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Who We Are
Established in the wake of the 2004 election, the Roosevelt Institute | 
Campus Network was formed by college students across the country in 
order to engage our generation as powerful actors in the policy process. 
They envisioned a movement in which young people could fill the critical 
ideas gap in their communities, generating new solutions for the nation’s 
greatest challenges.

We believe in the value of a robust and active democracy, one in which all 
citizens have the opportunity to positively impact communities they love. 
By giving students a platform to elevate their ideas for local, regional, and 
national change, we contribute to that vision. 

What 
You’re Holding 
Now in its sixth year, the 10 Ideas series promotes the most 
promising student-generated ideas from across our network. 
This year’s journals, which include submissions from 20 
different schools located from New York to Georgia to Cali-
fornia, stand as a testament to the depth and breadth of 
these student ideas. 

Entries in 10 Ideas are selected for publication on the basis 
that they are smart, rigorously researched, and feasible. 
Simply put, they’re darn good ideas.

How You Can Join 
As you explore these ideas, we encourage you to take special note of the 
“Next Steps” sections. Here our authors have outlined how their ideas can 
move from the pages of this journal to implementation. We invite you to 
join our authors in the process. 

Contact us on our website www.rooseveltcampusnetwork.org or by 
tweeting with us @Vivaroosevelt.

Thank you for reading and supporting student generated ideas. 
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WELCOME 

Dear Readers, 

December 2014 will mark ten years since a group of college students 
united behind a new model for engaging young people in the political 
process, a model that became the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network. 
Deeply grounded in the belief that young people have more to offer 
than just showing up on Election Day, the Campus Network has con-
tinued to evolve and grow from its visionary beginning into the nation’s 
largest student policy organization, with a membership capable of shifting 
dialogue and effecting policy at the local, state, and national levels. 

We believe that in the context of a stagnant public discourse and increas-
ing disillusionment with a political system incapable of tackling our complex 
collective challenges, it is more important than ever to invest in a genera-
tion of leaders committed to active problem-solving and concrete change 
in the public sphere. As the Campus Network expands to more than 120 
chapters in 38 states, we serve as a vehicle for fresh ideas, exciting talent, 
and real change. 

In these pages you will find some of those ideas – from reforming western 
water rights to supporting green infrastructure through progressive toll 
taxes, students are envisioning and acting on better solutions. It’s indic-
ative of our Network’s larger impact; in the past year, we’ve leveraged 
the effectiveness of our model to work with and inform dozens of other 
organizations on how to engage Millennials on critical issues, ranging 
from campaign finance to inequality to climate change. We’ve elevated a 
fresh, Millennial-driven vision for government in an otherwise stale public 
debate, and launched an initiative that taps into our generation’s unfet-
tered thinking and ambition to reimagine the role of citizens in shaping 
fairer and more equitable local economies. Our members have continued 
to substantively engage in local processes to shape and shift the policy 
outcomes that directly impact their communities, from introducing new 
mapping systems to improve health outcomes in low-income neighbor-
hoods to consulting local governments on flood prevention. 

These ideas are just the starting place, because ideas are only powerful 
when acted upon. Yet this work is occurring in a dramatically shifting 
political and social context. The ways citizens engage their government, 
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participate locally, and advocate for their communities are changing every 
day. As a vibrant, evolving network driven by our active members nation-
wide, we believe there is immense potential to capture these innