to the 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Virginia’s community college re-

tention rate is 42 percent.9  
•	 Virginia’s high school dropout 

rate is 6.5 percent.10 
•	 Dual enrolled students earn 15.1 

more credits on average than 
their non-dual enrolled peers.11

•	 The average community college 
costs $8,734 per year while the 
average four-year school costs 
$21,657.12 
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lower cost, students will directly benefit by 
having a streamlined program in which they 
will have automatic admission to a four-year 
university.

 This plan could help reduce financial aid 
expenditures, as students would spend less 
time at more expensive four-year schools. 
Individual school districts or states like Vir-
ginia could continue to fund dual-enrolled 
students at existing levels. Since this pro-
gram would merely create a streamlined set 
of transfer agreements between schools, the 
financial burden to state governments should 
not be significantly more than current spend-
ing.7

Next Steps
With its record of success in dual enrollment, Virginia should pass a proposal that cre-
ates a statewide “2-2-2” program through the state legislature. To do this, Virginia would 
need to get legislators in its general assembly to pass legislation supporting the creation 
of this program. In terms of implementing the program, the State Council of Higher Edu-
cation for Virginia must work with the Virginia Community College System to jointly ad-
minister and coordinate it. Ideally, if the program is a success, the policy could be scaled 
up by creating a federal incentive grant program. The distribution of federal aid to states 
and universities would help defray the administrative costs of running these programs.8  
By improving the Virginia model and using it as a benchmark for success, states can save 
money while making education more affordable and accessible for all.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The “2-2-2” program integrates 

disparate segments of the Virginia 
model into one cohesive program.

•	 Students can seamlessly transi-
tion from high school to two years 
of community college and then to 
two years at a four-year university. 

•	 The program will encourage col-
lege enrollment among low-in-
come students by easing the tran-
sition between high school and 
college fiscally, administratively, 
and academically.
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p	Letter from New York City

The Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network was established in 2004 in response to 
the deep and pervasive sense that young people were overlooked in the policymaking 
process – that we could put boots on the ground and donate what little money we had 
to support leaders that promoted our progressive values, but our ideas, opinions, and 
priorities were not represented in our public discourse or electoral system. It was this 
realization and subsequent rejection of the status quo that led to the founding of what 
is now the nation’s largest student policy organization. 

That original purpose has endured as the Campus Network has grown to over 100 chap-
ters. Yet at a recent gathering, one of our top leaders noted that the challenges we face 
in the wake of the 2012 election are similar to the ones that first brought us together. We 
are increasingly powerful actors in our public debates, but despite the bold ideas and 
ambitious agendas we’ve envisioned, designed, supported, and fought for, we are still 
beholden to a political process more focused on scoring partisan points than moving our 
country forward. 

What emerged from that moment of collective reflection was the recognition of our 
unrealized potential as a movement. While our members’ student-generated ideas and 
solutions-oriented action have redefined youth participation in the political process, it 
will take constant renewal and commitment to fresh ideas, rigorous engagement, and 
long-term action to achieve what we know is possible. 

The 2013 10 Ideas series represents that ongoing effort to build the infrastructure, com-
munities, and platforms that will allow us to realize the vision that was first laid out in 
dorm rooms across the country eight years ago. This year, our premier journals repre-
sent unique ideas from 83 authors at 30 different schools. As they go to press, our mem-
bers are already translating those ideas into action by initiating petitions, collaborating 
with local partners and stakeholders, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

Last year, we proudly presented the 10 Ideas series as a powerful reminder that this gen-
eration is not only willing to build a better future, but has already begun. This year, we 
put these solutions forward to demonstrate that members of this generation are in it for 
the long haul as part of an initiative that is always growing, always evolving, and always 
looking toward the future in the pursuit of progress. 

Taylor Jo Isenberg
National Director
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



	
	                                 Welcome P

We are pleased to share the fifth edition of the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network’s 
flagship 10 Ideas series. These journals, encompassing the best student ideas from our 
six policy centers, are filled with game-changing public policy suggestions that we can 
and must implement now. 

We are in desperate need of these ideas. Rising healthcare costs, increasing inequality, 
global climate change, and a government that often seems unable or unwilling to ad-
dress the things that matter most are challenges that require the very best and the very 
brightest. 

At the same time, we are told that Millennials are checked out, have lost interest, and 
are waiting for someone else to solve our problems. These journals are an answer to that 
narrative, making the clear case that we are engaged and active citizens, putting forward 
ideas to change the problems we see in the world around us. We believe in the power of 
people working together to solve problems. 

Each year, the 10 Ideas journals provide a vision for change that addresses the needs 
of our neighborhoods, our cities, and our country. Working with community members, 
local nonprofits, professors, and lawmakers, these student authors have identified the 
policies that can make the most difference. Yet this journal represents just the tip of the 
iceberg, with many hours of organizing, researching, fundraising, and developing public 
campaigns hidden below the surface. 

This year’s Defense & Diplomacy journal reveals a real concern over our military tensions 
with China, and our students suggest several innovative ways to approach this potential 
hotbed. There is also a common theme of efficiency and improving the mechanisms 
through which defense and diplomacy function by tackling the ways we pay for and 
reward success within our systems. Finally, Millennials believe in the power of diplomacy 
and mediation in foreign conflict zones and are actively pursuing new pathways to peace.

Taken on its own, each idea is a simple solution. These journals and the 10 Ideas series 
taken together are a library of ideas that can help us build toward a more equal, acces-
sible, and community-minded world.

Join us in seeing these ideas realized. 

Alan Smith                                                                   Lydia Bowers
Program and Policy Director                                    Deputy Program and Policy Director   
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network                   Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network
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Reducing Veteran Unemployment: 
   American Heroes Education Institute

Mohammed A. Alam, The City College of New York 

The U.S Department of Veterans Affairs should engage in comprehensive career sup-
port for veterans by working with non-profit organizations and sponsoring an interac-
tive 15-week educational training program. 

Over 2.4 million veterans have returned to civilian life since 9/11.1 The national unemploy-
ment rate for post-9/11 veterans was 10 percent as of November 2012.2 While Veterans 
Affairs offers a program known as the Transition Assistance Program (TAP), roughly two-
thirds of veterans receive this assistance and less than half find it useful.3 TAP does not 
keep records of progress, and it provides general non-specific services, making it difficult 
for veterans to identify their individual skills. The roots of the problem lie in ineffective 
programs and poor use of resources. Veterans Affairs had a budget of $968 million in 
2012 for employment and rehabilitation services. Yet a large number of veterans are un-
able to translate their military skills into civilian jobs.4 This proposal would create a more 
structured and results-oriented program. 

Analysis
A 15-week program – undertaken upon com-
pletion of active duty – can reduce veteran 
unemployment. Veterans Affairs indicates 
that the G.I. Bill allocates approximately 
$18,000 per veteran.5 However, many do not 
claim these benefits.6 The 15-week “institute” 
could use a portion of the funding from veter-
ans entered into the program as educational 
expenses and would be able to track the 
progress of the assistance.7 Nearly 1.6 million 
veterans receive TAP benefits, which costs an 
annual $9 million. In addition to costing less, 
the institute will also provide a more effective 
and personalized program. It can deliver as-
sistance to the nearly 900,000 veterans that 
are still unemployed.8

The institute can be broken down into four parts. First, veterans will be assisted with a 
rehabilitation counselor to work one-on-one in transitioning back into civilian life. Sec-
ond, veterans will receive educational seminars, which will highlight different career 
choices and how to pursue a college degree. Third, veterans will receive training in pro-
fessional skills such as networking and writing a job application, resumes, and cover let-
ters. Fourth, veterans will learn how to take the skills and knowledge they gained through 
military service, determine their transferability, and match them to civilian jobs. Those 
with concentrated skills, for example a medic, will receive specialized career and educa-
tional assistance to convert them into civilian services.9

•	 Key Facts
•	 Among veterans ages 18 to 24, 

there is an unemployment rate of 
30.2 percent.

•	 Veterans are accustomed to the 
organization and structure of the 
military. However, no similar struc-
tures exist for veterans entering 
the workforce. This results in a 
lack of available support and cre-
ates serious obstacles when en-
tering the job market.12 
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Next Steps
The institute would be implemented by a 
partnership of government agencies, veteran 
agencies, and non-profit organizations. In ad-
dition to federal and non-profit resources, 
the Department of Labor issues grants for 
up to $1,250,000.10 It can then be housed in 
community centers, federal offices, and pub-
lic universities across the country. A program 
structure can be provided on the national 
level and administered by local efforts to address problems that are specific to each 
community. Toward the end of the institute, partner organizations can work together to 
set up and host career fairs across the country. Veterans can then use the skills and tools 
they have recently gained to find suitable employment.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The American Heroes Education 

Institute can begin the process 
of improving these problems with 
rehabilitation, transferability of 
skills, and employment. 
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Combined Task Force as a Catalyst for
   US-Chinese Cooperation 

Jon Buchleiter, University of North Carolina- Chapel Hill

Tensions are rising between the United States and China in the South China Sea. 
Creating a joint anti-piracy task force comprised of the U.S. Navy and the People’s Lib-
eration Army Navy vessels would alleviate tensions, strengthen ties, and help avoid 
strategic miscalculation.

Escalating tension between the U.S. and China compels a careful reexamination of U.S. 
policy in East Asia. Recent territorial disputes and rising piracy rates in the South China 
Sea demonstrate the need for more effective Chinese and U.S. maritime policy.1 This 
coming year offers a tremendous opportunity to negotiate with China under newly elect-
ed Xi Jinping, and maritime alliances should be one topic broached during these dis-
cussions. An anti-piracy taskforce would serve as a catalyst to further strengthen Sino-
American relations and would be more politically feasible than traditional alliances, as it 
is less formal and comprehensive.2

Analysis
President Obama’s strategic “pivot” has enhanced relations with East Asian partners, 
but it comes at a cost.3 Many Chinese defense analysts perceive it as an effort to contain 
China’s rise and U.S. statements to the contrary have not allayed Beijing’s fears.4 Mean-
ingful steps should be taken to improve relations, including an express willingness to 
cooperate on naval matters. In 2008, China joined international anti-piracy operations 
in the Gulf of Aden.5 This represents a break from its previous reluctance to become 
involved and provides an opportunity to expand naval cooperation.

The need for improved relations is clear: over one-third of international trade passes 
through here and “to the extent the world economy has a geographical center, it the 
South China Sea.”6 Unilateral anti-piracy operations are underway, yet sea lanes in the 
South China Sea remain among the world’s 
most dangerous.7

Maritime incidents, such as the collision be-
tween Soviet warships and the U.S.S. Walker, 
demonstrate how collisions may potentially 
spiral out of control.8 Naval communication 
can be challenging and high risks for miscom-
munication exist in areas of high maritime 
traffic such as the South China Sea. A com-
bined taskforce would help prevent miscalcu-
lations. 

The U.S. Navy already conducts patrols in the area, and this coalition would not increase 
costs. Because both navies would contribute vessels, the number of ships from the U.S. 
may actually shrink, thus reducing costs.

•	 Key Facts
•	 In monetary value, over one-third 

of world trade travels through the 
South China Sea and the Malacca 
Straits.12 

•	 The South China Sea has the sec-
ond highest rate of piracy in the 
world, with an average of over 70 
pirate attacks per year.13
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The force should have a parallel command structure to facilitate military-to-military com-
munication and simplify logistical integration between ships from different navies.9 Paral-
lel command is easier to accept politically and allows nations to opt out if goals diverge 
from their own.10 Many Chinese policymakers are wary of binding commitments because 
of other longstanding disagreements, so this force should remain rooted in responding 
to security threats affecting both states.11

Next Steps
Mobilizing support within different parts of the U.S. and Chinese governments is key. Dis-
cussing this task force in a summit between 
Mr. Jinping and President Obama would give 
it legitimacy and could exemplify efforts to 
improve military-to-military communication. 
The Obama administration should publicly 
present the idea to gauge popular support 
in both China and the U.S.

Securing military support should emphasize 
mutual benefits, which include increased 
safety for trade goods and reduced opera-
tional costs for both navies. Ultimately, this 
joint task force can serve as a model to fos-
ter increased cooperation and reduce ten-
sions between China, the U.S., and other 
Southeast Asian states.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Piracy in the South China Sea re-

mains a significant threat to mari-
time security.14

•	 China has recently demonstrated 
a willingness to cooperate in anti-
piracy operations.15 This policy 
would offer an opportunity to co-
operate and reduce costs without 
compromising on security.

•	 A joint task force is a first step to 
integrate China into security alli-
ances to help improve global sta-
bility. 
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Eliminating Sexual Assault in the United States
   Military Using Individualized Attention on Bases 

Sarah Estrela, Wheaton College  and  Liza Ponomarenko, McGill University

In the upcoming efforts to combat rape and sexual assault in the United States mili-
tary, a more personal and individualized connection between the Department of De-
fense and soldiers should be implemented to prevent future assaults. 

Since 2006, more than 95,000 service members have been sexually assaulted,1 though 
the Pentagon estimates that reported cases make up only 15 percent of sexual assault 
incidents.2 Although the Sexual Assault Prevention and Response Office (SAPRO) has 
responded to cases of sexual assault with awareness videos, leaflets, briefings, and post-
ers, these efforts have made no significant progress. Congress developed the Sexual 
Assault Training Oversight and Prevention (STOP) Act (H.R. 3435) that creates a new 
office within the Department of Defense composed of a majority of civilians who would 
deal directly with cases of sexual assault, as opposed to the previous method of remand-
ing cases to a soldier’s chain of command.3 This department is charged with developing 
programs to educate soldiers about sexual assault and rape, as well as realistic preven-
tative techniques.4 While this is an excellent first step, this program is so far removed 
from the soldiers it affects that it may not be 
effective enough to truly mobilize change. 
There should be a special point person (or a 
group of point persons) from this department 
that deals with specific problems unique to 
each military base or service academy. Dis-
solving SAPRO’s ineffective efforts, as well 
as the forthcoming drawback of troops in 
Afghanistan, will leave room in the defense 
budget to make this necessary change possi-
ble. Through detailed research, targeted pro-
grams and training, and the ability to respond 
rapidly in cases of sexual assault, positive 
changes can be made and sexual assault can 
be prevented and dealt with appropriately. 
These steps will lead to a culture of respect 
and will ultimately result in greater unit cohe-
sion, trust, and safety. 

Analysis
Designating a point person will give soldiers access to unbiased professionals trained in 
dealing with cases of sexual assault. Although the military has its own culture, subcul-
tures of toleration exist within many bases. A specialized professional, as opposed to a 
far removed bureau, can respond effectively and develop programs that can dissolve the 
tolerance of sexual assault. Because these individuals will be civilians separate from the 
Chain of Command, conflicts of interest will be virtually nonexistent. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 A woman serving in Iraq or Af-

ghanistan is more likely to be 
raped by a fellow service member 
than to be killed in the line of fire.5

•	 More than 86 percent of service 
members do not report their as-
sault, either out of fear of ruining 
their military careers or because 
the individual responsible for han-
dling these cases is either the ac-
cused or a friend of the accused.6

•	 Men are also victims. In 2010, 
nearly 50,000 male veterans 
screened positive for “military 
sexual trauma” at the US Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs.7
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Next Steps
The SAPRO should designate a group of pro-
fessionals to the bases or service academies 
that have prevalent and persistent problems 
with sexual assault to identify and solve prob-
lems. These bases should have more hands-
on and intensive training for soldiers and ca-
dets, rather than the usual briefing soldiers 
receive in Basic Training. While it cannot be 
said for sure whether or not this program will 
need to be a permanent fixture in the military, 
it will at least incorporate intolerance for sex-
ual assault into the values system the military 
holds deeply. 

In addition, to make this effort more unified 
across the armed forces, there should be 
an annual or bi-annual forum for victims and 
families, the professionals who work on these 
bases, and the Council and Office. Working with specific bases in this way and conduct-
ing an annual or bi-annual forum will hopefully eradicate the tolerance in military culture 
of sexual assault and rape and will make this issue one that can be spoken about openly 
and seriously.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Recently, Secretary of Defense 

Leon Panetta mandated that sex-
ual assault cases be dealt with at 
the colonel level and above. While 
this helps ensure that reports of 
sexual assault are not dismissed 
by the Chain of Command, it does 
not solve the problem of sexual 
assault occurring in the first place 
or of eradicating its tolerance.8

•	 Most sexual assault victims would 
feel most comfortable having their 
investigations conducted by pro-
fessionally trained civilians rather 
than by fellow service members.9  
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Adapting to China’s Rise as a Significant
   Naval Power 

Derrick Flakoll and Chang Sun, University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill 

To recognize the claims of all parties to disputes in the South China Sea and prevent 
an outbreak of conflict in the disputed areas, the United States should establish a 
code of conduct with ASEAN. 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and China have long contested each 
other’s territorial claims in the South China Sea. 
China claims to control a region of the sea far 
beyond the Exclusive Economic Zone it is enti-
tled to under the U.N. Law of the Sea.1 Recently, 
claims have come to a head as China has sabo-
taged efforts by the Philippines and Vietnam to 
search for oil and gas in these territories. Left 
unchecked, these disputes could potentially 
escalate into a broader regional conflict. It is in the U.S.’s best interest to take steps to-
wards averting a potential crisis, as it could disrupt American trade, valued at $1.2 trillion, 
currently passing through the South China Sea. Moreover, if the Philippines and China 
went to war over territorial conflicts, the Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951 between the U.S. 
and the Philippines would force the U.S. to either enter a destructive war with China 
or nullify the treaty and jeopardize its relationships with other regional allies. Because 
of these economic and political incentives, the U.S. should use its clout as the world’s 
preeminent naval power to negotiate a code of conduct that will govern interactions 
between the navies of the nations involved in the South China Sea dispute.

Analysis
If the U.S. could broker a deal between ASEAN and China that encompasses exclusive 
economic zones, oil exploration rights, and other related issues, it could ensure a more 
peaceful and stable future for the South China Sea area. A binding code of conduct 
agreed to by all parties would provide certainty that no nation would attack another’s 
assets, considerably reducing tensions between China and ASEAN. China has proven 
willing to engage in multilateral agreements in the past, so it could be expected to obey 
the rules of the code.2 This is particularly true if the U.S. agrees to accommodate China’s 
desire for influence in surrounding waters by conducting joint American-Chinese naval 
patrols. This would allow the Chinese to monitor their claimed waters, while the pres-
ence of American ships would assure U.S. allies like the Philippines that their own ter-
ritorial rights are being protected. Sharing naval patrol costs with China should also be 
an attractive proposition for the cash-strapped U.S. government. Nobody involved in 
this conflict wants to disrupt the $5.3 trillion worth of trade that flows annually through 
the South China Sea.3 In the end, the transaction costs of establishing a code of con-
duct would be far less than the costs incurred by further increases in military tensions. 
Such tensions would jeopardize the integrity of international shipping lanes in the South 
China Sea, which are pivotal for the region’s economic vitality.

•	 Key Facts
•	 $5.3 trillion worth of trade pass-

es through the South China Sea 
annually.4

•	 The Philippines reported 11 inci-
dents of harassment by China in 
2011.5
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Next Steps
The creation and implementation of a code of conduct for the South China Sea will be 
a slow and difficult process. Before anything else, the State Department should cre-
ate a prototypical “ideal” treaty that would represent the best policies for containing 
conflict in the region and serve as the model 
for the U.S. bargaining position. Meanwhile, 
the U.S. Navy should plan a joint patrol of the 
South China Sea with the Chinese Navy. This 
would require an understanding of the logis-
tics involved, the specifics of Chinese naval 
protocol, and training naval personnel to co-
operate with Chinese sailors. The diplomatic 
community should privately relay these ideas 
to U.S. allies in the region to be sure that they 
would support the deal. Once diplomats are 
sure that a code of conduct would be viable, 
they should announce a summit in which Chi-
na, ASEAN, and the U.S. would draw it up. The American diplomats at the conference 
should have clear priorities beforehand, including a list of policies that they would be 
willing to compromise on and policies that are nonnegotiable. If the conference suc-
ceeds, the next step would be ratification by the involved parties and implementation. 
The U.S. diplomatic community and the Obama administration should go to the media to 
publicize the benefits of the code and use this as leverage with the involved parties to 
make sure they sign and obey the code of conduct.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Disputes between China and ASE-

AN in the South China Sea could 
lead to war.

•	 War would jeopardize the econo-
mies of the South China Sea re-
gion and the U.S.

•	 A code of conduct would prohibit 
disputants from antagonizing each 
other.
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Empowering Women Entrepreneurs in
   the Middle East 

Amy Frieder, Cornell University 

A policy providing incentives for investing in companies run by Arab women in the 
Middle East would result in a more pluralistic Middle East and encourage new post-
Arab Spring democracies to develop. Aiding the economic growth of countries in the 
region would also improve U.S. foreign relations with Arab countries, and both sides 
would reap the benefits of an improved business relationship.

As a result of the Arab Spring, the people of Tuni-
sia, Egypt, and Libya democratically elected their 
leadership for the first time in recent history. As 
these newly elected regimes contemplate differ-
ent means of reform, we must encourage them to 
develop their democracies, and thus the degree of 
political rights and civil liberties in the region. “In-
ternational support is critical,” Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton remarked at the UN in September. 
It is in the U.S.’s interest to “help countries in tran-
sition find the right path forward.”1

A large discrepancy between the number of edu-
cated Arab women and the number Arab women in the workforce currently hampers the 
economy and political plurality of the countries in the region. In Qatar, for example, where 
women constitute 63% of the university population, they make up only 12% of the workforce 
and 7% of legislators, senior officials, and managers, according to CNN citing the UN Statis-
tics Division.2 Women participate in the economy informally through handicraft production, 
bread baking, “petty commodity trading, selling articles at weekly markets and acting as the 
middle-woman in transporting goods between rural and urban areas.”5 An increase in female 
labor participation rates in accordance with education levels in the Middle East could raise 
household earnings by 25% and allow per capita GDP rates to reach their full potential.12

Most of the U.S. government funding from the Overseas Private Investment Corporation is 
not located in Arab countries experiencing a post-revolution transition. The National Endow-
ment for Democracy, however, has given grants to organizations in Arab transitional democ-
racies, and several have been beneficial to women. They include an association for women’s 
political participation in Tunisia, a feminist studies center in Egypt, and a women’s rights ad-
vocacy campaign in Iraq.7 Women, according to The Economist, are the world’s most under-
utilized resource,14 and an increase in women’s participation in the workforce would simulta-
neously further advance equal gender rights and support economic development.

Analysis
President Obama’s FY 2013 budget includes funding that “responds to the Arab Spring by 
supporting the aspirations of people in the Middle East and North Africa, with more than 
$800 million to assist countries in transition and create incentives for long-term economic, 
political, and trade reforms.”8 This spending, the OMB report states, fosters “stability around 
the world to protect our national security,” and supports economic growth both abroad and 
domestically, opening new markets for U.S. businesses and increasing trade.8 If the U.S. were 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Research has shown that eco-

nomic empowerment is one 
of the most important inter-
ventions to improve women’s 
rights.3 This is exemplified in 
Saudi Arabia, where women’s 
economic advancement has led 
to a moderate winding back of 
restrictions on women.4
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to allocate some of this funding to encourage investment in businesses run by Arab women, 
it would help offset the damage inflicted by oil booms on women’s advancement in the region. 
Indeed, studies have shown that “when a 
nation’s oil profits soar, the number of wom-
en in the workforce invariably declines the 
next year.”9 This has profound consequenc-
es on women’s political engagement, as 
“leaving home and entering the workplace 
produces greater political awareness and 
participation among women” as well as a 
force to fight patriarchal norms and restric-
tions on women’s rights that limit develop-
ing democracies.9

Next Steps
A policy incentivizing investment in compa-
nies run by Arab women - supplemented 
by increased funding from the National 
Endowment for Democracy and expanded 
OPIC projects in post-Arab Spring coun-
tries - would encourage democracy devel-
opment and “help solve critical world chal-
lenges and in doing so, advance U.S. foreign policy.”6  OPIC should expand its projects to 
include nations with new democracies - and perhaps refer to the US government’s Millennium 
Challenge Corporation’s indicators tracking countries’ social and economic progress.13 These 
women-run, eligible businesses would be obligated to employ a high percentage of other 
Arab women and, in doing so, be dedicated to furthering women’s political rights and civil 
liberties.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The free trade agreement with Mo-

rocco is expected to “increase US 
economic activity by $178 million an-
nually”.10

•	 Muhammad Yunus and Grameen Bank 
won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006 for 
their work in micro-credit, giving loans 
to poor people in Bangladesh that al-
lowed them to work to bring about 
their own development. “Micro-credit 
has proven to be an important liber-
ating force in societies where women 
in particular have to struggle against 
repressive social and economic condi-
tions,” according to the Nobel Peace 
Prize press release.11
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The United States: The Arsenal of Peacekeeping
Daniel Irvin, University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill

To make peacekeeping more effective, the United Nations, with funding from the U.S., 
should increase reimbursement payments. This would encourage peacekeeping and 
improve the quality of peacekeepers. 

U.N. peacekeepers have a long and controversial history, with successes as well as fail-
ures. In Professor Virginia Page Fortna’s study, “Does Peacekeeping Work?,” she con-
cludes that peacekeeping has been mostly successful.1 Currently, the $7.23 billion2 U.N. 
peacekeeping budget is not enough to effectively cover all of its obligations. One aspect 
of the budget in need of more funding is the compensation to countries that volunteer 
soldiers. Nations that volunteer soldiers receive $1,028 per soldier.3 As many of the na-
tions that provide peacekeeping (India, Bangladesh, Nigeria etc.4) become wealthier—
and their militaries become more expensive and sophisticated—the $1,028 reimburse-
ment will become less attractive. This means that the burden of peacekeeping will fall 
upon even poorer states. These states’ militaries are less well equipped and trained, and 
the performance of peacekeeping missions will reflect that. Increasing the reimburse-
ments would encourage middle-income nations to contribute their soldiers. With higher 
quality soldiers, U.N. peacekeeping missions would be much more effective. 

Analysis
Increasing the reimbursement by 20 percent, 
to $1,233, would cost $205 per soldier. With 
97,199 soldiers and policemen currently in the 
field,5 this would cause reimbursement costs 
to go from $100 million to $120 million. In the 
current climate of international concern about 
deficits, it may seem wasteful to increase fund-
ing to the U.N. However, compared to the $3.7 
trillion6 cost of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
peacekeeping operations are cheap. Aside 
from humanitarian benefits, like preventing the 
deaths of civilians and avoiding the lawless-
ness that arises in war-torn areas, investing in 
peacekeeping will yield returns in the long run. 
One study found that spending $100 million on 
a peacekeeping initiative reduces the risk of conflict from 38 percent to 16.5 percent.7  

Given that each percentage point of risk is worth about $2.5 billion to the world,8 a $100 
million peacekeeping operation would have a payoff of $53.75 billion. If this $20 million 
investment leads to just a few more peaceful nations, future trade relationships alone 
would pay back that investment. For example, in 2001, the final year of the Sierra Leone 
Civil War, American exports to Sierra Leone totaled $27.8 million. Eleven years of peace 
later, American exports were worth $96 million.9 A more successful peacekeeping regime 
would aid in the transition from a unilateral strategy in international affairs to a more 
multilateral one, in which international conflicts would be solved through multilateral 
institutions. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Third-party peacekeeping has 

proven to be a cost-effective 
way to bring peace to states 
around the world. 

•	 If the reimbursement rate for 
states that provide U.N. peace-
keepers does not increase, 
there is a danger that they will 
stop providing troops.

•	 A $100 million investment in 
peacekeeping can save the 
world $53.75 billion.
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Next Steps
The U.S. should increase its funding allot-
ment to U.N. peacekeeping at the next op-
portunity. It should ensure that these new 
funds go to the reimbursement of nations 
providing peacekeepers. One impediment 
to implementing this policy is the perceived 
reluctance to act through and fund the Unit-
ed Nations. In the U.S., traditionally seen 
as the most unilateral Western nation, one 
poll found that 86 percent of the popula-
tion support the U.S. having an active role in 
the organization, with 64 percent saying the 
U.S. should pay its dues fully and on time.10 

Currently, the United States provides 27 
percent of the U.N. peacekeeping budget.11  

This may seem costly, but this $1.95 billion in-
vestment is approximately 474 times smaller 
than the U.S. defense budget.12 Additionally, 
from a fiscal perspective, investing in peacekeeping is a short -term cost that will pay off 
in the long run. Every $1 million invested pays back $538 million. Citizens may at first be 
suspicious of spending more money on other countries, but this policy can be framed as 
a short-term cost that will have long-term societal and economic benefits.
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mentspending.com/defense_budget_2012_3.html

•	 Talking Points
•	 Peacekeeping has been successful 

at bringing peace, which brings eco-
nomic development. The U.S. gains 
from economic development in all 
parts of the world, as every nation 
is a potential trade partner.

•	 Peacekeeping is more success-
ful when there are better trained 
troops serving. To raise the incen-
tives for wealthier nations to con-
tribute troops, the reimbursement 
rate should be raised.

•	 The cost of this raise is far out-
weighed by the economic benefits 
from trade and stability.
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A Child’s War: Settler Violence in the West Bank 
Hanna Madsen, University of Delaware

Community Dispute Resolution Centers created by community leaders in the West 
Bank will not only create a culture of collaboration, but will ultimately decrease set-
tler violence.

Contemporary settler violence is a deliber-
ate campaign by a committed core of young 
settlers targeting communities where Pal-
estinian youth are the majority. It is, indeed, 
a child’s war. Hilltop Youth use a strategy 
called “price tag” that involves grass roots re-
taliation against efforts challenging the settle-
ment enterprise. A loosely organized group of 
young settlers, their efforts include blocking 
traffic, setting fields on fire, throwing rocks, 
and other acts of small-scale violence against 
local Palestinians and members of the Israeli 
security forces. In February 2012, a mosque 
was attacked, prayer mats were burnt, insults 
sprayed and war declared on the walls of a 
Palestinian village called Burka in what is con-
sidered one of the most ‘provocative’ acts of 
violence in Israel this year. The youth are often 
noted for establishing illegal outposts outside 
existing settlements and are protected by the 
Israeli military due to their Israeli citizenship.

Political and security officials pledged to implement several measures to curb and pun-
ish these violent attacks. However, Israeli security services have generally maintained 
their lax movement and access policies in the West Bank despite this “homegrown 
terror”.

As the occupying power, the Israeli military maintains public order and protects the 
safety of Palestinian residents in sectors B and C.  In a ruling regarding the security 
forces’ duty to enable the olive harvest to be carried out undisturbed, B’Tselem (2012) 
quotes the Supreme Court ruling which maintains that the military must “allocate forces 
to protect the property of the Palestinian residents.” Yet while Israeli military forces are 
required by law to protect both Palestinian and Israeli residents of the West Bank in 
sectors B and C, the current system of jurisprudence fails to create a mutual sense of 
security and cooperation.

Analysis
Research from UNDP Ghana, UNDP Nepal, and USAID indicates that local mediation ef-
fectively cultivates peace in post-conflict regions. There have been numerous mediation 
initiatives in post-conflict countries including Guyana, Kenya, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and 
Timor Leste. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Extremist settlers launched al-

most 300 attacks on Palestin-
ian property in 2011 alone, which 
resulted in over 100 Palestinian 
casualties and caused extensive 
property damage for Palestinian 
farmers, who lost approximately 
10,000 trees.

•	 Settler attacks on Palestinian resi-
dents tripled between 2009 and 
2011.

•	 Rule of law has proven to be inef-
fective in resolving the ongoing 
violence in the West Bank. Of the 
documented investigations con-
cerning crimes against Palestin-
ians, 87% of assault offenses and 
92% of the criminal trespass cases 
were closed without indictments 
being filed against suspects.
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There are many advantages to using me-
diation as it is a non-adversarial process 
with low bureaucratic costs and an assur-
ance of neutrality. But more importantly, 
mediation provides disputants an op-
portunity to find solutions to their own 
conflicts. The process therefore ensures 
acceptance of the outcome by both par-
ties and subsequently a framework for 
sustainable peace.

In lieu of hybrid jurisprudence, the Cen-
tral Command should establish local 
Community Dispute Resolution Centers 
to mediate disputes between settlers and 
Palestinians. By acting in partnership with 
the Hilltop Youth, YESHA Council, the 
Palestinian Authority, Palestinian commu-
nity leaders, and the UN, mutual invest-
ment will be ensured. 

The initiation and maintenance of any 
project between these historically con-
tentious interest groups is not an easy 
task. Equitable terms concerning munici-
pal level issues create a localized perspective that breaks down the larger conflict into 
smaller aggressions affecting everyday life. Opposition to dialogue is inevitable yet man-
ageable if mutual respect and investment are achieved. 

CDRC’s will not address the macro conflict but rather the micro cases of aggression on 
both sides through neutral mediation. The UN will temporarily hire, train, and evaluate 
mediators from both Israeli settler and Palestinian communities in accordance with inter-
national standards and strategies to ensure this neutrality.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Both B’Tselem and Shin Bet warn that 

contemporary settler violence is a 
deliberate campaign by a committed 
core of youth settlers targeting com-
munities where Palestinian youth are 
the majority.

•	 The current policy of non-action will 
foster a radicalized generation that 
could undermine West Bank peace 
and create a secondary front of re-
sistance, further threatening Israeli 
security.

•	 While CDRCs will not address the 
macro conflict, responding to cases 
of micro aggression de-escalate con-
temporary tensions and re-define “the 
other” as human.

•	 The careful integration of key commu-
nity leaders from all sides in the con-
struction of CDRCs creates a sense 
mutual investment and legitimacy for 
future CDRC efforts but creates a 
counter history of cooperation.
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More Effective and Efficient Officers
Graham Palmer, University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill

The U.S. Military should modify its “up or out” promotion system in order to encourage 
officers to either leave the service early or stay for their entire careers.

The current promotion system in the military, codified in the Defense Officer Personnel 
Management Act (DOPMA) of 1980, is organized around the principle of “up or out.” 
After a certain number of years, officers are eligible for promotion to the next grade level 
of ranks.1 After the military passes them over for selection twice (once at higher levels), 
officers are required to leave the service.2 This system has become outdated and costly. 
Most officers who are forced out by this system still receive generous pension benefits, 
and with pension costs currently consuming 20 percent of the defense budget, reducing 
them would allow for reductions in defense spending without any damage to America’s 
military capability.3 By changing the promotion system for the armed services, savings 
can be realized while simultaneously improving the quality of American military officers. 

Analysis
Promotion currently becomes less likely at 
higher ranks, just as officers reach middle age 
and are most financially vulnerable.4 This has 
led many officers to leave for more secure jobs 
in the private sector.5 Many of these officers 
leave after 20 years of service or more, mean-
ing they receive benefits under the military’s 
pension plans. As a result, the military spends 
over $100 billion a year on retirement pay, and 
spending is projected to double by 2034.6 Much 
of this money is paid to officers who retire in 
middle age when they could still serve for up 
to 20 more years.7 Many military thinkers have 
also come to believe that the current promotion structure contributes to what Thomas 
Ricks has called a “culture of mediocrity” within America’s officer corps.8 Officers are 
encouraged to strive for a “risk-averse middle” instead of showing initiative so that they 
are not forced out.9

The “up or out” system should be adjusted so that fewer officers stay through their first 
few years of service. Higher ranking officers should have higher promotion rates and 
longer promotion periods. Under this system, the military can both save money and in-
crease the quality of its officer corps. The savings from implementing this system have 
been estimated at $100 billion over the next decade.10 Although private sector jobs offer 
better pay on average, job security is a major factor that drives successful officers to 
leave the military.11 This system would increase job security, making the military a better 
long-term option and causing fewer officers to leave in the prime of their careers. Ad-
ditionally, longer promotion periods would make senior officers more experienced and 
thus more effective. 

•	 Key Facts
•	 The U.S. military spends over 

$100 billion a year in retirement 
pay.12

•	 Military spending represents 58 
percent of federal discretionary 
spending.13 

•	 Changing the military promo-
tion system could save $100 bil-
lion over the next 10 years.14
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Next Steps
Military leaders may claim that this policy 
would be unfair to soldiers who have made 
sacrifices for their country. It should be em-
phasized, then, that this policy would only 
change the promotion system and those who 
choose to leave after 20 years would still re-
ceive pensions. This policy would benefit the 
military by freeing up money for other uses 
and making the officer corps more effective. 
Given that this policy would strengthen our 
military while saving money, both parties 
should support this policy. 
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The current military promotion 

system provides incentives for of-
ficers to stay until middle age and 
then leave to collect a pension 
and work in the private sector.

•	 There is a glut of middle-ranking 
officers and a promotion system 
that encourages early retirement.

•	 Changing the system would create 
a more effective officer corps and 
save taxpayers money.
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Training 21st Century Leaders to Handle
   21st Century Global Governance

Nehemiah Rolle, Wake Forest University
Contributing Researchers: Hayden Abene, Julian Gilyard, Brian Hart,
Matt Jeanneret, Caleb Marley, and Zachary Thomas

We should hold an annual summit for college students from pivotal states to foster 
focused student engagement and improve bilateral relations in the changing 21st cen-
tury global landscape.

From the unprecedented youth uprisings that 
characterized the Arab Spring to the assertive 
political pronouncements of a Russian rock 
band, youth political engagement is proliferat-
ing around the world. Nearly half of the world’s 
population is under 25,1 but the potential of this 
immense demographic is not fully utilized in 
current global policy discussions. The world’s 
leading economies, the G8 and G20, created a 
conference to foster these kinds of discussions 
among the youth of participating countries. 
While participating in the Youth G8 and G20 
summits could increase the power of their voic-
es, these forums are ill equipped to deal with 
the specific challenges of 21st century global 
governance, such as the role of social media in 
diplomacy and changing global power centers.

Analysis
A summit could be hosted by the U.S. State Department’s American Council on Young 
Political Leaders (ACYPL) in tandem with the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to bring a wider array of actors than the traditional 
hierarchy into the process. Using the 10 Ideas framework to shape this constructive dia-
logue, the summit would result in effective policy solutions that could increase the voices 
of a marginalized global youth population without resorting to extreme measures. In ad-
dition, the relationships made during this summit could lay the groundwork for improv-
ing or establishing relations with pivotal actors by focusing on common problems rather 
than national interests.

The exclusivity of the Youth G8 and G20 summits has led other influential actors to 
feel marginalized. The proposed summit avoids this problem by including Egypt, Iran, 
Turkey, Russia, and Brazil in its first round of attendees. Inclusion is not based solely on 
economic prosperity, but rather on other influential features, such as Brazil’s strength in 
the energy sector2 and Turkey’s increasing geopolitical importance.3 Egypt and Iran are 
not members of the Youth G8 and G20 conferences, yet their influence is evident. If this 
first summit is successful, it could include other actors in the future, such as Sweden and 
Finland in particular. Both countries are leaders in a region that consistently receives 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Currently, 3 billion people 

(nearly half of the world’s popu-
lation) are under 25, yet policy 
discussions to address global is-
sues often exclude their voices. 

•	 The composition of the Youth 
G8 and G20 does not include 
pivotal, emerging actors or oth-
er significant members of the 
global community. This reflects 
its focus on building entrepre-
neurial relations rather than 
versatile diplomatic channels.
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high ratings in education, healthcare, and environmental consciousness on The Better 
Life Index published by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.4

The partnership between AYCPL and UNES-
CO is beneficial for both parties, improving 
relations between the U.S. and UNESCO, 
which declined in 2011 over disagreement on 
Palestinian statehood5. Since then, UNES-
CO’s budget has suffered, causing the organi-
zation to reduce personnel and restrict its op-
erations. Working on this joint project could 
pave the way for provisional funding. Improv-
ing relations with UNESCO would improve 
the international community’s perception of 
the U.S.

Next Steps
Support from the ACYPL and UNESCO al-
leviates much of the financial burden from 
attendees. If the summit is effective, donors 
(such as influential think tanks and media 
groups) could provide additional funding. The 
delegates for this summit would be chosen 
with help from the International Institute for Higher Education. The host, who would 
provide housing, would rotate in to dispel fears of one voice dominating the conference. 
This rotation also ensures that one country does not have to continuously provide hous-
ing. Featuring a live Twitter feed, the program would culminate in a multimedia presenta-
tion via live stream, increasing the summit’s audience, scope, and efficacy.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Youth participation could reduce 

the likelihood that young people 
will resort to violent forms of po-
litical participation such as terror-
ist activity.

•	 Connections made could lay 
groundwork for increased mul-
tilateralism in American foreign 
policy without being intervention-
ist or overtly reactive.

•	 As students learn more about is-
sues of governance, their knowl-
edge of their government will in-
crease, mitigating the decline of 
civic education in the American 
K-12 educational system.
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Redefining What it Means to be a “Refugee” 
Ariel Smilowitz, Cornell University

In order to better alleviate refugee crises around the world, the UNHCR Statute and 
1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees should redefine the term “refugee” 
to include contemporary trends of forced displacement.

In 1950, following World War II, the U.N. General Assembly created the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in order to protect refugees and alleviate 
their plight.1 The creation of the UNCHR coincided with the 1951 Convention Relating 
to the Status of Refugees, as well as a Statute that defines a “refugee” as someone who, 
due to their fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, or politi-
cal opinion, is unable or unwilling to return to his country of residence. In addition, the 
statute specifies a refugee as a victim of the events that occurred before January 1, 1951.2 

As the decades have progressed since the 
UNCHR and Statute were created, states 
around the world have come to see refugees 
and their prolonged presence as a security 
concern and a threat to social cohesion and 
national identity, as well as a burden on local 
and national economies.3 Thus, the purpose 
of the UNHCR and Statute is to work with 
states to ensure that these people receive 
protection from persecution, reintegration 
within their original country or integration 
within a new country, or humanitarian aid so 
that global refugee crises are effectively miti-
gated.

Over the years, the UNHCR has had to work 
around its limited mandate in order to navi-
gate the changing political environment. For the past 60 years, the global refugee regime 
has revolved around agreements and definitions that are obsolete, especially after the 
end of the Cold War. As a result the UNHCR is in a constant state of adaptation and ex-
pansion of both its core mandate and the scope of its work in order to achieve its goals 
within the context of a changing political landscape and changing dynamics of forced 
displacement.4

Analysis
Since the end of the Cold War, the nature of forced displacement has changed, inter-
twining with wider trends in world politics that include climate change, international mi-
gration, urbanization, food insecurity, state fragility, and terrorism.5 Furthermore, only 
about 10 million of the 47 million people who have been forcibly displaced worldwide 
receive aid from the UNCHR.6 Thus, rather than force the UNHCR to work within an 
archaic framework, the UNHCR Statute and 1951 Convention should be updated to rede-
fine what it means to be a “refugee” in the post-Cold War and post-9/11 world, so that the 

•	 Key Facts
•	 The UNHCR was established fol-

lowing the events of WWII and its 
statute reflects the political envi-
ronment of the time period. 

•	 Along with the 1951 convention, 
a specific definition for the term 
“refugee” was laid out, including 
people who are persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, national-
ity or political opinion.

•	 In the post-Cold War and post-
9/11 periods, new trends of forced 
displacement have gradually 
emerged.
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UNCHR and states around the world can legitimately provide protection, aid, integra-
tion, reintegration, and other durable solutions to several million of the world’s forcibly 
displaced population.

Next Steps
The UNHCR should update its Statute and 
1951 Convention and in its new definition of 
the term “refugee” include people who not 
only have a fear of persecution due to race, 
religion, nationality or political opinion but 
also people who have been displaced due to 
trends like climate change, international mi-
gration, urbanization, food insecurity, state 
fragility, and terrorism. With this change, the 
current global refugee regime will reshape 
itself within a contemporary context of politi-
cal and international affairs and will ultimately 
maximize the alleviation of contemporary ref-
ugee crises around the world.

Endnotes
1. Alexander Betts, Gil Loescher, and James Milner, UNHCR: The Politics and Practice of Refugee Protec-
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4. Ibid.
5. Ibid, 133.
6. Ibid, 1.

•	 Talking Points
•	 The UNHCR continually has to 

work within the limited scope of 
its 60-year-old statute in order 
to effectively alleviate contempo-
rary refugee crises.

•	 At the beginning of 2011, the UN-
HCR estimated that there were 
43.7 million forcibly displaced 
people worldwide and among this 
number only 10.55 million refu-
gees were under the office’s care.
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p	Letter from New York City

The Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network was established in 2004 in response to 
the deep and pervasive sense that young people were overlooked in the policymaking 
process – that we could put boots on the ground and donate what little money we had 
to support leaders that promoted our progressive values, but our ideas, opinions, and 
priorities were not represented in our public discourse or electoral system. It was this 
realization and subsequent rejection of the status quo that led to the founding of what 
is now the nation’s largest student policy organization. 

That original purpose has endured as the Campus Network has grown to over 100 chap-
ters. Yet at a recent gathering, one of our top leaders noted that the challenges we face 
in the wake of the 2012 election are similar to the ones that first brought us together. We 
are increasingly powerful actors in our public debates, but despite the bold ideas and 
ambitious agendas we’ve envisioned, designed, supported, and fought for, we are still 
beholden to a political process more focused on scoring partisan points than moving our 
country forward. 

What emerged from that moment of collective reflection was the recognition of our 
unrealized potential as a movement. While our members’ student-generated ideas and 
solutions-oriented action have redefined youth participation in the political process, it 
will take constant renewal and commitment to fresh ideas, rigorous engagement, and 
long-term action to achieve what we know is possible. 

The 2013 10 Ideas series represents that ongoing effort to build the infrastructure, com-
munities, and platforms that will allow us to realize the vision that was first laid out in 
dorm rooms across the country eight years ago. This year, our premier journals repre-
sent unique ideas from 83 authors at 30 different schools. As they go to press, our mem-
bers are already translating those ideas into action by initiating petitions, collaborating 
with local partners and stakeholders, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

Last year, we proudly presented the 10 Ideas series as a powerful reminder that this gen-
eration is not only willing to build a better future, but has already begun. This year, we 
put these solutions forward to demonstrate that members of this generation are in it for 
the long haul as part of an initiative that is always growing, always evolving, and always 
looking toward the future in the pursuit of progress. 

Taylor Jo Isenberg
National Director
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



	
	                                 Welcome P

We are pleased to share the fifth edition of the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network’s 
flagship 10 Ideas series. These journals, encompassing the best student ideas from our 
six policy centers, are filled with game-changing public policy suggestions that we can 
and must implement now. 

We are in desperate need of these ideas. Rising healthcare costs, increasing inequality, 
global climate change, and a government that often seems unable or unwilling to ad-
dress the things that matter most are challenges that require the very best and the very 
brightest. 

At the same time, we are told that Millennials are checked out, have lost interest, and 
are waiting for someone else to solve our problems. These journals are an answer to that 
narrative, making the clear case that we are engaged and active citizens, putting forward 
ideas to change the problems we see in the world around us. We believe in the power of 
people working together to solve problems. 

Each year, the 10 Ideas journals provide a vision for change that addresses the needs 
of our neighborhoods, our cities, and our country. Working with community members, 
local nonprofits, professors, and lawmakers, these student authors have identified the 
policies that can make the most difference. Yet this journal represents just the tip of the 
iceberg, with many hours of organizing, researching, fundraising, and developing public 
campaigns hidden below the surface. 

This year’s Energy and Environment journal shows a focus on local engagement, reflect-
ing a desire to move past a national dialogue that seems to have stalled. The Millennial 
generation isn’t waiting for national legislation, instead engaging on a city or even col-
legiate level. Using their ideas to empower local communities to make change now, this 
journal looks to put the seemingly insurmountable issue of global climate change back 
in the hands of people who can act now.

Taken on its own, each idea is a simple solution. These journals and the 10 Ideas series 
taken together are a library of ideas that can help us build toward a more equal, acces-
sible, and community-minded world.

Join us in seeing these ideas realized. 

Alan Smith                                                                   Lydia Bowers
Program and Policy Director                                    Deputy Program and Policy Director   
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network                   Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network
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Time for Congress to Repeal
   the Halliburton Loophole

Stewart Boss, University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill

Repealing the “Halliburton loophole” that exempts the hydraulic fracturing (“frack-
ing”) industry from compliance with the Safe Drinking Water Act will reduce the envi-
ronmental and public health threat of water contamination.

A 2004 draft study on fracking by the U.S. En-
vironmental Protection Agency (EPA) raised 
early concerns about dangerous levels of con-
taminants in fracking fluids and possible aqui-
fer contamination, but the final report was al-
tered due to industry and political pressure.1 In 
2005, Congress and President George W. Bush 
passed the Energy Policy Act, which largely ex-
empted the fracking industry from regulation 
by the EPA’s Underground Injection Control 
program under the Safe Drinking Water Act 
(SDWA).2

Congressional Democrats have increasingly 
embraced the need for strong federal regulation of fracking operations. Rep. Diana De-
Gette (D-Co.) and Sen. Bob Casey (D-Pa.) sponsored the Fracturing Responsibility and 
Awareness of Chemicals (FRAC) Act of 2011, which would remove the fracking exemp-
tion to the SDWA and give the EPA authority to regulate the injection of fracking fluids.3 

Although the bill attracted more than 80 Senate and House co-sponsors, it was stalled in 
committee and failed to attract significant Republican support.

Analysis
Concerns about water contamination have resulted in vocal opposition to the explosion—
and lack of regulation—of fracking. Researchers at Duke University found that methane 
levels in drinking-water wells within a kilometer of active fracking sites in Pennsylvania 
and New York were, on average, 17 times higher than in wells farther away.4 The Interna-
tional Energy Agency (IEA) reports that enacting strict environmental rules would only 
increase natural gas production costs by an estimated 7 percent.5 Accepting this small 
increase in cost could assuage public concerns about the negative impacts of fracking. 

Despite a barrage of advertising promoting natural gas, a December 2012 Bloomberg 
National Poll found that 66 percent of Americans support more rules for and govern-
ment oversight of fracking.6 The IEA warned that voters could increasingly turn against 
the fracking industry if its environmental and public health problems are not addressed.

But the EPA has already faced strong criticism from the oil and gas industry for using its 
remaining SDWA authority to move forward with regulations for fracking involving diesel 
fuels.7 Industry groups like America’s Natural Gas Alliance oppose the FRAC Act and 
other federal regulations. Changing the SDWA fracking exemption will require overcom-

•	 Key Facts
•	 Methane levels in drinking-water 

wells within a kilometer of active 
fracking sites were found to be, 
on average, 17 times higher than 
in wells farther away.

•	 Enacting strict environmental 
rules would only increase natu-
ral gas production costs by an 
estimated 7 percent.

•	 66 percent of Americans sup-
port more regulation of fracking.
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ing the political influence of the oil and gas industry, which spent nearly $150 million on 
lobbying in 2011 and gave more than $63 million in campaign contributions in the 2012 
election cycle.8

Next Steps
Environmental and public health nonprofit 
groups should make it a top legislative pri-
ority for the 113th Congress to pass a bill 
that removes the Safe Drinking Water Act 
exemption for fracking. State government 
leaders who want strong fracking rules 
should also advocate for the federal govern-
ment to address this issue. This will require 
building bipartisan support and launching a 
sustained public relations effort explaining 
why the risks of fracking do not merit a reg-
ulatory exemption. To build momentum for 
this legislation, President Barack Obama 
and his Cabinet should begin promoting 
a national dialogue about how to address 
growing concerns about the environmental, 
public health, and climate impacts of the 
shale gas revolution.

Research continues to show that switching from burning coal to natural gas does not 
have a meaningful impact on climate change.9 Natural gas, which is still a fossil fuel, 
should replace existing coal use, but not at the expense of the deployment of clean 
renewable energy technologies. Protecting water supplies should be part of a broader 
effort to ensure that the fracking industry is required to fully absorb the direct and indi-
rect costs of production.

Endnotes
1.  Ian Urbina. “Pressure Limits Efforts to Police Drilling for Gas.”  The New York Times. March 3, 2011. Accessed Dec. 6, 2012. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/04/us/04gas.html 
2. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. “Regulation of Hydraulic Fracturing Under the Safe Drinking Water Act.” May 4, 2012. 

Accessed Dec. 6, 2012. http://water.epa.gov/type/groundwater/uic/class2/hydraulicfracturing/wells_hydroreg.cfm 
3. “Bill Text: H.R.1084 -- FRAC Act of 2011.” The Library of Congress. Accessed Dec. 6, 2012.
    http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c112:H.R.1084: 
4. Stephen G. Osborn, et al. “Methane contamination of drinking water accompanying gas-well drilling and hydraulic fracturing.”
    Early Edition of the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. May 9, 2011.
    http://www.nicholas.duke.edu/hydrofracking/Osborn%20et%20al%20%20Hydrofracking%202011.pdf 
5. International Energy Agency. “Golden Rules for a Golden Age of Gas.” World Energy Outlook. May 29, 2012. http://www.

worldenergyoutlook.org/media/weowebsite/2012/goldenrules/WEO2012_GoldenRulesReport.pdf 
6. Mark Drajem. “Tougher Fracking Regulations Backed by 66%, Poll Shows.” Bloomberg Businessweek. Dec. 13, 2012. Accessed 

Jan. 13, 2012. http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-12-14/tougher-fracking-regulations-backed-by-66-poll-shows.html 
7. Mark Drajem. “EPA Shrinking ‘Halliburton Loophole’ Threatens Obama Gas Pledge.” Bloomberg. Feb. 1, 2012. Accessed Dec. 6, 

2012. http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-02-01/epa-shrinking-halliburton-loophole-threatens-obama-gas-pledge.html 
8. “Oil & Gas.” OpenSecrets.org. Accessed Dec. 6, 2012. http://www.opensecrets.org/industries/indus.php?cycle=2012&ind=E01 
9. Ramon A. Alvarez, et al. “Greater focus needed on methane leakage from natural gas infrastructure.” Proceedings of the Na-

tional Academy of Sciences. April 9, 2012. http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2012/04/02/1202407109.full.pdf+html

•	 Talking Points
•	 Fracking enabled domestic uncon-

ventional shale gas to expand from 
1 percent of the U.S. natural gas sup-
ply to over 20 percent in the decade 
2000-2010. 

•	 Scientific evidence indicates frack-
ing can contaminate nearby ground-
water and drinking water supplies 
with methane and dangerous frack-
ing chemicals.

•	 Because of its negligible impact in 
lessening climate change, natural gas 
production replacing coal use should 
not be treated as a substitute for re-
newable energy production.
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Renewable Energy Credits for
   Sustainable Growth 

Billy Daly, Goucher College

New Jersey’s current alternative energy policy disrupts the flow of capital between 
stakeholders, thereby undermining investment in renewable energy. By reversing this 
trend and realigning incentives, a new system can promote sustainable growth in the 
green energy sector.

In recent years, the balance between stakeholders in the New Jersey electricity market 
(consumers, utilities, generators, and government)1 has been disrupted by two legislative 
measures: Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS) and Solar Renewable Energy Certifi-
cates (SRECs).  RPS, adopted in 1999, requires utility companies to obtain a percentage 
of the electricity they sell from solar power.2 In order to promote New Jersey’s solar 
industry, the government created SRECs—certificates issued to solar panel installers 
as they generate electricity, then sold on an open market to utilities that need to ful-
fill the solar portion of their RPS.3. These policies have produced several unintended 
consequences, including deflation of SREC prices and speculation in the solar market. 
To counter these effects, the government passed Bill S1925 to raise the solar-derived 
percentage of the RPS,4 limit supply of solar power, and tighten restrictions on existing 
SREC-eligible installations.5

Analysis
The government must realign the incentives of 
the renewable energy market in two ways so 
market forces can regulate themselves.

First, the government should stop issuing post-
installation energy certificates to producers 
and start selling ex-ante electricity credits to 
consumers, thereby accomplishing three things: 
turning RECs into a tangible commodity (elec-
tricity bought in advance); shifting demand for 
this commodity to the consumer, thereby en-
suring it is sustained without legislative sup-
port; and freeing up capital for the expansion 
of electricity-generating capacity to meet the 
added demand.  

Second, the government must reallocate this 
capital as a loan to generators to cover the cost 
of expanding renewable energy under the condition that part of the added capacity be 
reserved for the redemption of energy credits. This adjustment prevents over-specula-
tion in the solar market and ensures supply rises in accordance with demand. Under this 
new policy, the government’s role shifts from intervention to enforcement. Contracts 
establish the parameters of the market; the market determines the remaining factors.

•	 Key Facts
•	 The price of SRECs has dropped 

nearly 80 percent in the past 
year, preventing owners of solar 
panels from recovering the cost 
of installation.5

•	 NJ Government was forced to 
pass SB 1925 to artificially in-
flate demand for and limit sup-
ply of SRECs in attempt to rees-
tablish market equilibrium.5

•	 Under SB1925, compensation 
for solar installations is capped 
at $325 per SREC5, and solar in-
stallations are limited to 80MW 
per year starting in 2014.6
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Next Steps
Upon establishing these parameters, the 
government can support the system in two 
ways: by minimizing the risk and cost of entry 
to each stakeholder and by maximizing the 
rate and level of return on their investment. 
By ensuring utility participation, the govern-
ment can remove all obstacles to consumer 
involvement as well. While the utilities mini-
mize the cost of entry themselves through the 
dispersion of risk among other stakeholders, 
the government can further reduce this bar-
rier by offering a premium to utilities for each 
credit they redeem. The government should 
offer generator loans at a discounted rate, 
thereby completing the cycle of investment 
and ensuring every party benefits from the transaction: Consumers receive electricity at 
a discounted price, utilities increase their profits through the redemption of electricity 
credits, generators expand their capacity at almost no cost to them, and the government 
receives a significant return on a loan without directly fronting any capital.

Endnotes
1. New Jersey Department of Energy.  2006.  Electricity Supply and Demand.  The State of New Jersey 

http://nj.gov/emp/home/docs/pdf/061013e.pdf (accessed January 23, 2013)
2.	Benjamin Scott Hunter.  2012.  New Jersey Incentives/Policies for Renewables & Efficiency: Renwable 

Portfolio Standard. Database of State Incentives for Renewables & Efficiency. http://www.dsireusa.org/
incentives/incentive.cfm?Incentive_Code=NJ05R (accessed January 22, 2013).

3.	New Jersey Office of Clean Energy.  2013.  SREC Registration Program.  New Jersey Office of Clean 
Energy.  http://www.njcleanenergy.com/srec (accessed January 23, 2013). 

4.	Rebecca Forand.  2011.  Solar Panel Investors Upset as SREC Value Drops.  Gloucester County Times.  
http://www.nj.com/gloucester-county/index.ssf/2011/10/solar_panel_investors_upset_as.html (accessed 
January 23, 2013)

5.	Rebecca Forand.  2011.  Solar Panel Investors Upset as SREC Value Drops.  Gloucester County Times.  
http://www.nj.com/gloucester-county/index.ssf/2011/10/solar_panel_investors_upset_as.html (accessed 
January 23, 2013)

6.	SRECTrade.  2012.  NJ Governor Christie Signs Bill to Increase Solar Requirements.  SRECTrade. http://
www.srectrade.com/blog/srec-markets/nj-governor-christie-signs-bill-to-increase-solar-requirements 
(accessed January 23, 2013).

•	 Talking Points
•	 Requiring generators to install 

panels before receiving and sell-
ing SRECs encourages specula-
tion in solar market.

•	 The government should sell pre-
production electricity credits 
rather than issuing post-installa-
tion energy certificates.

•	 By selling electricity to consum-
ers in advance, the government 
frees up capital for investment in 
renewable energy.
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The Life Cycle Assessment: The Most Effective Way
   of Measuring Environmental Impact 

Leah Edwards, University of Arizona

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency should establish an environmental stan-
dard based on life cycle assessments to better quantify the environmental impact of 
processes and materials. 

Many environmental policies are implemented 
without a full understanding of the environ-
mental impact of the process or product that 
is being regulated, and standards often reduce 
one environmental impact at the expense of 
another. Most sustainable practices do lessen 
environmental impact, but they may not be 
reaching their full potential. For example, recy-
cling is commonly regarded as sustainable be-
cause it reduces the amount of waste in landfills 
and reuses resources. However, the Trash Track 
program created by the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology found that some recyclable 
goods are trucked an average of 930 miles be-
fore reaching a recycling facility.1 Recycling may 
reduce landfill waste and mining, but it can be 
at the expense of using unneeded energy to 
transport and process recycled materials. 

Currently, there is no standard that assesses 
the entire environmental impact of a product or a process. The Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) standard and Energy Star are both excellent standards of 
environmental impact, but their scopes are limited to only a few kinds of environmental 
impact, such as energy use. Life cycle assessments (LCAs) could provide a more com-
prehensive environmental assessment and should be used to establish a new standard 
of environmental impact. 

Analysis
A life cycle assessment refers to a cradle-to-grave approach to assessing environmental 
impact, including carbon footprint, water use, greenhouse gas emissions, and toxic mate-
rials associated with production, use, and disposal.5 Creating a standard of environmen-
tal impact based on LCAs is a more effective way to evaluate environmental impact than 
carbon footprint, mineral use, or water use measures. 

Conducting an LCA is currently costly and time-consuming because researchers must 
put significant effort into establishing a methodology and calculating environmental im-
pacts of products that have not yet been studied. While the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (EPA) has established a generic methodology for conducting an LCA, 
the available information is insufficient for a complex process. The EPA is in a perfect 

•	 Key Facts
•	 European Commission conclud-

ed that life cycle assessments 
provide the best currently avail-
able framework for assessing 
the potential environmental im-
pacts of products.2

•	 A study in Norway found that 
electric cars produce more 
toxic waste than conventional 
cars.3 LCAs could be used to as-
sess the relative environmental 
impact of electric cars versus 
other vehicles. 

•	 The market for life cycle assess-
ments is growing considerably, 
with life cycle technology vend-
ers and consultants reporting 
growth rates of 30-40 percent.4
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position to generate research regarding life cycle assessments to make it easier for in-
stitutions and businesses to conduct LCAs. Furthermore, there is no well-recognized 
standard for sustainability based on LCA, so organizations do not earn the recognition 
that they deserve when they effectively reduce their entire environmental impact using 
these assessments. A well-defined standard similar to LEED or Energy Star would pro-
vide increased prestige and a greater incentive for organizations to use LCAs.

Next Steps
The EPA must work with research institutes 
to determine the environmental impact of 
raw materials, agricultural products, and 
transportation and services. This informa-
tion would be compiled into a database that 
would be accessible from the EPA website 
to be used by private industries, govern-
ment agencies, and research institutes. The 
EPA would be responsible for designing LCA 
methodologies and guidelines for different 
types of assessments. While establishing the 
framework and data necessary to complete 
life cycle assessments would have an initial 
cost, the information would be useful to a 
wide variety of industries and allow them to 
systematically reduce environmental impact. 

Once there is more complete and publicly available LCA data, the EPA must establish 
standards for different industries and services regarding levels of environmental impact. 
These standards can then be used by regulatory agencies. Creating an environmental 
standard based on LCAs would also allow institutions that are reducing their environ-
mental impact to earn the same prestige associated with LEED or Energy Star certifica-
tion.

Endnotes
1. Richards, Patti. MIT Researchers Map the Flow of Urban Trash, “Massachusetts Institute of Technology.” 

Accessed December 7, 2012. MIT researchers map the flow of urban trash.
2. European Commission, “European Platform on Life Cycle Assessment (LCA).” Last modified 2/22/12. 

Accessed December 7, 2012. http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ipp/lca.htm.
3. British Broadcasting Corporation, “Electric cars ‘pose environmental threat’.” Last modified 10/4/2012. 

Accessed December 7, 2012. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-19830232.
4. Shatsky, David. “Surge in Life Cycle Assessment Tools to Improve Sustainability”. The Guardian. Last 

Modified May 17,2011. Accessed January 25th, 2013. http://www.guardian.co.uk/sustainable-business/life-
cycle-assessment-sustainability.

5. Environmental Protection Agency, “Life Cycle Assessment.” Accessed December 7, 2012. http://www.
epa.gov/nrmrl/std/lca/lca.html.

•	 Talking Points
•	 Life cycle assessments can be ap-

plied to almost any industry, pro-
cess, or product to determine its 
environmental impact. 

•	 The more life cycle assessments 
are completed, the easier and 
cheaper it will be to conduct fu-
ture life cycle assessments. 

•	 LCA technology allows regulatory 
agencies and private industries to 
make more informed decisions re-
garding how to reduce their envi-
ronmental impact. 
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Optimizing NYC Public School Rooftops
   to Produce Solar Energy

Lawrence Haseley, City College of New York

To combat budget cuts and rising electricity costs, New York City public schools 
should optimize the surface space of their rooftops by installing solar panels. 

In the years since the recession of 2008, there has been a budget crisis affecting New 
York City public schools. The city has the largest public school system in the country, 
with around 1.1 million students and 75,000 teachers.2 It is facing budget cuts that de-
crease extracurricular programs, tutoring, and teachers, while class sizes have signifi-
cantly increased since 2008.1, 2 New York State also has some of the highest energy costs 
in the nation, with two-thirds of its electricity coming from outside the city.3 Rising energy 
costs in New York City put further strain on its public schools, decreasing the amount 
of funds available for school programs. In 2012, Mayor Michael Bloomberg promoted a 
series of New Energy projects called PlaNYC. To date, PlaNYC has built 10 solar panel 
systems on various agency buildings throughout the city.6 The city should develop a re-
newable energy infrastructure for public schools to decrease energy costs. 

Analysis
Budget reductions are requiring New York City 
public schools to use their resources more ef-
ficiently. Optimizing space is paramount in 
the city, and rooftops are an untapped space 
for producing energy. The production of solar 
panels in recent years have increased and costs 
have fallen by 58 percent since 2011.14 Installing 
solar panels on New York City public schools 
would help New York State meet its goal of hav-
ing 30 percent of its energy come from renew-
able energy by 2015.5 Major investment banks 
have also invested in renewable energy. In 2012, 
Goldman Sachs announced it would invest $40 
billion in clean energy over the next decade.13 The city’s strong relationship with invest-
ment banks could aid in the development of its renewable energy infrastructure. The 
New York City Solar Map created by the City University of New York (CUNY) makes it 
possible to estimate how the city’s roughly 1,700 public schools could optimize their roof 
space for solar energy.4 The New York City Solar America City Partnership identified 
Greenpoint, Brooklyn, Staten Island’s East Shore, and the Chelsea area of Manhattan, 
among other neighborhoods, as Solar Empowerment Benefit Zones.9 These areas are 
estimated to produce the greatest amount of solar energy.9 Producing solar energy on 
New York City public school rooftops will allow more opportunity to focus funds on 
school programs.

Next Steps
New York City public schools should take advantage of grants and funds provided by 
government-sponsored organizations and private institutions. NYSERDA provides grants 

•	 Key Facts
•	 NYC Dept. of Education budget 

cuts are limiting funds available 
for school programs.1,8

•	 Electricity prices will continue 
to rise in NYC due to increasing 
demand.3

•	 New York State aims to produce 
30 percent of its energy from 
renewable resources by 2015.5 
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to eligible installers of new grid-connected 
solar electric or photovoltaic systems.11 NY-
SERDA’s Power Naturally Program pays up 
to 40 percent of the installed cost of a so-
lar photovoltaic system and will be accepting 
applications through December 31, 2015.11,12 
The city’s schools should also take advantage 
of the Solar Sales Tax Exemption, which ex-
empts the purchase and installation of a solar 
system from sales tax.10 

Endnotes
1. Oliff, Phil, “New School Year Brings More Cuts in 

State Funding for Schools”, Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, September 4, 2012, Accessed November 28, 2012, http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.
cfm?fa=view&id=3825. 

2. “About Us,” New York City Department of Education. Accessed November 28, 2012, http://schools.nyc.
gov/AboutUs/default.htm. 

3.  “Wholesale electricity prices in New York City are the highest in the contiguous U.S.,” U.S Energy Infor-
mation Agency. Accessed November 28, 2012, http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=2330. 

4. “NYC Solar Map,” The City University of New York, The City University of New York. Accessed Novem-
ber 20, 2012, http://nycsolarmap.com/. 

5.  Cuomo, Andrew, “Power NY – The New NY Agenda”, Andrew Cuomo, 2010, Accessed November 28, 
2012, http://www.andrewcuomo.com/system/storage/6/89/e/798/andrew_cuomo_power_ny.pdf. 

6.  “New Energy Products promote PlaNYC Goals for reduced Carbon Emissions,” News from the Blue 
Room. Accessed November 29, 2012, http://www.nyc.gov/cgi-bin/misc/pfprinter.cgi?action=print&sitena
me=OM&p=1354505437000. 

7. “Incentives,” Sustainable CUNY. Accessed November 29, 2012, http://www.cuny.edu/about/resources/
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The NYC Solar Map provides in-

sight on how NYC public schools 
could best utilize their rooftop 
space for producing solar energy.1

•	 Funding for rooftop solar energy 
projects is available through fed-
eral, state, and private programs.7

•	 The reduction in energy costs 
for NYC Public Schools will al-
low more funds to be allocated to 
school programs. 
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Petroleum to Panicum Virgatum:
   Subsidizing Cleaner Energies 

Gabrielle Lachtrup, Mount Holyoke College

Redirecting subsidies for U.S. oil companies to finance bioethanol production can help 
meet sustainable energy needs while protecting global food supplies.

In 2011, the five largest private sector oil compa-
nies made a record $137 billion. Indeed, Exxon 
Mobil Corporation achieved net incomes of $10 
billion despite struggling to maintain levels of 
extraction comparable to previous decades.4 
Nevertheless, oil companies receive up to $280 
billion in annual taxpayer subsidies.5 World-
wide, subsidies for petroleum fuel sources ex-
ceed those for renewable alternatives six times 
over, making it even more difficult to envision a 
sustainable energy future.6  

Currently, the Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS) 
requires the production of 36 billion gallons of renewable fuel sources by 2022.7 Thus far, 
this has primarily incentivized corn ethanol. During 2011 alone, more corn was used for 
ethanol production than for export or feeding livestock.8 This use of arable farmland for 
fuel needs artificially inflates commodity prices and contributes to food insecurity world-
wide. To avoid these problems, the federal government should invest in biofuel, also 
known as bioethanol. Bioethanol is energy derived from switchgrass and other grassland 
perennials that thrive in degraded soil. 

Analysis
Heavy petroleum use in the production of corn ethanol results in substantial CO2 emis-
sions. By contrast, perennial grasses sequester large amounts of carbon dioxide, making 
bioethanol production carbon negative overall.9 Additionally, such species add nutrients 
to depleted soil, allowing biofuel plots to be rotated for food crops as needed.10

Some tax credits for biofuel production do exist.11 Unfortunately, due to limited funding 
for research and development, bioethanol has yet to reach the market. Thus, cost esti-
mates for its large-scale production vary widely.12 However, as oil production levels be-
come increasingly difficult to maintain, the comparative ease of raising grassland peren-
nials could help offset initial investments in new energy infrastructure.13 Moreover, since 
biofuel can be used in developing products as diverse as diesel and jet fuel, it represents 
an economically versatile energy source.14 Ending petroleum subsidies would provide a 
significant source of funding to investigate the issue further, thus helping to determine 
the expense of making bioethanol more widely available. 

Next Steps
Continuing the production tax credit for bioethanol would allow a greater proportion of 
the RFS to be met with bioethanol.15 More critically, passing S.2204, or the Repeal Big Oil 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Petroleum companies do not re-

quire subsidies to maintain cur-
rent production levels.1

•	 Each metric ton of switchgrass, 
or Panicum virgatum, can pro-
duce approximately 100 gallons 
of bioethanol.2

•	 The production of bioethanol is 
carbon negative.3
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Tax Subsidies Act of 2012, would be a major 
step forward. The bill proposes eliminating 
over $20 billion in annual federal subsidies 
to major oil companies.16 This funding could 
then be redistributed to help finance further 
development of bioethanol for the domestic 
market. 
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Funding for domestic oil compa-

nies can be invested in alternative 
energy research instead.

•	 Bioethanol has the potential to 
be cheaper, cleaner, and less det-
rimental to global food systems 
than corn ethanol.
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Expansion of the New York Returnable
   Container Act 

Alexander Lemell, Hunter College

To encourage redemption and bring in further revenue, New York State should expand 
its Returnable Container Act to cover additional types of beverages and raise the 
refundable deposit.

New York first passed the Returnable Container Act (RCA) in 1982, adding a 5-cent re-
deemable deposit to certain beverages, such as carbonated drinks and beer products. 
Redemption of this deposit, in turn, shrinks the contribution of bottles to the waste 
stream, which the RCA reduced by 70 percent.3

   
In 2009, New York passed a revised version of 
RCA, also known as the “Bottle Bill.” One year 
after its passage, New York collected over $120 
million in unredeemed deposits and registered 
243 new redemption centers, despite the ailing 
economy.3,4  Containers not covered under the 
RCA are either discarded in landfills, burned 
in incinerators, or recycled, usually at a cost to 
the state. For these reasons, the RCA should 
be expanded to include deposits on sweet-
ened water, teas, non-carbonated juices, and 
sports drinks. New York should also raise the 
nickel deposit, worth only 2 cents in 2012 dol-
lars, to a dime.5 Only Michigan offers ten-cent 
deposits, and has the highest bottle redemp-
tion rate of any state, at an average of 97.27 
percent.6

Analysis
These additional refundable deposits would affect most consumers of beverages in New 
York State. One proposed alternative, a flat tax, is clearly nonrefundable, and only serves 
to transfer the problem from the industry to politicians and the public.7 More deposits 
would not affect prices: the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection 
found that deposit and non-bottle deposit states have similar beverage prices, which are 
sometimes higher in states without such laws.8 The added range of deposits and their in-
crease to 10 cents is also expected to provide a healthier profit to redemption centers.9 

Making up 4 to 58 percent of litter nationally, beverages are a consistent contributor to 
the waste stream.10 If the expansion of the RCA does little to increase redemption, New 
York State will generate revenue, as 80 percent of unclaimed deposits are returned to 
the state.11 Alternatively, if bottle redemption increases, litter and the number of bever-
ages in the waste stream will subsequently decrease, saving the state money. The enact-
ment of deposit laws in New York and Michigan resulted in 30 and 41 percent reductions 
in overall litter, respectively.2,12

•	 Key Facts
•	 An estimated 5,000 jobs were 

created within a few years of 
New York’s first bottle deposit 
law in 1982.2

•	 The plastic industry estimates 
that PET plastic, largely used 
for beverage containers, has a 
recycling rate of only 30%.17

•	 Between August 2009 and No-
vember 2011, New York gained 
$224.6 million in unclaimed de-
posits.18
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An expanded bottle deposit law will leave 
the public with little to lose except trash. The 
many dollars saved by reducing our litter can 
go toward public services and slightly allevi-
ating the precarious economic state of New 
York, which faces a 2013 budget shortfall 
of $3.5 billion.13 In the unlikely scenario that 
bottle redemption does not increase, the 
savings gained on unclaimed deposits can 
help support New York’s recycling program. 
While fraudulent redemption by non-New 
Yorkers may increase, this can be prevented 
with use of state-specific labels on bottles 
readable by redemption centers.

Next Steps
New Yorkers and Roosevelt chapter members should communicate with organizations in 
favor of deposit laws and the benefits they produce, such as the Sierra Club and Asso-
ciation of Postconsumer Plastic Recyclers. Local politicians must also be met to acquaint 
them with the issue and gain their endorsement of the legislative bills introduced.

Input from the community and independent sources will be essential to a fair discussion 
of the bill. In 2011, groups in New York spent $220 million lobbying politicians.14 Bever-
age companies and associations against the bill are expected to lobby key committee 
members to support their interests. In Massachusetts, opponents successfully blocked a 
recent bottle bill expansion despite approval by 208 of 351 municipalities and 77 percent 
of the public.15,16 Legal action is also possible to help delay the process.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Bottle bills are both strongly ap-

proved by the majority of resi-
dents in deposit and non-deposit 
states.19

•	 New York faces a 2013 projected 
deficit of $3.5 billion.

•	 New York City alone spent $300 
million dollars in 2011 exporting its 
garbage.20
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Watershed Management for Healthier,
   Cheaper Urban Water 

Hannah Locke, Goucher College 

The rising cost of water treatment centers inhibits the financial health of growing ur-
ban centers. Instead, municipalities should invest in watershed protection manage-
ment strategies with an emphasis on payment services. 

Less than 1 percent of the water on Earth is 
potable and accessible for human consump-
tion.1 Increasing industrial, agricultural, and 
household consumption threatens the sus-
tainability of overexploited water resources. 
For urban centers, providing ample water for 
human needs without compromising quality 
or quantity for future generations is a grow-
ing concern. Currently, municipalities invest 
in expensive, end-of-the-pipeline water treat-
ment centers, while few invest in water con-
servation projects. 

Proactively protecting and rebuilding the 
health of watersheds can ensure access to 
healthy, affordable water reserves without 
costly treatment centers. A study of U.S. waterways indicated that the presence of 60 
percent forest cover decreases water treatment costs by half.2  New York City success-
fully uses a multi-faceted legal agreement with upstream watershed communities at a 
cost of $1.5 billion in order to avoid a loss of $6 billion in capital costs and an annual $300 
million in water treatment costs.2 

While the agreement activates several different micro-strategies to achieve upstream 
community buy-in, the primary strategy is called a “payments-for-ecosystem-services” 
(PES) program, in which beneficiaries of a natural system pay landowners who maintain 
the existence and well-being of that system. Economic surveys provide a pricing struc-
ture based on the estimated worth of each ecosystem service. This exchange of monies 
creates a mutual investment in maintaining the ecosystem and a market incentive to 
protect a social good. 

Many countries, such as Costa Rica, have already instituted PES programs. Costa Rican 
national forestry laws incentivize forest conservation on private land by paying landown-
ers for the ecosystem services provided, in particular the hydrological services.2 Regular 
payments create not only a disincentive for deforestation on private land, but also an 
incentive for expanding reforestation and conservation projects.

Analysis
The strategies employed by New York City and Costa Rica have wide-ranging applica-
tions in municipalities nationwide. Collaborative partnerships between city, state, and 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Watersheds provide ecosystem 

services including water filtration, 
regeneration of water reserves, 
flood control, soil maintenance, 
and nursery habitats.2

•	 Conventional water treatment 
strategies are limited in efficacy 
and exponential in costs.

•	 Protecting watersheds provides a 
cheaper alternative for securing 
clean water.

•	 UV disinfectant technology is af-
fordable and effective.3
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federal programs could improve waterway 
health by promoting conservation efforts on 
private lands. Additionally, PES programs 
would incentivize the reduction of agricul-
tural run-off and other harmful water pollut-
ants. UV-ray disinfection centers may still be 
necessary for immediate regulation of water 
quality, although they are significantly less ex-
pensive than traditional treatment centers.3

 
Furthermore, PES programs requires long-
term cooperation. Federal standards and 
frameworks have proven essential to this 
process; without the U.S. Safe Drinking Water 
Act, New York City’s governing bodies had little incentive to seek mechanisms for ensur-
ing water quality.2 Likewise, it was a federal program in Costa Rica that generated a vi-
able market for ecosystem services, thereby economically incentivizing the preservation 
of natural resources for the common and individual good.2

Next Steps
Any municipality considering investing in watershed management in order to maintain 
water quality and quantity, all while cutting long-term costs, should invest in the follow-
ing steps:

	 1)  Conduct a comprehensive study comparing current costs and future costs
                    based on several different scenarios of conventional water treatment and
                    extraction mechanisms, watershed management, and UV treatment centers.
 
	 2)  Host town hall-style meetings to share the study’s findings with the general
                    public, business leaders, constituents, and other stakeholders. 

	 3) Craft the most immediate policy first. In many cases, this most likely will be
                    the payment of ecosystem services in order to encourage immediate conser-
                   vation and reforestation efforts. 

Endnotes
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2.	Sandra Postel and Barton Thompson. Watershed protection: Capturing the benefits of Nature’s Water 
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Water resources are limited in 

quantity and quality.
•	 Conventional methods of buying 

up water rights and investing in ex-
pensive treatment centers is more 
expensive than collaborative wa-
tershed protection and manage-
ment programs.

•	 New York City’s and Costa Rica’s 
payment-for-services programs 
are successful and replicable. 
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Sustainable International Development
   for Conflict Relief  

Phoenix McLaughlin, Colorado College

The United States should implement a large-scale irrigation rehabilitation program in 
Afghanistan.

Three decades of conflict have wreaked havoc on Afghanistan’s infrastructure, econo-
my, and general society, all of which will require extensive time and money to address. 
Tackling these issues will require recognition of the severe environmental constraints of 
Afghanistan. In particular, reconstruction will need to focus on a vital resource that is 
scarce in the Afghan climate: water. Ensuring access to water is important in a country 
where 80 percent of the population is dependent on agriculture, and 2.5 million people 
are affected by drought or water shortages.

No panacea exists to solve all of Afghanistan’s problems, but one potential solution is to 
allocate U.S. aid resources toward improving irrigation. About two-thirds of the country’s 
farmland is irrigated, and only about half of those irrigation systems are in good condi-
tion.1 Repairing the broken irrigation systems on 1.7 million hectares of farmland would 
provide a great boost to the well-being of the Afghani population by increasing its water 
and food security.

Analysis
Irrigation projects have already been successful in Afghanistan. USAID, Japan, and other 
countries and NGOs have already performed small-scale irrigation building and improve-
ment projects.5,6 One USAID program found that farmers’ land value increased by four or 
five times due to the great increase in crop production.7 

Considering the length of other large irriga-
tion rehabilitation projects, combined with the 
unique security and infrastructure challenges 
posed by the country, Afghanistan’s irrigation 
systems could likely be rehabilitated in eight 
years.8 Determining the cost of the project is 
difficult, again due to the country’s poor de-
velopment and security. However, a rough es-
timate of $3 billion can be obtained by examin-
ing the cost of irrigation projects in neighboring 
Pakistan, which has comparable climate and 
material costs.9,10 The additional costs due to 
security needs and poor infrastructure could 
run at least as high as $2 billion for an eight-year 
project.11,12,13,14,15 $5 billion dollars over eight years is a large number, especially for USAID, 
but is reasonable compared to the $7 billion per month spent by the U.S. Department of 
Defense in Afghanistan.16

Addressing the environmental issues of Afghanistan could also improve physical security 

•	 Key Facts
•	 80 percent of Afghanistan is de-

pendent on agriculture.2
•	 44 percent of Afghanis are dis-

satisfied with the availability of 
water for irrigation, and many 
view international NGOs posi-
tively.3

•	 For $5 billion, all of Afghani-
stan’s irrigation systems in dis-
repair could be rehabilitated.4
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in Afghanistan. While security can benefit from overall economic improvement, it can 
also be more directly influenced by a reduction in poppy farming. Poppies require little 
water to grow, so farmers tend to turn to the crop when they experience water issues. 
The crop is a major source of funds for the Taliban since they are the only ones who will 
market the illegal product.17

Next Steps
There are many potential avenues for this 
plan to become reality, but the best start is to 
reach out to USAID’s Afghanistan division.18  

USAID already has experience with irriga-
tion improvement in the country and would 
be able to refine the project into an action-
able proposal for approval by Congress and 
the Obama administration. USAID could then 
implement the project, likely on a province-
by-province basis. The agency would need to expand its administrative staff and hire 
construction contractors tailored to the type of work required for each locality. The 
project would require work ranging from repairing major public works such as the Dahla 
Dam to clearing sediment from farmers’ canals and would accordingly require different 
types of materials and labor.19 Ideally, at the end of eight years, Afghanistan would see 
great improvements to its economy due to increased crop yields from efficient and ef-
fective irrigation systems.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Afghanistan is in serious need of 

improved water accessibility.
•	 Given the country’s dependence 

on agriculture, improved irrigation 
would be a good way to improve 
water accessibility, physical secu-
rity, and general well-being.
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Living Wage Insurance:
   A True Agricultural Safety Net 

Allison Rich, Goucher College

Farm Bill legislation should limit crop insurance payouts to incidences of natural disas-
ter and cap all crop insurance payouts at a state-based living wage, regardless of farm 
size or growing practice.

Crop subsidization began in the 1920s with the 
McNary-Haugen Bill.1 While this bill was vetoed, 
it laid the groundwork for President Herbert 
Hoover’s Farm Board,2 which fixed price floors 
for wheat and cotton. Thus, if market prices fell 
below a set price, the federal government would 
buy the crop, pay to store it, and hope to resell it 
later for a decent return. The Farm Board, as an-
ticipated in the McNary-Haugen veto, had disas-
trous unintended consequences. Farmers who 
typically grew other crops shifted to wheat and 
cotton because they were federally protected. 
The ramifications of this are still visible today, 
with heavily subsidized corn and soy featured 
in almost every product in the typical grocery 
store. The 1996 Freedom to Farm Act pulled the 
federal government out of price supports and 
grain management in an effort to phase out farm 
subsidies.3 This was not the case. Instead, the act 
resulted in direct payment subsidy programs and 
an agricultural paradigm that remains heavily re-
liant on subsidies for continued production. By 
creating a crop insurance model that guarantees 
farmers an annual living wage in the event of di-
saster, subsidies can be returned to their original intended purpose of ensuring a livelihood 
for American farmers while protecting a healthful food supply.

Analysis
The 2012 Farm Bill eliminates direct payment subsidies in their entirety. However, the leg-
islation merely diverts that money toward crop insurance payouts to the same large com-
modity crop growers.4 Additional reform proposals, such as the Rural Agriculture Preserva-
tion Act (S. 2217),5 seek to cap subsidy payments at too high a level rather than at a livable 
income. This proposal seeks to reduce the cap to a living wage, determined according to 
state-by-state cost of living estimates,6 and change it from a subsidy to actual crop disaster 
insurance. Using the EPA7 estimates of 2 million operating U.S. farms and a livable farm 
income of $47,000 a year for a family of four, it is possible to approximate likely spending 
for living-wage crop insurance in a disaster year, in which 15 percent of farmers nationally 
lose all of their crops, at $14 billion. A year with minimal natural disasters would result in a 
much lower payout. The spending differential is clear; with such a structure in place, likely 
expenditures in a typical year would be $10-20 billion lower than current levels. There is po-

•	 Key Facts
•	 The agricultural industry in the 

United States is predicated 
upon the subsidization of “com-
modity crops,” such as wheat, 
corn, soybeans, and peanuts.

•	 Federal subsidies were meant 
to provide a “safety net” to 
agricultural producers to help 
ensure a livable income and a 
stable food supply.

•	 Despite the rhetoric of “pre-
serving the family farm,” pres-
ent subsidies favor the largest 
producers while neglecting the 
smallest growers.

•	 Present subsidies do not pro-
tect the food supply, but in-
stead saturate the market with 
low-nutrient commodity crops 
that cannot adequately feed a 
nation.
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tential to reallocate this surplus spending toward training in sustainable, polycultural grow-
ing practices that would help farmers increase income and long-term viability. This spend-
ing can be set to expand and contract based on crop insurance payouts in that particular 
year, not to exceed the lower end ($14 billion a 
year) of present subsidy payouts. For example, 
a year with $4.7 billion in insurance payouts 
may allow for up to $9.3 billion in sustainability 
training program investments. The formation 
of a true agricultural safety net has profound 
implications for the equitable distribution of 
federal funding to all farmers. Subsidies were 
intended to protect the American food supply 
by ensuring the continued existence of farm-
ers, who literally risk losing the farm in the 
event of natural disaster.8 Creating a system of 
living wage crop insurance will provide a safety 
net for farmers of all sizes and growing practic-
es rather than increase the profit of the largest 
few at the expense of the majority. Support for 
comprehensive agricultural insurance reform 
will come from consumers and taxpayers, who 
will benefit from a more nutritious food supply 
and will see fewer of their tax dollars going to 
subsidy payments. Small farmers and young farmers also hold a significant stake, since elim-
inating unfair market competition and providing funded sustainability training will reduce 
the insurmountable competition that enormous subsidized tract farms presently pose. 

Next Steps
While the Rural Agriculture Preservation Act (S. 2217) sought to create a hard cap on com-
modity payments so that no farm could receive more than $250,000 per year in farm sub-
sidies, legislators could build on this platform for change by capping payments at a living 
wage and not limiting payment eligibility to commodity growers alone. This would neces-
sitate the redefining of crop types—presently, grains and pulses (primarily) are commodi-
ties, and fruits and vegetables are “specialty crops.” All edible crops should be redefined 
as what they are—crops—and thus made eligible. Major lobbying, and maybe even a public 
relations or ad campaign, will be necessary to put grassroots pressure on legislators to sup-
port this shift despite the money big commodity growers can throw at them. Additionally, 
to ensure that this policy is implemented without resistance from the private sector, crop 
insurance companies would need to be involved in shaping the legislation.

Endnotes
1. Folsom, Jr., Burton. “The Origin of American Farm Subsidies.” The Freeman 1 (2006). http://brent.fm/wp-content/uploads/farmer-govern-

ment-	 subsidies-0604-folsom.pdf (accessed July 3, 2012).
2. See above
3. Agricultural Reform and Improvement Act of 1996 (HR. 2854)
4 Agricultural Reform, Food and Jobs Act of 2012 (S. 3240)
5. “Rural America Preservation Act.” National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition. http://sustainableagriculture.net/our-work/rural-america-	

preservation-act-201/(accessed June 25, 2012).
6. “Living Wage Calculator Introduction to the Living Wage Calculator .” Living Wage Calculator Introduction to the Living Wage Calculator . 

N.p., 	 n.d. Web. 25 July 2012. <http://livingwage.mit.edu/>.
7. “Demographics | Ag 101 | Agriculture | US EPA.” US Environmental Protection Agency. N.p., n.d. Web. 15 July 2012. 	 <http://www.

epa.gov/oecaagct/ag101/
8. “What are Farm Subsidy Payments? || EWG Farm Subsidy Database.” EWG Farm Subsidy Database. http://farm.ewg.org/subsidyprimer.php 	

(accessed June 22, 2012).

•	 Talking Points
•	 Federal agricultural subsidies cost 

taxpayers $261.9 billion from 1995-
2010, or approximately $17.5 bil-
lion per year.

•	 A mere 10 percent of all American 
farmers—who represent America’s 
largest growers—collected 74 per-
cent of all subsidies.

•	 Comprehensive crop insurance 
reform capping insurance pay-
outs at a living wage for farmers 
reduces overall subsidy spending 
and allows funds to be redirected 
towards small-scale sustainable 
farming.
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Clean Air Resolution:
   How City Hall Can Help Implement
   a National Solution to Climate Change 

James Underberg, Cornell University 

Ithaca should join 36 other cities across the country in passing a resolution urging the 
EPA to more aggressively fulfill its responsibility to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
under the Clean Air Act.

Climate change poses a profound threat to long-term environmental, economic, agricul-
tural, and geopolitical stability. As the concentration of greenhouse gases (GHGs) rises 
and traps heat in the atmosphere, humans expose themselves to a variety of catastroph-
ic consequences. Scientists agree, however, that the worst effects can be mitigated if the 
concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) stabilizes below 350 parts per mil-
lion (ppm).1 Despite the scientific consensus, Congress has failed to implement compre-
hensive climate change legislation. Given partisan gridlock, future congressional action 
is improbable. Therefore, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) should use its 
authority under the Clean Air Act (CAA) to cap atmospheric concentration of CO2 at 
350 ppm. Cities around the country are adopting resolutions to urge the EPA to do so, 
and Ithaca, NY should be the next to adopt such a resolution.

In 2009, the House of Representatives passed an ambitious bill that would have estab-
lished a cap and trade system to reduce GHG emissions, but the Senate failed to muster 
enough votes to send the bill to the president’s desk.

Since 2009, the fossil fuel industry has spent 
over $552 million in lobbying expenditures and 
campaign contributions to push climate change 
off of the political agenda.2 Their efforts paid 
off: there have been no new promising climate 
bills proposed in Congress. Americans do not, 
however, have to rely on Congress. Section 111 of 
the CAA “requires EPA to develop regulations 
for categories of sources which cause or sig-
nificantly contribute to air pollution which may 
endanger public health or welfare.”3 In 2007 the 
Supreme Court ruled GHGs are indeed “pollut-
ants,” and as such, the EPA must regulate them 
if they endanger public health or welfare.4 In 
2009, the EPA issued that endangerment find-
ing and began to regulate GHG emissions from 
vehicles and some large stationary sources. But the EPA has missed many opportunities 
to use the CAA more ambitiously and urgently for a greater array of stationary sources.

The CAA gives the EPA the authority to set limits on GHG emissions in three ways.5  
Through the New Source Review and New Source Performance Programs, the EPA can 

•	 Key Facts
•	 The worst effects of climate 

change be mitigated if the con-
centration of atmospheric car-
bon dioxide (CO2) stabilizes be-
low 350 parts per million (ppm).1

•	 Section 111 of the Clean Air Act 
(CAA) gives the EPA the author-
ity to “develop regulations for 
categories of sources which…
significantly contribute to air 
pollution which may endanger 
public health or welfare.”2
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require all new or modified “stationary” air pollution sources to limit emissions by in-
stalling pollution-control technologies and set standards for the maximum amount of 
pollutants emitted.6,7 And under the National Ambient Air Quality Standards Program 
(NAAQSP), the EPA can determine the maximum acceptable atmospheric levels of dif-
ferent air pollutants that threaten “public welfare.”8

While the EPA has taken advantage of the first two programs to regulate GHGs, it has 
done so only tepidly and partially. Furthermore, despite the consensus that 350 ppm is 
the maximum admissible atmospheric CO2 concentration, the EPA has not yet codified 
that standard as an NAAQS.

Analysis
Every day the EPA delays full implementation 
of GHG regulations, the climate crisis wors-
ens. That is why 36 cities signed resolutions 
urging the EPA to fully employ and enforce 
the CAA to reduce atmospheric carbon to 
350 ppm. These cities include Albany, NY, 
Detroit, MI. and Gary, IN. 

Ithaca should be next. While this action will 
have no effect on actual city policy, passing a 
resolution and forwarding a copy to the EPA 
sends an important signal that cities support 
more decisive action. This message will provide a counterweight to the hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars fossil fuel companies have spent opposing climate policy. 

Next Steps
Thanks to the help of the Center for Biological Diversity’s Clean Air Cities Campaign, 
the resolution language is complete. Next we will contact city council members and lob-
by them to support the resolution at the next council meeting.

Endnotes
1. Hansen, J., Mki. Sato, P. Kharecha, D. Beerling, R. Berner, V. Masson-Delmotte, M. Pagani, M. Raymo, D.L. 

Royer, and J.C. Zachos “Target atmospheric CO2: Where should humanity aim?” Open Atmos. Sci. J.,2 , 
2008. 

2. Center for Responsible Politics, Oil and Gas Lobbying and Campaign Contribution Data, 2009-2012 
http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/indusclient.php?id=E01&year=2009 

3. Clean Air Act § 111, USC 42 § 7411  
4. Massachusetts v EPA, 549 U.S. 497 (2007), 
5. Center for Biological Diversity, “Save—and use– the Clean Air Act,” 2011 http://www.biologicaldiversity.

org/programs/climate_law_institute/global_warming_litigation/clean_air_act/pdfs/SavetheCleanAirAct_Up-
dated_Jan2011.pdf 

6. Environmental Protection Agency, “New Source Performance Standards and State Implementation 
Plans,” 2012. 

	 http://www.epa.gov/oecaerth/monitoring/programs/caa/newsource.html
7. Environmental Protection Agency, “National Enforcement Initiatives for Fiscal Years 2008 - 2010: Clean 

Air Act: New Source Review/Prevention of Significant Deterioration,” 2012.    http://www.epa.gov/com-
pliance/data/planning/priorities/caansrpsd.html 

8. Environmental Protection Agency, “National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS),“ 2012, http://
www.epa.gov/air/criteria.html

•	 Talking Points
•	 36 cities have signed resolutions 

urging the EPA to fully employ 
and enforce the Clean Air Act to 
reduce atmospheric carbon to 
350 ppm. 

•	 Ithaca should also sign a resolu-
tion to send an important signal 
that cities support more decisive 
action on climate change. 
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p	Letter from New York City

The Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network was established in 2004 in response to the 
deep and pervasive sense that young people were overlooked in the policymaking process 
– that we could put boots on the ground and donate what little money we had to support 
leaders that promoted our progressive values, but our ideas, opinions, and priorities were 
not represented in our public discourse or electoral system. It was this realization and subse-
quent rejection of the status quo that led to the founding of what is now the nation’s largest 
student policy organization. 

That original purpose has endured as the Campus Network has grown to over 100 chapters. 
Yet at a recent gathering, one of our top leaders noted that the challenges we face in the 
wake of the 2012 election are similar to the ones that first brought us together. We are in-
creasingly powerful actors in our public debates, but despite the bold ideas and ambitious 
agendas we’ve envisioned, designed, supported, and fought for, we are still beholden to a 
political process more focused on scoring partisan points than moving our country forward. 

What emerged from that moment of collective reflection was the recognition of our unreal-
ized potential as a movement. While our members’ student-generated ideas and solutions-
oriented action have redefined youth participation in the political process, it will take con-
stant renewal and commitment to fresh ideas, rigorous engagement, and long-term action to 
achieve what we know is possible. 

The 2013 10 Ideas series represents that ongoing effort to build the infrastructure, com-
munities, and platforms that will allow us to realize the vision that was first laid out in dorm 
rooms across the country eight years ago. This year, our premier journals represent unique 
ideas from 83 authors at 30 different schools. As they go to press, our members are already 
translating those ideas into action by initiating petitions, collaborating with local partners 
and stakeholders, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

Last year, we proudly presented the 10 Ideas series as a powerful reminder that this genera-
tion is not only willing to build a better future, but has already begun. This year, we put these 
solutions forward to demonstrate that members of this generation are in it for the long haul 
as part of an initiative that is always growing, always evolving, and always looking toward the 
future in the pursuit of progress. 

Taylor Jo Isenberg
National Director
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



	
	                                 Welcome P

We are pleased to share the fifth edition of the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network’s 
flagship 10 Ideas series. These journals, encompassing the best student ideas from our six 
policy centers, are filled with game-changing public policy suggestions that we can and must 
implement now. 

We are in desperate need of these ideas. Rising healthcare costs, increasing inequality, glob-
al climate change, and a government that often seems unable or unwilling to address the 
things that matter most are challenges that require the very best and the very brightest. 

At the same time, we are told that Millennials are checked out, have lost interest, and are 
waiting for someone else to solve our problems. These journals are an answer to that nar-
rative, making the clear case that we are engaged and active citizens, putting forward ideas 
to change the problems we see in the world around us. We believe in the power of people 
working together to solve problems. 

Each year, the 10 Ideas journals provide a vision for change that addresses the needs of our 
neighborhoods, our cities, and our country. Working with community members, local non-
profits, professors, and lawmakers, these student authors have identified the policies that 
can make the most difference. Yet this journal represents just the tip of the iceberg, with 
many hours of organizing, researching, fundraising, and developing public campaigns hidden 
below the surface. 

This year’s Equal Justice journal showcases the vast range of policy ideas that can fall under 
the umbrella of social justice. We seek to expand FDR’s vision when he said, “The test of 
our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much; it is 
whether we provide enough for those who have little.” We include a definition of enough 
that goes beyond simple economic means. From the rights of interns to increasing disability 
awareness, these ideas improve our society by leveling the playing field for all. One particu-
larly strong theme in this year’s journal is the value this generation places on equality for all 
citizens, particularly LGBTQ individuals. From changing restrictive or exclusory legislation 
to reevaluating the effectiveness of federal hate crime laws, this generation is working to 
ensure that everyone can live freely. 

Taken on its own, each idea is a simple solution. These journals and the 10 Ideas series taken 
together are a library of ideas that can help us build toward a more equal, accessible, and 
community-minded world.

Join us in seeing these ideas realized. 

Alan Smith                                                                   Lydia Bowers
Program and Policy Director                                    Deputy Program and Policy Director   
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network                   Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network
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Ending the Exclusion of Drug Felons
   from Social Service Programs 

Lucas Dodge, Cornell University

Affirming the right of equal access to TANF and SNAP for otherwise eligible felony 
drug offenders would save money, reduce recidivism and drug abuse, and contain 
punishment to the criminal justice system.

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) and the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP, formerly Food Stamp 
Program) are federally funded, state-admin-
istered social assistance programs aimed at 
combating poverty. TANF offers cash assis-
tance and social programs, such as childcare 
and subsidized jobs to low-income households 
with children. TANF serves as a “safety net” 
during periods of unemployment or underem-
ployment and seeks to reduce the dependen-
cy of needy parents by promoting job prepa-
ration, work, and marriage.1 SNAP provides 
low-income households with electronic ben-
efit transfer (EBT) cards to use at point of sale for food purchases. Households receive 
different monthly allocations depending on income, assets, and disability status.2

Since the beginning of social assistance programs in the United States, economic need 
and moral character have primarily determined eligibility. Today, this manifests as a life-
time ban on TANF and SNAP benefits for felony drug offenders.3

In 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWO-
RA) was signed into law. PRWORA mandated that felony drug sentences carry the ad-
ditional punishment of a lifetime ban on TANF and SNAP benefits; however, states may 
opt out of or modify the ban.4 Since 1996, 13 states have opted out of the ban on TANF 
benefits and 26 states have chosen to modify it. Nineteen states have opted out of the 
ban on SNAP benefits, while another 19 have modified it.5

Analysis
Disqualifying felony drug offenders from TANF and SNAP eligibility presents three pri-
mary issues that can be solved by lifting the ban. First, the current policy blurs the limits 
of punishment by rendering social assistance programs a tool of the penal system. It ex-
pands the length of punishment beyond the end of sentence time and extends the scope 
of punishment to other members of the household. Consequently, otherwise eligible 
individuals are routinely denied vital food and economic assistance.6 Between 55 and 63 
percent of prisoners have at least one dependent child.7

Second, restricting felony drug offenders’ access to social assistance programs creates 
unnecessary barriers to reintegration and rehabilitation, increasing the likelihood of drug 

•	 Key Facts
•	 TANF and SNAP are federal pov-

erty-alleviation programs admin-
istered by the states. 

•	 Since 1996, federal law has man-
dated that felony drug offend-
ers face a lifetime ban on TANF 
and SNAP benefits, but it allows 
states to opt out of or modify the 
ban.

•	 Such a ban does not apply to any 
other class of felony offenders. 
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relapse and recidivism.8 According to the 
New York State Bar Association, the restric-
tions under PRWORA may be the greatest 
barrier to re-entry that felony drug offenders 
face.9 Since the purpose of TANF and SNAP 
is to support individuals in their efforts to be-
come more productive members of society, 
lifting the lifetime ban for felony drug offend-
ers would ensure more successful post-in-
carceration transitions for these individuals, 
who may lack steady income. No other class 
of felony offenders is denied access to these 
social assistance programs.

Third, the current policy is not cost-effective. 
Incarceration and social service administra-
tive costs vary among states; however, the 
former is consistently more expensive. Pro-
moting drug- and crime-free behavior through 
social assistance programs costs significantly 
less than re-incarceration. In California, the expenses associated with re-incarcerating 
one individual are comparable to those of administering EBT cards to 163 households.10

Next Steps
Congress should repeal the federal law mandating a lifetime ban on TANF and SNAP 
benefits for felony drug offenders. With bipartisan support,11 it should pass legislation 
rendering the restrictions null and void in each state. Alternatively, PRWORA could be 
challenged in a court of law, and the court could then declare it unconstitutional. 

Endnotes
1. U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Overview,” U.S. De-

partment of Health & Human Services, (October 16, 2012), http://www.hhs.gov/recovery/programs/tanf/tanf-overview.
html.

2. McCarty, Maggie, Gene Falk, Randy Alison Aussenburg and David H. Carpenter, “Drug Testing and Crime-Related 
Restrictions in TANF, SNAP, and Housing Assistance,” Congressional Research Service, September 6, 2012, (October 
2012), http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R42394.pdf.

3. 21 U.S.C. § 862a(a); See also McCarty et. al..
4. 21 U.S.C. § 862d(1)(A); See also Legal Action Center (LAC), “Opting Out of Federal Ban on Food Stamps and TANF,” 

LAC, December 2011, (October 16, 2012), http://www.lac.org/toolkits/TANF/TANF.htm.
5. McCarty et. al..
6. 21 U.S.C. § 862a(b)(1).
7. Eadler, Lyndsey, “Purging the Drug Conviction Ban on Food Stamps in California,” The Scholar Law Review, Vol. 14:117 

(2011): 148-150, (October 16, 2012), http://thescholarlawreview.org/wp-content/uploads/STS103A-Eadler.pdf.
8. Ibid, pp. 151-154.
9. New York State Bar Association, “Re-Entry and Reintegration: The Road to Public Safety,” May 2006, (January 17, 2013), 

http://www.nysba.org/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Home& TEMPLATE=/CM/ContentDisplay.cfm&CONTENTID=11415.
10. Eadler, p. 159.
11. Democratic lawmakers would support the attempt to make social assistance programs more comprehensive and in-

clusive. Republican lawmakers would appreciate that such efforts reduce costs in both the short- and long-term, while 
simultaneously opening up discussion for entitlement reform.

•	 Talking Points
•	 The current policy blends the 

criminal justice and social service 
systems such that punishment is 
extended to additional members 
of the household and services are 
denied to those in need.

•	 Post-incarceration re-entry into 
society is a difficult process, ag-
gravated by barriers to food and 
economic assistance. This increas-
es the likelihood of drug relapse 
and recidivism.

•	 PRWORA reflects a “tough on 
drugs” ideology at the expense of 
objective cost-benefit analysis; it 
does not save money or prevent 
drug use. 
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Amending the Gender Reassignment Process
Samuel Hammond, Wheaton College

In order to grant transgender people equal rights and ease the transition process, 
states should not use proof of completed gender reassignment surgery as a require-
ment for individuals to legally change their gender.

Current laws in all states require transgender individuals to provide proof that they have 
completed gender reassignment surgery in order to amend the gender on their birth 
certificates. This law creates obstacles for transgender individuals to alter other forms of 
legal ID and to receive benefits such as the right to marry a member of the opposite sex 
and the ability to pass as their new gender. However, the government can modify these 
laws to allow transgendered individuals to change their gender on their birth certificates 
with a letter of approval from either a licensed physician or a psychiatrist. This change 
would allow for greater legal recognition of the transgender population and expand their 
rights to protect them from potential discrimination.

In April 2012, the Human Rights Tribunal of 
Ontario ruled that transgendered citizens 
could change the gender on their birth cer-
tificates without completing gender reassign-
ment surgery.1 The tribunal made the ruling 
in order to expand and protect the rights 
of transgendered citizens as well as to allow 
the government to achieve a more accurate 
count of the country’s population.

Analysis
The current system of laws and regulations requires that transgender individuals have a 
gender reassignment surgery before they can change their gender status. This require-
ment is a significant barrier for many because the surgery is expensive. The American 
Society of Plastic Surgeons estimated that a completed sex reassignment surgery, includ-
ing the operation, therapy, and hormone injections, would cost between $30,000 and 
$80,000.2 The decision not to undergo surgery is often defined by factors outside of 
personal preference. Many transgendered youth are cut off from their families and their 
families’ health insurance, and many transgendered citizens cannot afford or are forced 
to delay surgery as a result of high costs and lack of medical insurance. Thus, because 
of these legal requirements, low-income transgender Americans are disproportionately 
barred from having their birth certificates match their gender identification.

A birth certificate that reflects the gender identification of a transgender citizen is criti-
cal to using other government benefits. Many different forms of identication, such as a 
passport, are based on the birth certificate. The government can help to streamline a 
complex process and accurately represent the lives of its citizens by altering how indi-
viduals can have their correct gender legally recognized. Transgender citizens need to 
work closely with both physicians and psychiatrists before they can begin the long pro-
cess of sex reassignment. These physicians and psychiatrists are in a position to make a 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Gender reassignment surgery, 

including therapy and hormone 
treatments, can cost between 
$30,000 and $80,000.3

•	 An estimated 52 percent of male-
to-female and 42 percent of 
female-to-male transgender indi-
viduals lack health insurance.4  
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well-informed and professional evaluation of 
when a patient is ready and able to have the 
gender on his or her birth certificate legally 
changed.

Legally changing their gender would allow 
transgendered individuals to marry mem-
bers of the opposite sex and obtain all the 
legal rights that entails. Changing this policy 
would also increase transgender individuals’ 
rights and safety by protecting them from 
potential discrimination. Many pre-op trans-
gender individuals face the possibility of 
stigmatization and discrimination when their 
legal IDs reflect a gender that is different 
from how they present themselves. 

Next Steps
The decision to alter the process of amending a birth certificate can be made on either 
the state or federal level, so elected leaders in both divisions should amend existing law 
to allow a transgender individual to change his or her birth certificate based on a letter 
from a licensed physician or psychiatrist.  

Endnotes
1. Cotroneo, Christian. “Ontario Transgender Law: Birth Certificate Change All That’s Needed To Switch 

Gender.” Huffington Post, 12 Oct. 2012. Web. 20 Dec. 2012
2. Kim, Pauline. “Massachusetts Appeals Ruling on Prisoner Sex Change.” CNN. Cable News Network, 28 

Sept. 2012. Web. 18 Jan. 2013.
3. Kim, Pauline. “Massachusetts Appeals Ruling on Prisoner Sex Change.” CNN. Cable News Network, 28 

Sept. 2012. Web. 18 Jan. 2013.
4. San Francisco. Department of Public Health. The Transgender Community Health Project. University of 

California, 18 Feb. 1999. Web.

•	 Talking Points
•	 Many individuals are unable to 

have a gender reassignment sur-
gery or must delay the procedure 
because of the costs and risks of 
the surgery. 

•	 Requiring individuals to complete 
gender reassignment surgery in or-
der to change the gender on their 
birth certificates creates a huge 
barrier to passing as their gender, 
getting married, and changing oth-
er forms of legal ID, such as pass-
ports and driver’s licenses. 
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LGBTQ Restorative Justice and
   the Prison Abolitionism Movement 

Erik Lampmann, University of Richmond

Queer movements should deconstruct the role of hate crimes legislation that en-
trenches the prison-industrial complex and advocate instead for restorative practices 
that strengthen communities, protect LGBTQ constituencies in the long term, and 
avoid violent penal procedures. 

The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. 
Hate Crimes Prevention Act of 2009 formed 
the cornerstone of the Obama administra-
tion’s commitment to LGBTQ people. The Act 
criminalized targeted violence or harassment of 
individuals based on their gender identity, sex-
ual orientation, and disability status.1 Acknowl-
edged in the mainstream media as a sign of a 
changing “cultural climate” for queer people liv-
ing in the United States, the Act became law af-
ter a decade of sustained activism and lobbying 
by LGBTQ people for the additional protection 
provided categories like “race, color, religion, or 
national origin.”2

Society must come to the defense of victims of 
homophobic and racist violence. However, the 
implementation of this brand of hate crimes 
legislation fails to destabilize the dominant logic around punishment, rehabilitation, and 
ingrained bias. Instead, it reinforces the logic that violence administered through impris-
onment under hate crimes legislation will eradicate prejudice.3 

Yet the criminal justice system has been fighting violence with violence for decades to 
no avail. Incarceration rates continue to increase,4 and the prison system still engages 
in structural violence against many already marginalized people. It disproportionately 
incarcerates queer people, people of color, and other oppressed groups . The advent of 
the modern prison-industrial complex (PIC)5 has only exacerbated this problem.

It seems intuitive that a just penal system would avoid re-populating these unjust pris-
ons rather than support their expansion. The question then becomes how to engage 
best with offenders of biased and homophobic crimes. This can be done outside of the 
PIC through another paradigm: the field of restorative justice,7 a practice that engages 
offenders, victims, and their personal networks in sustained, constructive dialogue and 
community-building after an incident.

Analysis
Instead of inflating prison populations, society must seek to understand the ways that 
violence is perpetrated against queer people. The Act reads: “A prominent characteristic 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Restorative justice is the prac-

tice of promoting healing and 
mutual understanding between 
offenders and victims as an al-
ternative to incarceration. 

•	 Opposing forms of oppression 
and structural violence neces-
sitates that queer folks also op-
pose the PIC and its effects on 
hate crimes offenders.  

•	 The use of restorative justice as 
an alternative to incarceration 
has been overlooked by Con-
gress and mainstream activist 
groups.
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of a violent crime motivated by bias is that it devastates not just the actual victim and 
the family and friends of the victim, but frequently savages the community sharing the 
traits that caused the victim to be selected.”8 Congress understood this bill to be its first 
attempt to engage communities damaged by bias and violence. It’s time for Congress to 
do more, to develop new tools to combat prejudice and reform the prison system. This 
is not to say that the brutal executions of Matthew Shepard or James Byrd, Jr. should 
be forgotten, rendered less significant, or co-opted. Rather, it is to say that the saying, 
“Crime wounds ... Justice heals”9 requires a new form of justice, one that refuses to 
incarcerate more and more Americans, combats the roots of prejudice, and heals our 
communities.

Next Steps
Progressives must approach hate crimes as 
the result of a broken civil society. To make 
progress on the issue of prejudiced crimes, we 
need to expand crime prevention measures 
within communities to build social solidarity. 
This means expanding funding to programs 
that offer community centers, voluntary asso-
ciations, schools, and individuals the budgets 
necessary to have difficult conversations on 
intersectionality, justice, and social justice. 
Secondarily, this means investing in alterna-
tives to incarceration at the level of sentenc-
ing (such as the UK pilot practice of offender-
victim dialogue10), actions by activists against 
zero-tolerance policies in school discipline, 
and developing community autonomy during 
those periods without hate crimes. 

Endnotes
1. “The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act of 2009.” The United States Department of Justice : Civil Rights 
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3. Impressive work on the need to call structural violence into question is largely found within radical queer circles. The Against Equality 
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     Rossner, M. (2008). Why emotions work: Restorative justice, interaction ritual and the micro potential for emotional transformation. 
University of Pennsylvania. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 233. Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com/docview/304494600?acc
ountid=14731. (304494600) 

8. S. S.909, 111th Cong. The Library of Congress: Thomas (2009) (enacted).
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Hate crimes legislation like the 

Matthew Shepard and James 
Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention 
Act does not protect queer com-
munities. It condemns offenders 
to a broken prison system instead 
of bringing a community together 
to address the root cause of this 
violence.

•	 Efforts to promote community 
healing through restorative justice 
stand a better chance of inter-
rupting the cycle of violence and 
incarceration that characterizes 
prejudiced hate crimes.
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Smarter Gun Control
T. Garrison Lovely, Cornell University

In order to prevent the accidental gun violence that stems from a lack of regulation 
and education on gun safety, a comprehensive licensing process should be required 
for legal purchase and use of a firearm. 

Born out of the Second Amendment, civilian gun ownership is integral to the history and 
identity of the United States. With 88.7 guns per 100 Americans,1 the U.S. ranks highest in 
the world for civilian gun ownership.2 A 2011 Gallup poll estimates that 47 percent of U.S. 
households own a gun,3 while a 2012 estimate from the National Rifle Association states 
that the number of “privately owned firearms in the U.S. [is approaching] 300 million.”4  

In the minds of many Americans, exercising one’s right to “keep and bear arms,” whether 
for protection or recreation, represents an act of patriotism. 

Accidental gun violence caused over 800 
deaths and over 32,000 injuries in the U.S. 
in 2011.5 Survey data reveal that an estimated 
3.3 million children in the U.S. live in house-
holds with firearms that are kept loaded and 
unlocked.6 In nearly all reported uninten-
tional shooting deaths of children, the gun 
was stored in or around the home of the vic-
tim.7 Only four states require that gun own-
ers first procure a license.8 In most states, it 
is more difficult to obtain a driver’s license 
than to legally possess a gun. 

The Brady Handgun Violence Protection Act of 1993, which relies on the National In-
stant Criminal Background Check System (NICS) to ensure that firearm purchasers are 
law-abiding citizens,9 and the now-expired Federal Assault Weapons Ban (AWB) of 1994, 
which prohibited the manufacture of certain semi-automatic weapons for civilian use,10  

have not conclusively been found to have had any impact on gun violence.11 Previously 
manufactured assault weapons were “grandfathered in” by the legislation, and purchases 
of assault weapons increased significantly before the ban was implemented. In addition, 
the NICS that the Brady Act relies on “lacks much of the required background informa-
tion.”12 In the wake of the Virginia Tech shooting, Congress passed measures to improve 
the NICS database on those with mental illnesses.13 Little other progress has been made 
within the last decade; however, the tragic Sandy Hook shooting has provided the impe-
tus for reform. 

Analysis
A comprehensive and uniform licensing system for civilian gun ownership, requiring a 
NICS background check and demonstrated proficiency in firearms safety, should be im-
plemented at the federal level, as firearm purchases regulated by state firearm laws often 
result in interstate inconsistencies. Classifications similar to those required to operate 
different types of vehicles should also be applied to a licensing process for the legal pur-
chase and use of firearms. In the U.S., approximately 96 percent of all privately owned 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Gun owners who received gun 

training from the National Safety 
Council were less likely to store 
the gun unlocked and loaded.

•	 On average, states with Child Ac-
cess Prevention (CAP) laws see 
a 30-40 percent reduction in un-
intentional shooting injuries and 
deaths among children and adults.
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firearms fall within the following categories: 34 
percent handguns, 36 percent rifles, and 26 
percent shotguns.14 Under the proposed licens-
ing system, each class of firearm would require 
specific training on proper usage and storage 
techniques. State and local authorities would 
enforce the use of locks and safes, especially in 
households with children.

Child Access Prevention (CAP) laws, which 
hold gun owners responsible if a child gains 
access to a firearm that is not stored securely, 
serve as a model for the proposed licensing system. One study shows that CAP laws 
correlated with a reduction in unintentional shooting deaths of children by 23 percent 
within a four-year period.15 The proposed licensing system, however, goes a step further 
than existing CAP laws by first requiring a background check in addition to demonstrat-
ed proficiency in firearms safety. The proposed licensing system would help reduce the 
total number of deaths resulting from firearms. 

Next Steps
Congress should implement federal firearms laws that emphasize training and safety 
measures. In each state, a comprehensive licensing process, similar to that required to 
obtain a driver’s licenses, should be required for the legal purchase and use of firearms. 
The implementation of the proposed licensing system should coincide with increased 
access to government-subsidized training programs on proper usage and storage tech-
niques for each class of firearm. Effective training programs already exist, and gun own-
ers have many public and private options. Training programs that demonstrate improve-
ments in firearms safety would be accredited, and successful completion of an approved 
program would be required for licensing. Furthermore, Congress should establish a 
broad public education campaign to inform gun owners of the importance of keeping 
firearms locked and unloaded as a protective measure to reduce accidental gun violence 
among children and adults.
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Press (2007), p. 67.
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poll/150353/self-reported-gun-ownership-highest-1993.aspx.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Accidental gun violence led to 

over 32,000 preventable inju-
ries and over 800 deaths in 2011.

•	 Proper training and safety mea-
sures will lessen the negative ef-
fects of civilian gun ownership 
in the U.S. while increasing the 
positive ones.
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Changing Attitudes and Perceptions:
   Improving Disability Awareness on College Campuses 

Elizabeth Schroeder, University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill

North Carolina’s General Assembly should pressure its state universities to require on-
line disability awareness modules for new students and faculty to combat ignorance 
toward people with disabilities.

People with disabilities are more integrated 
into society than ever. However, most people 
still lack the training necessary to understand 
how to interact with and perceive those with 
disabilities in a way that gives them the respect 
and sense of inclusion they deserve. 

Significant legislation—the Architectural Barri-
ers Act (1968), the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (1990), and the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (1990)—has decreased discrimi-
nation against people with disabilities.4 Recent 
legislation has especially attempted to alter 
social perceptions of people with disabilities; 
Rosa’s Law (2010) replaces “mental retarda-
tion” with “intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities” in federal legislation.5 However, many 
people’s attitudes remain unchanged. 

While programs like Best Buddies and Special 
Olympics have also changed perceptions of 
people with disabilities, their audience is limited. Students who attend schools without 
special education programs or are homeschooled often lack the interactions with people 
with disabilities that lead to more respectful attitudes. As a result, many students begin 
college unsure of how to treat people with disabilities. University faculty often face simi-
lar gaps in training. 

Analysis
Widespread ignorance regarding such a large portion of the population is unacceptable. 
Many people lack the means to increase their disability awareness, which leads to dis-
comfort with—and contributes to misunderstanding and marginalization of—people with 
disabilities.6

Expanded inclusion of people with disabilities in education and the workforce makes 
increasing disability awareness in the general public all the more salient. 46 percent of 
people with some type of disability in America are currently working, and that percent-
age is expected to continue rising.7 University students—future educators, political lead-
ers, and employers—therefore have a significant stake in fostering respect for people 
with disabilities.

•	 Key Facts
•	 Over 50 million people in Amer-

ica have a disability—16 percent 
of the population.1

•	 Offending people with disabili-
ties remains common, especial-
ly among younger generations: a 
recent study found that 92 per-
cent of youth have heard others 
use the word “retarded” in a 
flippant manner. 86 percent of 
these instances were by peers.2

•	 Disability training workshops 
for university faculty, employ-
ers, and students have been 
positively correlated with more 
positive attitudes toward, and 
more comfortable interactions 
with, people with disabilities.3 
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Next Steps
Universities are increasingly using online 
modules to educate students. More than 500 
universities now use AlcoholEdu, an online 
alcohol abuse prevention program.8 Its cost 
efficiency and ability to reach many students 
makes it ideal for quickly and inexpensively 
spreading awareness. This method should be 
used to educate students on other pressing 
issues, like disability awareness.

North Carolina’s General Assembly should 
pressure state universities to implement such 
a module for new students and faculty, which 
should include sections that:

           1.	 Summarize common intellectual and developmental disabilities—focusing on  
what people with these disabilities are capable, not incapable of—and recent legislation 
helping those with disabilities.

           2.	Encourage use of “people first language,” which emphasizes putting the person 
before the disability (i.e. “she has a disability” instead of “she’s disabled”).9

           3.	Give strategies for interacting with people with disabilities in various settings 
(workplace, education, etc.).
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Ignorance about respectful be-

havior toward people with dis-
abilities leads to insensitive use of 
language and potential discrimina-
tion.

•	 Online disability awareness mod-
ules could significantly change so-
cietal perceptions of people with 
disabilities.

•	 Online modules could be pro-
duced and distributed inexpen-
sively to state-funded universities 
in North Carolina.
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Mandatory Minimum Guidelines
   & Non-Violent Offenders 

Patrick Wheat, University of Georgia

Georgia courts should directly sentence non-violent offenders to resolve any problems 
of unfair sentences under mandatory minimum guidelines.  

Mandatory minimum sentencing laws, the first national sentencing guidelines in the 
United States, were enacted with the passage of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 to 
establish prison terms for drug-related crimes. With the implementation of mandatory 
minimums, many states adopted “three strike” legislation, which meant individuals con-
victed of three or more serious offenses would automatically be sentenced to 25 years to 
life in prison. Georgia implemented such a law in 1995.1 In 2010, approximately 60,000 in-
mates were housed in Georgia prisons, with each inmate costing an average of $50,000. 
A national commission established in 2010 advocated reexamining mandatory minimums 
to reduce the prison population.2 In 2012, Georgia started easing the fiscal burden of 
mandatory minimums by passing HB 1176, a bill creating new categories of offenses so 
that nonviolent offenders could be placed in rehabilitation programs instead of prison.3 

Analysis
Mandatory minimum guidelines can result in 
excessive punishment for minor crimes, as in 
the case of Santos Reyes, a citizen of California 
who was charged with two counts of non-vio-
lent burglary and applying for a driver’s license 
under a false name.4 Under the Three Strikes 
Law in California, Mr. Reyes was sentenced to 
26 years in jail. This is excessive considering the 
minor crimes for which Mr. Reyes was convict-
ed. In 2010, the total prison population in Geor-
gia rose by 843, bringing the total to 53,562.5 
With passage of HB 1176, Georgia legislators ac-
cepted the fact that a new approach is needed 
to lower the state’s prison population and costs. 
To truly address the fiscal and judicial flaws of 
these sentencing guidelines, the court system 
needs to be able to address each case individually, with mandatory minimum guidelines 
revised to allow for the courts to assign fair sentencing in every case.

Next Steps
The first step to realizing this goal should be the continued implementation of HB 1176, as 
it is the first step to building a justice system that gives fair sentences to every case. The 
second step is the establishment of a state commission to examine remaining mandatory 
minimum sentencing guidelines not addressed by HB 1176. The third step taken should 
be the creation of legislation allowing the state of Georgia to revise minimum sentencing 
for offenders based on the recommendations of the state commission. Ideally, this would 
include exemptions under state law from federal sentencing guidelines, allowing judges 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Georgia allocates 1 out of every 

17 dollars of state taxes to the 
Department of Corrections, at 
a cost of approximately $1.5 bil-
lion annually.

•	 As the national average of pris-
oners dropped for the first time 
in 40 years, Georgia continued 
to add prisoners, bringing the 
total number of inmates to over 
53,000 – many of whom are 
imprisoned for nonviolent of-
fenses.
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to make a fair and appropriate ruling in each 
case. The state should also invest the funds 
freed up by a smaller penitentiary program to 
expand the number of justices serving in the 
courts, allowing them to hear more cases. By 
following these recommendations, the gov-
ernment can reduce spending and effectively 
address crime while establishing a fair justice 
system.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Georgia can implement a smart 

justice system by letting judges 
decide sentences for individual 
cases instead of using mandatory 
guidelines. 
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Closing the Gap: Requiring Pay for Interns 
Rachel H. Whitbeck, New York University 

To combat the widening opportunity gap between people of different socio-economi-
cal levels, New York State should establish a requirement that businesses pay at least 
minimum wage for all interns.

In 2010, 50 percent of internships were unpaid.1 Many professions require applicants to 
have had relevant experience, which often takes the form of unpaid full-time internships, 
a luxury that many students cannot afford. This disparity in opportunity prevents many 
talented young professionals from entering high-skilled, high-pay professions. 

Congress passed the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) in 1938, requiring employers to 
pay a minimum wage to all workers except volunteers who work “solely for humanitarian 
purposes.” Despite qualifying for minimum wage under this standard, interns are denied 
compensation, which affects them economically by forcing students to forgo taking a 
summer job. And although interns qualify as employees under the FLSA, unpaid employ-
ees are not protected under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits workplace 
discrimination.

Furthermore, as a result of the Supreme Court 
case Walling v. Terminal Co. (1947), the U.S. 
Department of Labor defined six provisions 
that must be met in order for companies to 
legally deny pay to an employee that they are 
training. Most companies fail on 2-3 of those 
provisions—intern training is often dissimilar 
to vocational school curricula, interns often 
displace employees, and employers often gain 
immediate advantage from taking on such in-
terns. Thus, companies should be obliged to 
provide pay.

Some progress has been made on an ad-hoc basis, as when the architecture industry 
collectively decided to pay its interns.2 However, despite the inequity and illegality of 
unpaid internships, the problem continues as a ubiquitous and accepted part of profes-
sional life.

Analysis
Failing to pay interns also exacerbates the damage caused by high unemployment, as 
companies replace lower-level positions with internships. For example, interns comprise 
up to 50 percent of the staff at Disney World.3 In 2009, the top 10 firms in the U.S. 
planned to hire 26,000 interns—26,000 positions filled by unpaid workers.4 By refusing 
pay for these workers, American corporations are withholding a conservative $124 mil-
lion in compensation.5 Ross Perlin estimates the number to be closer to $2 billion.6 Mean-
while, unpaid internships for academic credit force students to pay for school while 
working for free, benefitting corporations and universities at the expense of the student. 
These internships are also illegal under the FLSA, but failures to uphold the standards 

•	 Key Facts
•	 1-2 million people participate in 

internships annually.9
•	 By refusing to pay interns, Amer-

ican corporations have withheld 
an estimated $124 million annu-
ally in wages.
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discussed in that act mean that unpaid internships are still the norm. Students perform-
ing as interns for companies that engage in commerce ought to be paid.

To make any serious effort to address the class gap, it is clear that minimum wage must 
be awarded to all workers, including interns. While corporations may claim that such 
policies would force them to drastically reduce their internship programs, research has 
shown that such complaints are likely unfounded. For example, mandating equal pay for 
women in 1963, though protested by corporations, did not have an appreciable long-term 
effect on female participation in the labor force, which increased from 40.8 percent in 
1970 to 53.6 percent in 2010, during the height of the recession.7,8

Next Steps
The New York State Assembly should first 
define what an internship is and then enact a 
bill that provides legal protections to interns. 
Companies must be required to pay minimum 
wage to interns regardless of whether they 
earn academic credit. A one-year exemption 
could be provided to new businesses. Com-
pliance could be ensured by requiring annual 
employer reports documenting pay. 
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Unpaid internships are already 

illegal under the Fair Labor Stan-
dards Act of 1938.

•	 Paying interns would help narrow 
the class gap by allowing working- 
and lower-middle-class people to 
enter professional careers.
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Prohibiting Parental Rights for
   Rapists in North Carolina 

Molly Williams, University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill 

Prohibit convicted rapists from obtaining custody or visitation rights for children fa-
thered through rape in North Carolina by implementing legislation modeled after bills 
passed in 17 other states. 

As of 2010, a majority of states provided no 
protection for rape victims who carry their 
pregnancies to term.7 Current laws regarding 
rape in many states originate from a history 
of discriminatory denials of a woman’s legal 
right to equality and are perpetuated by soci-
etal myths surrounding rape.7 As a survivor of 
rape, Shauna Prewitt says, “in a rape case it is 
the victim, not the defendant, who is on trial.”5 
There are 32,011 pregnancies from rape each 
year2 and about 10,307 women who decide to 
carry those pregnancies to term. In 31 states, 
including North Carolina, the rapists can as-
sert the same custody and visitation rights that 
other biological parents enjoy.2

Analysis
In North Carolina, victims of rape also become 
victims of the legal system. Because of stereo-
types about these victims, many people as-
sume that no woman desires to raise a child conceived in rape.5 However, about 185,526 
choose to raise a child conceived in rape every year.2 If the woman chooses to raise her 
child, she may be forced to share custody privileges with her rapist, ensure the rapist’s 
access to the child, and foster her rapist’s relationship to the child.4 Most states, includ-
ing North Carolina, have little or no protection in this regard for rape victims who carry 
their pregnancies to term.1 Unfortunately, the adoption process is often not a better op-
tion, as women are forced to obtain their rapist’s consent to place the baby up for adop-
tion.1 These problematic policies are also costing taxpayers in North Carolina because 
the state subsidizes the costs of attorneys, therapists, supervisors, probation monitoring, 
and court hearings that accompany a rapist seeking custody. Bills passed in 17 states – 
Alaska, California, Connecticut, Delaware, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Maine, Montana, Ne-
vada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and 
Wisconsin – provide a progressive alternative by requiring that men convicted of rape 
lose their custody and visitation rights.6

Next Steps
North Carolina should use the aforementioned bills, specifically those of Idaho, Okla-
homa, and Pennsylvania, as models to introduce legislation that would achieve similar 
goals. Idaho Code Section 16-2005 states that the “court may grant termination of pa-

•	 Key Facts
•	 There are an estimated 32,011 

pregnancies from rape each 
year.2

•	 Of the female rape cases in 
2010, 25 percent of perpetrators 
were strangers, 48 percent were 
a friend or acquaintance, and 17 
percent were intimate partners.3

•	 32.2 percent of rape victims who 
are impregnated choose to keep 
the pregnancy and raise their 
children, 50 percent abort, and 
5.9 percent place their children 
up for adoption.2

•	 In North Carolina and 30 other 
states, rapists can assert certain 
custody and visitation rights.4
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rental rights as to a parent who conceived a 
child as a result of rape.”6 According to Okla-
homa’s Statute Annotated Title 10 Section 
7006-1.1, the court “may terminate parental 
rights if the child was conceived as a result 
of rape.”6 Finally, in Pennsylvania, Consoli-
dated Statute Annotated Section 2511 states 
“father’s parental rights may be terminated if 
child conceived as a result of rape or incest.”6 
It is essential for North Carolina’s policymak-
ers, as well as policymakers in the remaining 
30 states allowing parental rights to rapists, 
to understand the magnitude of these unjust 
policies and pass legislation to protect vic-
tims of rape and their children. 

Endnotes
1.  Bitar, Kara. “The Parental Rights of Rapists.” Duke Journal of Gender Law and Policy. Last modified 

2012. Accessed November 10, 2012. http://scholarship.law.duke.edu/djglp/vol19/iss2/1.
2.	Holmes, MM, Resnick HS, Kilpatrick DG, and Best CL. “Rape-related pregnancy: Estimates and descrip-

tive characteristics from a national sample of women.” Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology, 
Medical University of South Carolina. Last modified 1996. Accessed November 6, 2012. http://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8765248.

3.	“Sexual Violence” from National Crime Victims’ Rights Week Resource Guide. National Crime Victimiza-
tion Survey, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Last modified 2010. Accessed November 3, 2012. http://ovc.
ncjrs.gov/ncvrw2012/pdf/StatisticalOverviews.pdf. 

4.	Prewitt, Shauna. “Giving Birth to a ‘Rapist’s Child’: A Discussion and Analysis of the Limited Legal Pro-
tections Afforded to Women Who Become Mothers Through Rape”. The Georgetown Law Journal. Last 
modified 2010. Accessed November 17, 2012. http://georgetownlawjournal.org/files/pdf/98-3/Prewitt.
PDF.

5.	Prewitt, Shauna. “Raped, pregnant and ordeal not over.” Cable News Network. Last modified 2012. Ac-
cessed November 20, 2012. http://edition.cnn.com/2012/08/22/opinion/prewitt-rapist-visitation-rights/
index.html?eref=mrss_igoogle_cnn.

6.	Schroeder, Joanna. “Are States Giving Custody to Rapist Fathers?” The Good Men Project. Last modi-
fied 2012. Accessed January 21, 2013. http://goodmenproject.com/good-feed-blog/are-states-giving-
custody-to-rapist-fathers/.

7.	West, Robin. “Equality Theory, Marital Rape, and the Promise of the Fourteenth Amendment.” George-
town Law: The Scholarly Commons. Last modified 1990. Accessed November 27, 2012. http://scholar-
ship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1647&context=facpub&sei-redir=1&referer=http://
www.google.com.

•	 Talking Points
•	 Under current parental custody 

and visitation policies, rape vic-
tims remain connected to their 
rapists through their child.5

•	 North Carolina needs legislation 
that limits the parental rights, spe-
cifically those of custody and visi-
tation, allowed to rapists.

•	 The bills passed in Idaho, Okla-
homa, and Pennsylvania provide 
excellent models for a legislative 
solution in North Carolina. 
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Recognizing Youth Political Power:
   A Presidential Youth Council 

Alexander Wirth, Harvard University

When young people from youth councils across the country were first brought together, 
one of the first things asked was, “we have a model that works great locally; why don’t 
we have it nationally?” This question comes at a time when young people are shaping 
politics in our country. Currently, there are 104 million Americans under the age of 24. 
According to Tufts University, these young people decided the 2012 election,1 comprising 
19 percent2 of the electorate. Despite this, the Harvard Institute of Politics reports that 
only 29 percent of young Americans believe they have a say in what the government 
does.3 It is time to change this and empower young people with a Presidential Youth 
Council that would do three things.

Analysis
First, the Presidential Youth Council would 
serve to collect and share the views of the 
104 million Americans under the age of 24.4 
Council members would conduct listening 
sessions and analyze polls done by Pew, 
CIRCLE, and the Harvard Public Opinion 
Project to produce one comprehensive 
report outlining the issues that matter to 
young people. This would assist policymak-
ers by giving them an unbiased perspective 
on the issues their young constituents care 
about. 

Second, the Presidential Youth Council would serve as a sounding board for policymak-
ers in the design and implementation of youth policies. This would make the federal gov-
ernment more efficient and effective because young people know what works for them 
and what doesn’t and what they need and don’t need. 

Finally, the Presidential Youth Council would take on a major issue every year that affects 
the long-term future of the country and produce a set of bipartisan recommendations on 
how to solve it. This would provide policymakers with guidance on how future genera-
tions would solve problems and give young people an in-depth understanding of those 
problems. The process encourages both young people and adults to seek compromise. 

Next Steps
The council would be comprised of 24 members between 16 and 24, half appointed by 
Democrats and half by Republicans. Council members would be selected from a pool of 
young people nominated by the over 400 youth councils in cities and states across the 
country. 

Recognizing that our nation is facing a tough fiscal climate, the Presidential Youth Coun-
cil would be privately funded. The estimated cost for the council is between $500,000 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Only 29 percent of young Ameri-

cans ages 18-29 believe they have 
a say in what the government does. 

•	 There are over 104 million Ameri-
cans under the age of 24. 

•	 In 2012, young people comprised 19 
percent of the electorate. Accord-
ing to Tufts University, they decided 
the election. 
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and $1 million dollars. The Campaign for a Presidential Youth Council has already re-
ceived a $50,000 grant from the Knight Foundation and has approached a number of 
other funders. 

Funding for the council itself is the most im-
portant next step. It will be essential in con-
vincing the administration this is an idea worth 
pursuing. In addition, the more members of 
Congress we have calling for such a council, 
the more legitimacy the proposal has. 

There is already buzz in Washington, D.C. 
about creating a Presidential Youth Council. 
Over 100 youth-serving organizations, the 
White House Council for Community Solu-
tions, and 13 senators and representatives 
from both parties have endorsed the pro-
posal.5 Despite all of the adult support, young 
people remain the campaign’s leaders, designing how youth representation in the federal 
government should look. 

It is time for such a council to be created. Young people showed up in force in the 2012 
election; now it is time for us to gain a seat at the table. 

Endnotes
1. “At Least 80 Electoral Votes Depended on Youth,” last modified November 7th, 2012, http://www.civi-

cyouth.org/at-least-80-electoral-votes-depended-on-youth/. 
2. “Youth Turnout: At Least 49%, 22-23 Million Under-30 Voted,” last modified November 7th, 2012, http://

www.civicyouth.org/youth-turnout-at-least-49-22-23-million-under-30-voted/. 
3. “Survey of Young Americans’ Attitudes toward Politics and Public Service (21st edition)”, last modified 

April 24, 2012, http://www.iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files_new/spring_poll_12_topline.pdf. 
4. “Age Groups and Sex: 2010”, 2010 Census Summary File 1, last modified 2010, http://factfinder2.census.

gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=DEC_10_SF1_QTP1&prodType=table. 
5. Kaukab Jhumra Smith. Support for Federal Youth Advisory Council Grows,” last modified December 

14th, 2012, http://www.youthtoday.org/view_article.cfm?article_id=5738. 

•	 Talking Points
•	 Young people deserve a seat at 

the table and the opportunity 
to help shape the future of our 
country.

•	 The Presidential Youth Council 
would create shared recommen-
dations on issues that affect the 
long-term future of our country.

•	 The Presidential Youth Council 
is designed after a proven local 
model existing in over 400 cities.
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Monitoring Discrimination
   in Private Adoption Agencies 

Rebecca Youngdahl and Brittney Harrington, College of William & Mary

To ensure that government funding is allocated to adoption agencies that prioritize 
children’s well-being, Virginia’s state government should collect histories from all of 
the state’s private adoption agencies to identify agencies with patterns of discrimina-
tion against qualified parents.

In 2012, the Virginia State Legislature passed 
Senate Bill 349, allowing Virginia adoption agen-
cies to refuse to place a child in any home due 
to moral or religious objections.1 Supporters of 
SB 349 believe the bill protects private agen-
cies’ right to act based on personal and reli-
gious values, but instead it denies children the 
opportunity to be placed in a home with quali-
fied adoptive parents who identify as LGBTQ simply because agencies may discriminate 
based on ideological bias. Ultimately, children within the system feel the brunt of this 
discriminatory policy; in 2011, 38 percent of 1,338,000 domestic U.S. adoptions were pri-
vate.2

To reduce the number of rejections of qualified prospective parents and increase the 
number of children placed by private agencies in Virginia, the Virginia State Senate 
should amend SB 349, also known as the “conscience clause,” which permits agencies 
to refuse placement if applicants’ lifestyles are in conflict with the agencies’ beliefs. The 
amendment should require the Department of Health and Human Resources to investi-
gate discriminatory behavior by a private adoption agency prior to awarding them gov-
ernment funding or grant money. This will not force an adoption agency to change its be-
havior, but instead ensure that the government is not funding discriminatory institutions. 

Analysis
SB 349 negatively impacts adoption-eligible children awaiting loving homes. Minority and 
disabled children and those older than six years are often hardest for agencies to place. 
According to a 2011 report by the Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, “gays and lesbi-
ans are more likely than heterosexuals to adopt older, special-needs and minority chil-
dren.” A survey done of LGBT adoptions at over 300 agencies showed that 10 percent of 
children placed were older than six, 25 percent were older than three, over 50 percent 
had special needs, and 60 percent of LGBT parents adopted across races.5 Denying 
LGBT applicants reduces the likelihood that all Virginia children, but particularly those 
often difficult to place, will find good homes. 

The Virginia Department of Health and Human Resources should create a standardized 
evaluative form for agencies to complete following each acceptance or rejection of po-
tential adoptive parents. The form should collect demographic data on applicants includ-
ing race, ethnic background, religion, age, gender, and sexual orientation. Any patterns 
of preference or prejudice that arise in the demographic data collected would then be 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Over 1,300 children in Virginia 

are in need of homes.3
•	 38 percent of domestic adop-

tions in the U.S. are private.2
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taken into consideration by the Department 
of Health and Human Resources when decid-
ing where to allocate government funds and 
grant money.

The financial benefits to Virginia would offset 
the costs of this program. According to the 
Williams Institute, federal and state govern-
ments spend $43,844 per year for every child 
who remains in the system. It is estimated that 
allowing all qualified parents to adopt would 
save hundreds of thousands of dollars.6 

This amendment would not constrict the re-
ligious freedom of private agencies. Private 
adoption agencies reserve the right to place 
children in accordance with their beliefs, but 
the non-religiously-affiliated state govern-
ment should not use taxpayer money to sup-
port these agencies over those that approve 
parent applicants based solely on legitimate 
qualifications.

Next Steps
The Virginia State Senate should amend SB 349 to allow the government to monitor 
private adoptions agencies’ reasoning for approving and denying potential parents. The 
agencies’ histories would be collected through a government-issued form, to be cre-
ated immediately, tracking the demographics of prospective parents. The data collected 
would inform the Department of Health and Human Resources of which agencies are 
making logical, unprejudiced decisions, allowing the government to take this into account 
when deciding which agencies will receive grant money and funding.

Endnotes
1. S.B. 349,2012 Virginia Assembly , The Virginia Acts of Assembly (2012) (enacted).
   2. Adoption USA : National Survey of Adoptive Parents, U.S. Department of Health and Human
   Services, “Adoption Statistics,” Statistics Brain, http://www.statisticbrain.com/adoption-
   statistics/.
3. American Civil Liberties Union of Virginia, “Senate Joins House in Approving Bill Allowing
    Discrimination by State-License Adoption Agencies,” American Civil Liberties Union, https://
    acluva.org/9309/senate-joins-house-in-approving-bill-allowing-discrimination-by-state-licensed-
    adoption-agencies/
4. Robin A. Buhrke, PhD, Beth Doll, PhD, Sari H. Dworkin, PhD, Gary W. Harper, PhD, MPH, Louise B. Sil-

verstein, PhD. American Psychological Association. Washington, DC: Lesbian, Gay, & Bisexual Concerns 
Office. 2005.

5. Pappas, Stephanie. “ Why Gay Parents May Be the Best Parents.” LiveScience . http://www.livescience.
com/17913-advantages-gay-parents.html (accessed January 17, 2013).

6. Gary J. Gates, PhD, “Re: Children and Families Impacted and Fiscal Impact of Virginia HB 189/SB 349” 
(Paper sent to Senator A. Donald McEachin of 9th District, Commonwealth of Virginia, February 2012), 
http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Gates-VA-Adoption-Feb-20121.pdf

•	 Talking Points
•	 Virginia Senate Bill 349 allows pri-

vate adoption agencies to use re-
ligious convictions to discriminate 
against LGBT parents and deny 
homes to children in need.

•	 Government funding should be 
allocated to agencies most con-
cerned with children’s welfare, 
and LGBT prospective parents 
have proven to adopt many chil-
dren who are often harder to 
place.

•	 SB 349 should be amended to al-
low the state government to col-
lect detailed demographics of 
each accepted and denied candi-
date in order to monitor discrimi-
nation occurring in private adop-
tion agencies. If discrimination is 
occurring, that adoption agency 
should not be eligible for state 
funding. 
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p	Letter from New York City

The Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network was established in 2004 in response to the 
deep and pervasive sense that young people were overlooked in the policymaking process 
– that we could put boots on the ground and donate what little money we had to support 
leaders that promoted our progressive values, but our ideas, opinions, and priorities were 
not represented in our public discourse or electoral system. It was this realization and 
subsequent rejection of the status quo that led to the founding of what is now the nation’s 
largest student policy organization. 

That original purpose has endured as the Campus Network has grown to over 100 chap-
ters. Yet at a recent gathering, one of our top leaders noted that the challenges we face in 
the wake of the 2012 election are similar to the ones that first brought us together. We are 
increasingly powerful actors in our public debates, but despite the bold ideas and ambi-
tious agendas we’ve envisioned, designed, supported, and fought for, we are still beholden 
to a political process more focused on scoring partisan points than moving our country 
forward. 

What emerged from that moment of collective reflection was the recognition of our un-
realized potential as a movement. While our members’ student-generated ideas and solu-
tions-oriented action have redefined youth participation in the political process, it will take 
constant renewal and commitment to fresh ideas, rigorous engagement, and long-term 
action to achieve what we know is possible. 

The 2013 10 Ideas series represents that ongoing effort to build the infrastructure, com-
munities, and platforms that will allow us to realize the vision that was first laid out in 
dorm rooms across the country eight years ago. This year, our premier journals represent 
unique ideas from 83 authors at 30 different schools. As they go to press, our members are 
already translating those ideas into action by initiating petitions, collaborating with local 
partners and stakeholders, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

Last year, we proudly presented the 10 Ideas series as a powerful reminder that this gen-
eration is not only willing to build a better future, but has already begun. This year, we put 
these solutions forward to demonstrate that members of this generation are in it for the 
long haul as part of an initiative that is always growing, always evolving, and always looking 
toward the future in the pursuit of progress. 

Taylor Jo Isenberg
National Director
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network



	
	                                 Welcome P

We are pleased to share the fifth edition of the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network’s 
flagship 10 Ideas series. These journals, encompassing the best student ideas from our six 
policy centers, are filled with game-changing public policy suggestions that we can and 
must implement now. 

We are in desperate need of these ideas. Rising healthcare costs, increasing inequality, 
global climate change, and a government that often seems unable or unwilling to address 
the things that matter most are challenges that require the very best and the very bright-
est. 

At the same time, we are told that Millennials are checked out, have lost interest, and 
are waiting for someone else to solve our problems. These journals are an answer to that 
narrative, making the clear case that we are engaged and active citizens, putting forward 
ideas to change the problems we see in the world around us. We believe in the power of 
people working together to solve problems. 

Each year, the 10 Ideas journals provide a vision for change that addresses the needs of 
our neighborhoods, our cities, and our country. Working with community members, local 
nonprofits, professors, and lawmakers, these student authors have identified the policies 
that can make the most difference. Yet this journal represents just the tip of the iceberg, 
with many hours of organizing, researching, fundraising, and developing public campaigns 
hidden below the surface. 

This year’s Healthcare journal focuses on how we receive and process healthcare informa-
tion. Authors identify healthcare literacy as a key way to improve outcomes and reduce 
costs in a broken system of care: Improving the communication skills of doctors or the 
reach of medical information through text messaging fit into a larger narrative of giving pa-
tients more information. There was also an emphasis on preventative care, tackling issues 
like nutrition and obesity before they can cause large drains on the healthcare system.  
Meanwhile, fighting for youth representation in national healthcare legislation can help 
bring many of the common sense ideas in this journal to fruition. 

Taken on its own, each idea is a simple solution. These journals and the 10 Ideas series 
taken together are a library of ideas that can help us build toward a more equal, accessible, 
and community-minded world.

Join us in seeing these ideas realized. 

Alan Smith                                                                   Lydia Bowers
Program and Policy Director                                    Deputy Program and Policy Director   
Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network                   Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network
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First Aid Training on Connecticut Roadways 
Toby Amodeo, American University

Adding a first aid training requirement to new driver’s licenses and license renewals in 
Connecticut would help provide early treatment in both traffic- and non-traffic related 
injuries.

Over 26,000 driving-related injuries occur annually in Connecticut.1 Treatment is crucial 
in the minutes after an injury occurs, even if only basic first aid is applied. Accidents and 
injuries can occur at any time, and bystanders often act as first responders. Yet the num-
ber of people trained in even basic first aid in Connecticut is not known. Connecticut 
drivers should be trained to provide immediate 
first aid when accidents occur. A similar require-
ment is employed in other countries, including 
Germany.2 Courses that include first aid training 
for potential traffic related injuries and other 
common accidents must be approved by the 
government. By providing Connecticut drivers 
with first aid skills, bystanders at the scene of 
an accident can begin assisting anyone injured, 
helping to stabilize the situation until profes-
sional help arrives.

Analysis
First aid training is expensive, with the cost of a CPR course alone ranging from $70 to 
$110 if led by a Red Cross instructor4 and higher with the additional first aid component. 
Yet it is estimated that road accidents cost countries between 1 and 3 percent of their 
GNP,4 about $500 billion in the United States. Training citizens in first aid can substan-
tially reduce the cost of medical treatment by reducing panic and providing stabilizing, 
immediate treatment at the scene of an accident. Since 50 percent of all traffic deaths 
occur within minutes of the crash,5 it is vital that immediate assistance be present.

State legislators can take advantage of a broad base of support for this legislation. Par-
ents of new drivers (including Mothers Against Drunk Driving), healthcare professionals, 
car insurers, and current drivers could be important sources of support for this initiative, 
as each would like to see fewer accidents. More generally, every commuter, parent, and 
Connecticut resident could gain enormous benefits from this program due to the added 
security it will provide in everyday life. If an emergency occurs, someone will be ready.

Next Steps
All new drivers, regardless of their income, should be provided with free training by the 
Connecticut state government. To provide instruction for new drivers, the DMV should 
partner with the Connecticut chapter of the Red Cross to train current DMV employees 
as Red Cross instructors for the six locations offering road tests. By providing train-
ing through existing DMV employees instead of hiring additional instructors, Connecti-
cut could lower the costs of implementing this policy. Once the instructors are trained, 
they will still be official DMV employees. License renewals should also require proof of 
completion of an approved first aid course, either with a DMV instructor or another Red 

•	 Key Facts
•	 In 2008, Connecticut citizens 

expereinced 26,066 driving-re-
lated injuries.1

•	 The Red Cross estimates that 
for help to be within reach at all 
times, 30 percent of the popula-
tion must be trained in first aid.3
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Cross instructor. Expenses incurred by the driver should be counted as tax-deductible 
up to the value of the course offered at the DMV. All drivers trained in first aid would be 
exempt from prosecution if the first aid they provide does not save the life of a victim or 
causes injury, following the example of the Good Samaritan laws. 

The Connecticut legislature must show bipar-
tisan support for this program in order to ease 
public discomfort. Connecticut has already 
proven that it is willing to change its driving 
laws to ensure its roads are safe, such as its 
establishment of a curfew for drivers under 
18. Connecticut can continue this precedent 
of creating safer roadways by adopting the 
first aid program. New instructors should be 
in place and training new drivers by mid-2015. 
The first aid requirement for license renewal 
should be implemented for all renewals after 
January 1, 2017. This window provides enough time for the Connecticut state government 
to have new instructors trained and to evaluate current courses that license renewal 
candidates may employ. To measure the effect of this program, it will be necessary to 
administer a first aid practical examination at the end of each license renewal to ensure 
that information is being retained by drivers.

Endnotes
1. Connecticut Department of Transportation, Acting Commissioner James P. Redeker. (2008). “Con-

necticut Traffic Accident Facts 2008.” Connecticut Department of Transportation Bureau of Policy and 
Planning Accident Records Section.

2.	Cox, Mark. “Drivers Need First Aid Skills.” British Red Cross Blog RSS. N.p., n.d. Web. 06 Feb. 2013. 
<http://blogs.redcross.org.uk/first-aid/2011/11/drivers-need-first-aid-skills/>.

3.	Serafin, Amy. (2010). “First aid for all.” Magazine of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement. http://www.redcross.int/EN/mag/magazine2010_2/10-13.html 

4.	American Red Cross. Courses within 25 miles of Middlebury, Connecticut. http://www.redcross.org/
courses/index.jsp?&_DARGS=/jspf/views/modal/locatorModalView.jsp.saveLocation

5.	International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. (2010). “First aid for a safer future. 
Updated global edition.” Advocacy report 2010.

6.	Dorning, Anne-Marie. 2008. “Deadly delays plague ambulance services.” ABC News. 18 January, 2008 
http://abcnews.go.com/Health/PainManagement/story?id=4150758&page=1

•	 Talking Points
•	 Driving-related injuries occur 

frequently in Connecticut, yet in-
jured parties often must wait long 
times for professional treatment.6

•	 Training Connecticut drivers in 
first aid will create safer road-
ways, helping improve treatment 
for traffic-related injuries.
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Reducing Fraud with Incentives for
   More Accurate Medicare Billing 

Poorvi Chhabra, University of Georgia
The federal government should incentivize hospitals to reduce false Medicare Evalua-
tion and Management coding in order to reduce fraudulent Medicare reimbursements. 

The Office of the Inspector General (OIG) published a report in May 2012 concluding 
Medicare Evaluation and Management (E&M) billing had increased significantly between 
2001-2010. E&M codes reimburse physicians for their intellectual efforts when taking 
a patient’s history and physical examination 
and making a diagnosis and treatment plan. 
All physicians must use Current Procedural 
Terminology (CPT) codes to receive Medi-
care reimbursements. CPT billing guidelines 
were designed for individual physicians in 
private practice. In 2000, the Centers for 
Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) 
mandated that hospitals and emergency de-
partments must also use CPT codes but did 
not create guidelines designed specifically 
for hospital use.1 Hospitals constantly strug-
gle to cover their operating costs, and since 
E&M coding is dependent upon the individu-
al interpretation of services rendered, E&M 
coding is especially vulnerable to fraud.3 
Hospitals and emergency departments have 
been criticized for fraudulent E&M billing, 
but without billing guidelines, it’s difficult for the CMS to conduct audits. The American 
Hospital Association (AHA) has requested hospital-specific guidelines; various guide-
lines have been proposed but never backed by the federal government.1

Analysis
Instead of creating new guidelines for hospital E&M billing, the federal government 
should look to the root cause of hospitals’ struggles to cover operating costs. All phy-
sicians and hospitals that take Medicare patients are paid a capitation rate – a base 
payment for accepting Medicare patients. The report published by the OIG identified 
1,669 physicians who consistently billed higher-level E&M codes. The federal govern-
ment should offer an increase in capitation rates to these 1,669 providers in exchange 
for a reduction in E&M billing over the course of two years. Across the U.S., the 2010 
average Medicare Part B capitation rate was $336 per “aged” enrollee. If the federal 
government increased this average capitation rate for the 1,669 physicians by 10 percent, 
it would cost $2,558,035 for the 76,132 beneficiaries served by these physicians. If these 
physicians lowered their average Medicare payment per E&M service from $131.24 to 
$88.25 (the average for all other physicians),3 Medicare would pay $73,128,009 rather 
than $108,751,501, saving $35,623,492. If these 1,669 physicians kept this lowered trend 
for two years, and Medicare then increased their capitation rates by 10 percent, the 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Of the $2.19 trillion spent on per-

sonal health care in the United 
States in 2010, Medicare account-
ed for 23 percent, or $525 billion.2

•	 Health care fraud costs taxpayers 
an estimated $60 billion per year.5

•	 “Between 2001 and 2010, Medi-
care payments for E/M services in-
creased by 48 percent, from $22.7 
billion to $33.5 billion.”3

•	 Thousands of medical profession-
als have billed Medicare at pro-
gressively higher rates over a de-
cade’s time, costing taxpayers at 
least $11 billion in inflated charges.1
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federal government will have saved $33,065,457 every year. If this incentive works, then 
the federal government should consider raising capitation rates to all their providers as 
an incentive for providers to bill E&M more accurately.

When the hospitals defraud the federal gov-
ernment, hospitals are defrauding taxpayers. 
Hospitals are also stakeholders, as they are 
faced with slim to none profit margins. Many 
defrauding hospitals are simply trying to cov-
er their losses when they resort to upcoding.1 

Offering increases in capitation rates to mo-
tivate them to make their E&M coding more 
accurate would reduce fraudulent Medicare 
spending. Finally, the 47 million people who 
are insured by Medicare are stakeholders in 
this policy.2 Their insurance premiums rise as 
Medicare reimbursements to hospitals rise.4 
Reduce reimbursements, reduce premiums.

Next Steps
Since the OIG has a list of potentially fraudulent providers, it can approach these provid-
ers with this proposal. The providers can then begin reducing their E&M billing to more 
accurately reflect the services rendered. The OIG will monitor these providers’ E&M 
billing using already established software. If after a two-year fiscal period these provid-
ers have reduced their E&M billing, the federal government should offer them increased 
capitation rates. The federal government should then use this as evidence for a broader 
proposal that encompasses all Medicare providers.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Medicare makes up 23 percent of 

the total dollars spent on health 
care in the United States.

•	 Medicare paid over $108 million 
for E&M services performed by 
physicians who consistently billed 
the two highest level E&M codes 
in 2010. These 1,669 physicians 
represented less than 1 percent 
of all physicians who performed 
E&M services in 2010.3
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Stricter Safety Regulations Needed in the
   Pharmaceutical Compounding Industry 

Layla Hood, Cornell University

To increase patient safety, the FDA should implement stricter and more coherent reg-
ulations on the production and distribution of compounded pharmaceutical medica-
tions.

The meningitis outbreak that began in mid 
September has resulted in the deaths of 45 
people and the infection of hundreds more. 
Thousands are still waiting to see if they, 
too, will be affected.1 The Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports 
that the cause of this infection was a taint-
ed drug synthesized by a New England area 
compounding pharmacy.1 Pharmaceutical 
compounding is the practice of making indi-
vidualized medications for unique patients. 
Children often require medicine in liquid or 
flavored forms, requiring them to be com-
pounded. Hospice patients use compounded 
pharmaceuticals tailored to specific dosages 
for their prescribed treatments. Other pa-
tients have allergies and other special needs that prevent them from taking traditional 
medications. The recent outbreak and resulting deaths have reignited concerns about 
government regulations for pharmaceutical compound production and distribution.

Analysis
The Pharmacy Compounding Accreditation Board (PCAB) reports that more than 40 
million prescriptions need to be compounded each year.2 Both state and federal man-
dates exist to regulate the safety of the drugs, but these regulations are often unclear, 
according to many health care policy professionals.3 For example, the line between com-
pounding individual drugs and small-scale manufacturing has never been drawn, allow-
ing manufacturers to masquerade as compounders and producing drugs with minimal 
oversight from state governments or the FDA.4 State pharmaceutical boards have found 
that compounding pharmacists fail to produce satisfactory medicines a third of the time 
and frequently are under or over concentrate dosages due to errors in calculations and 
mistakes during the manufacturing process.5 Additionally, many compounding compa-
nies, such as the New England pharmacy responsible for the meningitis outbreak, have 
never applied for accreditation.4 The Compliance Policy Guide of May 2002 states that 
compounding may occur in only small amounts and after receiving valid prescriptions.6 It 
also states that compounded medications must be synthesized using components from 
a list of FDA-approved substances and using commercial scale manufacturing or testing 
equipment.6 These compounding regulations clarify somewhat the difference between 
compounding and manufacturing but place little emphasis on regulation. Several states 
have pharmaceutical boards dedicated to adherence, but even these efforts are not 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Compounded drugs are not FDA-

approved.8
•	 Studies have found that about one 

third of compounding pharmacists 
fail to produce satisfactory medi-
cations.5

•	 About 40 million prescriptions 
for compounded medications 
are written each year in order to 
provide specialized medications 
to pediatric patients, dialysis pa-
tients, and patients with allergies 
and other special needs.1
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enough.7 Furthermore, because these drugs are not mass-produced, they do not need to 
be approved by the FDA.8 Compounding represents a blind spot in drug safety.

Compounded pharmaceuticals are often cheaper to produce than mass-produced drugs 
due to relaxed oversight from state pharma-
ceutical boards and the FDA. The compound 
form of progesterone is 1.67 percent of the 
price of the FDA-approved version of proges-
terone.5 It was also reported in testimony dur-
ing a hearing in the U.S. Senate Committee on 
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions in Oc-
tober 2003 that compounded drugs could be 
manufactured at just 2.5 percent of the price 
of FDA-approved drugs.7 However, the same 
testimony acknowledged that compound 
pharmacists often use cheaper and potentially unsafe products to make higher profits.7

Next Steps
It is necessary for the FDA to research and enact stricter regulations to ensure that 
compounded products being released to the public are just as safe as FDA-approved 
medications. Additionally, compounding pharmacies should be required to become ac-
credited by the PCAB in order to ensure compliance with government mandates. Until 
these stricter regulations go into effect, the FDA should mandate proper labeling to warn 
patients of the increased risks of compounded medications. Adopting these changes will 
increase the safety of compounding pharmaceuticals for many patients.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Enforcing stricter regulations 

would make pharmaceutical com-
pounding safer for patients.

•	  Compounded medications that 
do not possess FDA-approved la-
beling should warn patients of the 
risks.
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Utilizing SNAP to Reduce
   the Prevalence of Obesity 

Allison Hudgens, Hendrix College

To reduce the prevalence of obesity within high-risk populations, Congress should cre-
ate an opt-in program within the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) that increases participants’ funding while requiring that their SNAP dollars be 
budgeted according to USDA dietary guidelines.

According to the Centers for Disease Control, obesity costs the U.S. over $147 billion 
in medical expenses each year and affects more than one-third of adults.1 Nearly 70 
percent of U.S. adults are overweight or obese.2 While no group is “immune” to obesity, 
some are more at risk than others. There is a strong negative correlation between in-
come and the likelihood of obesity.3 Since low-income groups are most likely to partici-
pate in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the purpose of which is 
to help end hunger and to improve nutrition and health, SNAP is a good platform from 
which to address the obesity epidemic. But SNAP may not be improving nutrition or 
health.4 Individuals participating in SNAP are often consuming more calories than those 
with similar incomes who do not participate in SNAP, so they are often more likely to be 
obese.5 This may be because SNAP’s monthly payout schedule effectively encourages 
binge eating followed by energy restriction, known as the “food stamp cycle.”6 Foods 
commonly purchased in the food stamp cycle are high in sugar and fat. SNAP partici-
pants also consume significantly more soda than non-participants; an estimated $4 bil-
lion in SNAP benefits are spent on soda each year.7 SNAP’s lack of restrictions makes 
purchasing unhealthy foods and beverages possible. However, SNAP certainly has the 
potential to improve health and nutrition, as it makes food more accessible. 

Analysis
A study conducted by the Harvard School of 
Public Health found that the prevalence of obe-
sity was 30 percent higher in SNAP participants 
than in non-participants, even after controlling 
for socio-demographic factors.8 According to 
a USDA commissioned report, increasing the 
SNAP benefits of participants did not result 
in an increase in their consumption of healthy 
foods.9 However, financial incentives can be 
used to encourage a healthy, well-balanced diet 
by specifically designating and increasing SNAP dollars for each food group. Likewise, 
this policy proportionally increases people’s SNAP dollars if they choose to participate.

Next Steps
The USDA ought to periodically appraise the costs associated with following MyPlate 
guidelines and fund the program accordingly. An additional premium could also be of-
fered to further incentivize participation. Existing technologies can be harnessed to 
make this policy work. Most food purchases made by SNAP participants involve opti-
cal scanning devices that scan barcodes on food items that contain information about 

•	 Key Facts
•	 36 percent of U.S. adults are 

obese.15
•	 Obesity costs the U.S. over $147 

billion per year.16
•	 Low-income groups are at high 

risk for obesity.17
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the type of food.10 The Electronic Benefits Transfer system provides participants with a 
card containing their SNAP dollars that are automatically deducted through purchases 
and is refilled every month. To implement this 
policy, the USDA would allocate extra funding 
to the cards of participants in the new pro-
gram. As participants buy food products with 
a barcode indicating a certain food group (for 
example vegetables) the money spent will 
be deducted from the card’s vegetable bud-
get. The infrastructure for this policy would 
be similar to that of WIC, run by the USDA, 
which classifies specific foods as eligible for 
participants to purchase. The USDA should 
implement this policy as a pilot program to 
evaluate its effectiveness. An existing USDA 
partnership with New York City has created a program to double the value of food 
stamps when spent in farmer’s markets. The proposed policy capitalizes on New York 
City’s openness to SNAP reform and takes the partnership one step further by allow-
ing an increased healthy food budget that can be spent anywhere. The USDA should 
also consider piloting a program in the South, where both poverty and obesity rates are 
among the highest in the nation.11,12

Regulating the food purchased with SNAP dollars while offering extra money to buy 
healthy groceries will increase the quality of food eaten by low-income Americans, a 
group prone to obesity.13 This will relieve the burden on public medical programs such 
as Medicaid, which uses 11 percent of its expenditures on obesity-related medical condi-
tions.15
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Simply increasing SNAP funding 

does not increase the likelihood 
of purchasing healthy food.

•	 SNAP has virtually no restrictions 
on what food can be purchased.

•	 Stricter requirements for food 
purchases coupled with increased 
SNAP dollars may incentivize 
healthy eating.
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Reducing Unintended Teen Pregnancies:
    Reforming Texas State Code

Madeleine McNally, Mount Holyoke 

The Texas Board of Education can reduce unintended teen pregnancies by permitting 
School-Based Health Centers and nurses to provide access to basic contraception in 
schools. 

School-Based Health Centers (SBHCs) are es-
tablished health clinics that provide basic care, 
catering mainly to students. Schools without an 
SBHC have a designated school nurse. Both 
SBHCs and school nurses are means by which 
other states dispense contraception. Yet both 
are strictly prohibited from doing so according 
to the Texas Education Code, which states, “A 
school district may not distribute condoms in 
connection with instruction relating to human 
sexuality.”1 Yet sexually active teenagers with-
out access to contraception are 85 percent 
more likely to become pregnant within one 
year.2 Unintended teen pregnancy is especially 
prevalent in Texas, where the teen pregnancy 
rate ranks third highest in the nation.3 In addition, Texas leads the nation in repeat births 
among adolescents ages 15 to 19.4 The high number of unintended teenage pregnancies 
has a massive societal and financial impact: only 33 percent of teen mothers will graduate 
high school and 1.5 percent will continue on to pursue a college level degree by the age 
of 30.5 High school dropouts and non-college graduates experience significantly worse 
financial outcomes compared to their peers with degrees. Increasing the likelihood that 
mothers will be forced to raise their children in low-income households perpetuates a 
cycle of disenfranchisement and poverty. 

By authorizing SBHCs and school nurses to dispense basic contraceptive devices, the 
Texas Board of Education can help reverse the massive social and economic repercus-
sions resulting from teen pregnancies. In 1986, the Oregon school district of Multnomah 
County allowed SBHCs and school nurses to dispense contraception to great success. 
Since implementation of this policy, 96.2 percent of sexually active females who report-
ed to school health facilities for contraception did not get pregnant. Also, teens of both 
sexes started using contraceptive methods earlier and more frequently.6 Baltimore, MD 
had similar outcomes of increased and prolonged birth control use when its school dis-
trict began dispensing contraception in its SBHCs.7 While dissemination of contracep-
tion often raises concerns about levels of sexual activity, a study done in Los Angeles 
County High School revealed that students with access to contraception showed no 
increased rate of sexual activity compared to those without.8 

Analysis
SBHCs are funded by taxpayer dollars and third-party insurance groups. Thus services 

•	 Key Facts
•	 Texas ranks third highest in the 

nation for unintended teen 
pregnancies, at 63.4 pregnan-
cies per 1000 teens ages 15 to 
19.3

•	 In 2008, publicly funded family 
planning services helped avoid 
98,700 unintended pregnancies 
in Texas. 

•	 An unintended pregnancy costs 
$9,000 on average from taxpay-
er funds.11
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such as birth control are free for students. Given that adolescent pregnancies cost the 
state of Texas $1 billion in taxpayer dollars each year, the cost of stocking SBHCs with 
contraception would be extremely small in comparison. In 2008, publicly funded fam-
ily planning services helped to avoid 98,700 unintended pregnancies in Texas, which 
would have potentially resulted in 43,900 
births, 41,200 abortions, and 13,600 compli-
cations.9,10 With an unintended pregnancy 
costing taxpayers $9,000 on average, births 
in the year 2008 alone would have cost ap-
proximately $395,100,100.11 This does not even 
take into consideration the annual inflation of 
yearly expenses to raise these children. Since 
many teenage mothers are forced to drop 
out of high school, their potential earnings 
are vastly decreased. An average high school 
dropout can be expected to make $973,000 
in a lifetime, in comparison to those with a bachelor’s degrees who will earn $2,268,000.12 
Because their potential educational achievements are curbed by motherhood, adoles-
cent mothers have little opportunity for advancement, forcing many into difficult envi-
ronments for raising children. By extending family planning services to Texas’s SBHCs, 
taxpayers will save millions of dollars while increasing the chances of success for thou-
sands of young women.

Next Steps
Policymakers in Texas should revise the education code to permit the dissemination of 
basic contraceptive services in school district health facilities. In doing this, the Texas 
Board of Education will drastically decrease the numerous costs of unintended teen 
pregnancies while fostering safer habits among sexually active teens. 

Endnotes
1. Local School Health Advisory Council and Health Education Instruction, “Texas Education Code Section 28.004,” http://law.

onecle.com/texas/education/28.004.00.html (accessed December 4, 2012.)
2. DeborahWeiss, “Reducing Teenage Pregnancy,” Planned Parenthood Federation of America,” http://www.plannedparenthood.

org/files/PPFA/reducing_teenage_pregnancy.pdf (accessed December 1, 2012).
3. Joyce Martin, “Births: Final Data for 2006,” http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr57/nvsr57_07.pdf (accessed December 4, 

2012).
4. Alley’s House, “Teen Pregnancy Stats,” http://www.alleyshouse.org/tnpreg.htm (accessed December 4, 2012).
5. Ibid.
6. Kate Fothergill, “Contraception Access at School-Based Health Centers: Three Case Studies,” last Modified October 1999, 
 http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/component/content/article/513-contraceptive-access-at-school-based-health-centers-three-

case-studies (accessed December 1, 2012).
7. Ibid.
8. Mark A. Schuster, et al., “The Impact of a High School Condom Availability Program,” Guttmacher Institute, https://www.guttm-

acher.org/pubs/journals/3006798.html (accessed January 16, 2013).
9. Guttmacher Institute, “State Data Center,” Texas State Profile, last modified 2012, http://www.guttmacher.org/datacenter/pro-

files/TX.jsp (accessed December 5, 2012).
10. Guttmacher Institute, “U.S. Teenage Pregnancies, Births and Abortions: National and State Trends and Trends by Race and 

Ethnicity,” last modified January 2010, http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/USTPtrends.pdf (accessed dated December 1, 2012).
11. Emily Monea, Adam Thomas, “Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health,” Volume 43, Guttmacher Institute, last modified 

2011, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1363/4308811/abstract?systemMessage=Wiley+Online+Library+will+be+disrupted+on+15
+December+from+10%3A00-12%3A00+GM+%2805%3A00-07%3A00+EST%29+for+essential+maintenance (accessed December 
1, 2012).

12. Anthony Carnevale , Rose Stephen, Cheah Ban, “The College Payoff,” Georgetown University, http://www9.georgetown.edu/
grad/gppi/hpi/cew/pdfs/collegepayoff-summary.pdf (accessed December 6, 2012).

•	 Talking Points
•	 Texas Education Code prohibits 

the disbursement of contracep-
tion in public school           district 
School-Based Health Centers.

•	 Unintended teen pregnancies in 
the state of Texas cost approxi-
mately $1 billion in taxpayer dol-
lars annually.11
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Improving Healthcare Through Text Messaging 
Chukwuma Onyebeke, Teshika Jayewickreme, Yvette Odu, Feras Alajmi 
Yale University

Patient compliance poses a major challenge for health practitioners. Despite the wealth 
of health information available, compliance is low across most demographics, with the 
lowest rate among low-income and minority groups.1 One major hurdle is that medical 
information is not effectively conveyed to patients. A University of Florida study shows 
that physicians frequently overestimate a patient’s ability to translate medical advice 
into practice.2

Additionally, health departments currently 
disseminate health information broadly, mak-
ing finding pertinent health information diffi-
cult for patients. Targeting health information 
to patients can solve these problems.3 High 
text message usage amongst minorities and 
low-income families makes it a powerful in-
formation delivery system.4 Health care pro-
fessionals can reinforce important themes by 
sending patients specific information during 
critical periods through targeted text mes-
sages. Using an automated texting platform 
in conjunction with healthcare expert contact 
can expand preventative care to low-income 
individuals. 

Analysis
A University of Southern California study found that educational literature on diabe-
tes management delivered through a texting-based program promoted healthy behavior 
changes among low-income diabetes patients.5 While not intended to replace interac-
tions with healthcare professionals, this mobile initiative would work to increase patient 
compliance.

The deployment of such an initiative is also cost effective. Partnering with hospitals ame-
liorates costs by utilizing existing infrastructure and personnel. Furthermore, since most 
at-risk patients own cell phones with texting, there is no additional cost to them. Through 
the use of online customizable platforms such as Twillio, each patient can be served for 
less than $2 a month.6 Several hospitals using patient education programs have reduced 
healthcare costs by up to 20 percent.7 Through patient education, mHealth initiatives 
will increase patient compliance and reduce healthcare costs.

This policy would provide local residents with tailored information for maintaining 
healthy lifestyles. Additionally, local hospitals would provide necessary infrastructure 
and personnel while government social programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women and Children (WIC) and Medicaid would guide low-income resi-
dents to these mHealth programs. Local and state health departments would also be 

•	 Key Facts
•	 83 percent of American adults 

own cell phones and 73 percent of 
them send and receive text mes-
sages.4

•	 According to the Cellular Tele-
phone Industries Association 
(CTIA), monthly text messaging 
has increased from 18.7 billion in 
2006 to 193.1 billion texts in 2011.8

•	 According to the “The Emerging 
mHealth: paths for growth” study, 
on average, “about half of patients 
say that mHealth will improve 
healthcare.”3
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valuable resources in funding and implementing the mHealth programs.

Next Steps
Strong partnerships must be made between local hospitals and the personnel imple-
menting the mHealth programs in order 
to identify local health disparities. Ad-
ditionally, support from local and state 
health departments must be garnered 
in order to have the proper resources to 
implement mHealth initiatives. The mes-
sages could be constructed using avail-
able public health literature along with 
expert opinions in the field. Local and 
national organizations, such as WIC, can 
be valuable resources, as they craft mate-
rial specifically for public consumption. To 
further test the effectiveness of the ma-
terial, focus group interviews using local 
individuals may be conducted. A mobile 
texting platform, such as Twillio, may be 
programmed to automate the information 
delivery system.7 Such platforms allow 
for the personalization of texts based on 
subscriber characteristics and data col-
lection. Thus, healthcare providers will be 
able to both deliver targeted information 
and gauge compliance.

Deployment would first involve testing the efficacy and acceptance of a texting-based 
support system within the community through pilot studies and clinical trials. Based on 
these results, the platform may then be deployed to multiple locations and the patient 
base could be expanded. These programs could also be incorporated into health insur-
ance plans so that insurance companies can cover some of the costs while widening the 
patient base.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Patients’ mismanagement of chronic 

illnesses like diabetes and hyperten-
sion puts a huge financial burden on 
the health care system.

•	 Current public health interventions 
that rely on mass advertising do not 
provide enough relevant personalized 
information.

•	 The government provides too much 
health information for most people to 
analyze and understand.

•	 mHealth interventions are viable strat-
egies for increasing health care infor-
mation for low-income individuals.

•	 mHealth interventions have been 
proven to promote healthy lifestyle 
changes among low-income popula-
tions.
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Preventing Stigma and Shortage
   in the Nation’s Blood Supply 

Matthew Quallen, Georgetown University 

In order to secure the American blood supply during a shortage and prevent sexual 
stigma, the FDA should revise its current lifetime ban on blood donations from men 
who have had sexual relations with other men to a one-year deferral period.

Since 1983, the FDA has enforced a lifetime de-
ferral on blood donations from men who have 
had sex with men (MSM) at any time since 1977. 
The stated goal of this policy is to reduce the 
risk of introducing HIV into the blood supply.1 
Over the lifetime of this policy, however, HIV 
screening tests have become incredibly reli-
able. 

In June 2012, the American Red Cross declared 
that blood supplies were at “emergency” lows,2 
suggesting that emergency or elective proce-
dures might have to go unperformed due to the 
shortage of blood products. 

Analysis
The tremendous advances in testing technology and the dire need for donations to the 
blood supply call for the FDA to revisit its current policy, which is inconsistent with defer-
ral periods for other high-risk sexual activities. For example, a one year deferral period is 
maintained for individuals who have had sexual contact with an HIV positive individual.3

As early as 2006, the American Red Cross, the American Association of Blood Banks 
(AABB), and America’s Blood Centers (ABC) called for the policy to be revised, declar-
ing it antiquated and unscientific.4 They were met with intransigence.

The Williams Institute has conducted research into the implications of revising the ban, 
finding that the Red Cross’s recommended one-year deferral period would increase the 
pool by over 1 million eligible donors, and that approximately 90,000 additional units 
(pints) of blood could be donated annually.5 This number does not account for the fact 
that an end to counter-productive forms of protest against this ban – boycotts of blood 
drives on some college campuses – would potentially also contribute to increased blood 
donation.

The Red Cross states that the increasingly computerized blood bank system reduces the 
risk of releasing untested blood to zero, leaving testing failure as the main source of risk 
to the blood supply.6 The FDA reports that the failure rate of its HIV testing is about one 
in 1.5 million, due principally to the so-called window period, which, at about nine days, 
falls well within the proposed deferral period of one year.7

•	 Key Facts
•	 Were the FDA lifetime ban re-

vised to a one-year deferral 
period, likely only one unit of 
tainted blood would enter the 
blood supply as a result be-
tween now and 2030, assuming 
that screening technology fails 
to improve, and over 1 million 
additional units of blood would 
be collected.

•	 The risk of failure in current HIV 
screening methods is estimated 
at one in 1.5 million.
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At current test failure rates, a change to a one-year deferral period would most likely 
introduce only one tainted unit of blood into the supply between now and 2030.8

Next Steps
The risk of introducing HIV into the blood sup-
ply is negligible, especially when compared to 
the threat posed by “emergency low” levels 
of blood supplies in the United States.

The continued maintenance of a lifetime 
deferral policy is inconsistent with current 
understandings of risk, testing technology, 
and recommendations from organizations 
involved in the safety and collection of the 
American blood supply. This same policy per-
petuates stigma and, held to a scientific stan-
dard of scrutiny, cannot be justified. 

The FDA should revise its current lifetime ban on MSM blood donation to a one-year de-
ferral period. This can be carried forward by regular FDA processes, legislative or execu-
tive action, APA (legal) challenge, or administrative constitutionalism, wherein the FDA 
would internally reach the conclusion that its policy is inconsistent with the constitution.9
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•	 Talking Points
•	 The potential risks of revising the 

ban on MSM blood donation do 
not substantiate the exclusion of 
tens of thousands of life-saving 
donations.

•	 The current ban has been recog-
nized as unscientific by the Red 
Cross and other organizations 
since 2006.
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Create a Youth Pipeline for HHS Federal Advisory    
   Committees Overseeing Health Care Reform

Rahul Rekhi, Rice University

The federal government should appoint youth representatives to key federal advisory 
committees overseeing health care reform.

In 1972, the passage of the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) heralded a new era 
of citizen representation in American government.1 The legislation called for the creation 
of active advisory councils throughout the federal government to provide a forum for 
citizens — expert and otherwise — to share their perspectives, guidance, and recommen-
dations across the spectrum of public policy. Today, over 1,000 such committees exist in 
50 different federal agencies, with almost 300 in healthcare alone.2

FACA was written into law with the mandate that these advisory councils must represent 
broad, diverse, and wide-ranging points of view, spanning different professions, ethnici-
ties, genders, beliefs, and even ages.3 In practice, however, this representation omits one 
key demographic in particular: American youth.4 Though we lack quantitative studies 
documenting this systematic underrepresentation, a cursory glance of federal advisory 
council (FAC) rosters shows a distinct lack of young Americans or Millennials. The very 
group that stands to be principally affected by the implementation of health reform is 
also the one singularly underrepresented in the decision-making process.

Analysis
In order to address this lack of representation, the Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) should ensure that Americans between the ages of 18 and 30 to have 
their voices heard in the health policymaking process. In particular, focus on three key 
areas is needed in health reform going forward: prevention, technology, and education. 
Accordingly, this proposal specifically targets appointing young Americans on the A) Na-
tional Prevention Council’s Advisory Group on Prevention, Health Promotion, and Inte-
grative and Public Health, B) Health IT Policy Committee, and C) Center for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services’ Advisory Panel on Outreach and Education. 

Increasing youth representation on federal 
advisory committees within HHS has numer-
ous legal, political, and ethical benefits. Le-
gally, there is a strong case to be made for the 
need for youth representation on HHS FACs. 
By law,5 in fact, the council composition must 
encompass a diverse range of membership, 
leaving the issue of persistent youth under-
representation open to a judicial line of attack. 
Politically, the creation of a youth pipeline 
could result in an overhaul of policy discourse 
and outcome. The youth representatives bring 
the voice of their generation into the health 
policy debate. A recent national survey of 

•	 Key Facts
•	 There are 46 million Millennials 

in the 18 to 29 voter block, com-
prising 20 percent of the voting 
population, and it is projected to 
reach 44 percent by 2020.

•	 There are over 300 federal ad-
visory committees on health 
policy, almost none of which have 
youth representation.

•	 Millennials believe in the govern-
ment’s capacity for problem solv-
ing in healthcare at rates above 
the national average.
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adults compiled by the Public Religion Research Institute suggests that today’s Millenni-
als tend to favor policies that promote equity and egalitarian principles. A full 44 percent 
have faith in the federal government’s capacity for problem solving, such as by providing 
universal health coverage.6

This viewpoint would clearly benefit the poli-
cymaking process, as well as politics more 
broadly. As young adults who are disillu-
sioned about their ability to influence policy 
see their interests tangibly represented in 
national health policy implementation, they 
will likely turn out at the polls in greater num-
bers. Political groups advocating for youth 
representation on FACs may enjoy a ground-
swell of support among this key demographic. 
The potential for youth voter gains, both in 
terms of turnout and behind candidates that 
support the pipeline proposal, is significant; 
Millennials turn out in the polls at rates that 
are 10 to 20 percent lower than the national 
average.7

Ethically, too, there is considerable motivation. After all, Millennials are the demographic 
most likely to be affected by healthcare reforms in the long run, particularly since A) they 
form a demographic with some of the highest rates of underinsurance and B) the effects 
of most proposals, including those in the Affordable Care Act, will be implemented over 
a period of several decades. 

Next Steps
Potential partners include national nonprofit organizations dedicated to advancing 
health care for American youth, including Young Invincibles and Families USA. Aligning 
this initiative with the interests of existing NGOs and advocacy organizations will be 
critical to its success. Such partnerships must necessarily be paired with media out-
reach along with the support of public officials—including local members of Congress, 
who may benefit from the resulting increased youth voter support.

The challenge of deciding which young Americans to appoint to these advisory councils 
might prove a contentious issue. To address this concern, young adults should be con-
sidered for FAC placement in a manner analogous to existing appointments, including a 
rigorous application and referral process.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Increased youth representation 

on federal advisory committees 
allows for the engagement of an 
underrepresented group in health 
policymaking that will be affected 
most by reform measures.

•	 Millennials offer uniquely valuable 
contributions to health policy im-
plementation.

•	 There is the potential for in-
creased youth voter turnout as 
young voters observe tangible 
representation of their interests 
in national policymaking.
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Effective Communication: Health Literacy
   and Continuing Medical Education 

Yuhao Shi, Nadeen Hussain, Collin Smith, Ishan Tatake, Sonia Vora
Georgetown University

State medical boards should require Continuing Medical Education (CME) courses 
that teach physicians how to effectively relay healthcare information to patients.

Although health literacy is necessary for pa-
tients to make informed decisions, problems 
arising from the widespread lack of patient 
health literacy are often overlooked. Health 
literacy is defined as “the degree to which in-
dividuals can obtain, process, and understand 
the basic health information and services they 
need to make appropriate health decisions.”1 
For example, Williams et al. showed that 
nearly half of patients with hypertension or 
diabetes illustrated inadequate health litera-
cy concerning their diagnoses despite attend-
ing previously provided classes addressing 
their respective health conditions. Patients 
often lacked even basic health knowledge, in-
cluding that exercise lowers blood pressure 
or that symptoms of shaking and weakness 
indicate low blood sugar.2 

Low health literacy has several effects on in-
dividuals and society. According to the Amer-
ican Medical Association (AMA), poor health 
literacy is a stronger predictor of a person’s 
health than age, race, income, employment status, or education level. Seniors over 
the age 65, immigrants, racial minorities, and low-income citizens are most vulnerable 
to health illiteracy for a variety of reasons, including fewer educational opportunities, 
learning disabilities, cognitive decline, and impaired reading ability.3 The financial costs 
of poor health literacy are staggering. Some reports estimate that problems with health 
literacy cost the U.S. between $50 to $73 billion per year.4 Other publications report U.S. 
economic losses between $106 billion and $238 billion annually due to low health literacy, 
reflecting up to 17 percent of total healthcare costs.5

Analysis
The low health literacy problem often results from a lack of communication between 
healthcare providers and patients. The average American cannot comprehend medical 
terminology and diagnoses without training. Healthcare providers are often patients’ 
only source of health education, so teaching physicians to communicate more effec-
tively with patients is crucial in improving national health literacy. If physicians learn to 
communicate health information clearly and effectively, patients will be able to utilize 

•	 Key Facts
•	 The National Assessment of Adult 

Literacy (NAAL) reports that only 
12 percent of American patients 
illustrate a “proficient” health lit-
eracy level, while 14 percent pos-
sess “below basic” literacy.6

•	 Over half of hypertension and 
diabetes patients did not know 
that exercise lowers blood pres-
sure or that symptoms of shaking 
and weakness indicate low blood 
sugar.2

•	 According to the report “Low 
Health Literacy: Implications for 
National Health Policy,” the U.S. 
economy loses between $106 bil-
lion and $238 billion annually due 
to medical problems stemming 
from low health literacy, up to 17 
percent of total healthcare costs.5



25

pertinent health information to reduce the health risks associated with poor health lit-
eracy. The AMA offers CME programs in health literacy. However, these CMEs are not 
required for physician re-registration.7 Requiring physicians to complete CME classes 
addressing health literacy and communication improves the overall health of patients 
by teaching doctors strategies to effectively convey vital healthcare information. CME 
classes provide physicians with techniques to convey crucial health information to pa-
tients with low health literacy. The workshops would also provide doctors with tools such 
as posters, fliers, and online resources to help explain medical procedures to patients. 
They would offer questionnaires to determine patient health literacy and strategies to 
improve medical offices to accommodate patients with low health literacy. Mandating 
that physicians attend CMEs targeting patient health literacy will guarantee that physi-
cians are adequately trained to communicate health information to patients.

Next Steps
A nationwide requirement for health literacy CMEs is both difficult to approve and to im-
plement. However, federal grants to state boards to develop health literacy workshops 
could encourage states to adopt health literacy CMEs as a requirement for physician 
re-registration. As the Affordable Care Act states in Section 5301, awarding grants to 
encourage health literacy CMEs “provide[s] training in enhanced communication with 
patients, evidence-based practice, chronic disease management, preventive care, health 
information technology, or other competencies as recommended by the Advisory Com-
mittee on Training in Primary Care Medicine and Dentistry and the National Health Care 
Workforce Commission.”8 Mandating CMEs does not only yield health benefits, but also 
compelling financial benefits. In comparison to the hundreds of billions of dollars lost 
due to preventable problems with health literacy every year, the federal expense for 
accredited CME provision in 2011 totaled $69 million.9 Funding health literacy workshops 
would play a crucial role in encouraging state boards to require a health literacy CME 
as part of physician re-registration and represents an attempt to address the problem of 
poor health literacy in America.
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Sickle Cell Disease Screening Programs 
   in Urban Africa

Amelia Watson & Pranay Udutha, University of Georgia 

Establishing screening programs for sickle cell disease will streamline resource alloca-
tion, address the lack of current data, and reduce childhood mortality associated with 
the disease.

Sickle cell disease (SCD) is caused by abnormal hemoglobin structure, causing de-
formed, sickled red blood cells that can clot easily.1 Globally, 7 percent of humans carry 
an SCD variant.2 Africa has high estimates of 
SCD-related mortality, particularly in children, 
but lacks reliable data to address the issue.3 
The most recent major studies tracking SCD 
found associated child mortality to be as high 
as 50-70 percent in Africa, but the studies were 
conducted in the 1970s.3,4 Without relevant epi-
demiological data, providing medical aid to ar-
eas of greatest need is impossible. Systematic 
data collection allows countries to intensify ef-
forts in areas that need the most help and can 
successfully decrease the incidence of other 
African diseases, including HIV/AIDS.5 Because 
SCD lacks relevant data, it continues to have 
high incidence and mortality rates.

Analysis
To address the current lack of data, SCD preva-
lence and mortality information need to be sys-
tematically recorded. Newborn screening is an 
important and effective step in such data col-
lection.6 U.S. newborn screening resulted in a 68 percent reduction in SCD-related mor-
tality in ages zero to three.7 Once diagnosed, caretakers can plan and raise their families 
accordingly with education from health care providers and genetic counselors. Paired 
with education, data is key to this process, as it allow states to allocate resources for 
preventive measures.6 Awareness and education have greatly reduced SCD childhood 
mortality rates because of the availability of treatments like prophylactic antibiotics and 
vaccinations.6,7 Recent tests of a new pneumococcal vaccine (PCV7) for children have 
been dramatic in reducing bacterial infections, which are the main cause of SCD-related 
infant mortality.7 Vaccines require no follow-up, an important factor where resources are 
scarce – parents simply bring their children to clinics. Newborn screening is more effec-
tive than other strategies because it helps decrease child mortality and can decrease 
SCD incidence.7 Additionally, it is cheaper and less invasive than alternatives.

Revolutionary testing methods, such as IEF testing and HPLC testing, will continue to 
push testing costs down.8 Both are inexpensive, ranging from $3 to $5 in some areas.9

•	 Key Facts
•	 SCD is the most neglected trop-

ical disease.10
•	 SCD is a global health problem, 

as 7 percent of the world carries 
some variant.2

•	 Over 300,000 are born with 
the disease annually.2

•	 Estimates for newborn screen-
ing costs for SCD range from $3 
to $5.9 

•	 Newborn screening has led to 
a 68 percent reduction in SCD-
related infant mortality.7

•	 Like AIDS, a huge barrier to 
SCD treatment is stigmatiza-
tion. Education is key to over-
coming this problem.10
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Children with SCD and families in regions of Africa experience the disease firsthand. 
Sexually active persons may be unaware carriers, making awareness key to family plan-
ning. Parents of SCD patients should know how to get help to prevent complications. 
Also, governmental agencies and relief workers as local health departments and hos-
pitals should implement newborn screening 
programs to decrease childhood mortality. 
They should allocate resources to sectors 
reporting the highest SCD incidence. Global 
Aid agencies (WHO, etc.) will be crucial in 
funding efforts once these critically afflicted 
areas are recognized.

Next Steps
Hospitals in Africa should test blood samples 
at birth in order to diagnose SCD immediate-
ly and track its current distribution.6,10 Com-
piling relevant data must begin with accurate 
record keeping by health care providers. 
Given enough funding, this would translate 
to electronic systems capable of tracking the 
data. Newborn screening programs, clinics to 
treat sickle cell crises, educational centers, 
and prophylactic antibiotics and vaccines dis-
tribution would have to be established first. Several parallel educational programs exist 
for other prevalent diseases, including AIDS and malaria, so partnerships with these pro-
grams would more efficiently use resources, such as hospital space and genetic counsel-
ors.5,10 Eventually, a “disease toolkit” could be used to simultaneously screen for common 
endemic diseases, including malaria, AIDS and SCD.
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•	 Talking Points
•	 Sickle cell disease does not get 

nearly the same amount of atten-
tion as other public health bur-
dens in Africa, despite its preva-
lence. As a genetic disorder, it is 
not infectious and is often ignored 
as a public health issue. 

•	 Whereas developing countries 
spend little to no money on ge-
netic disorders, developed coun-
tries spend almost 40 percent of 
pediatric health care spending on 
genetic disorders.10

•	 The need for reliable data remains 
a challenge in achieving many of 
these objectives. 
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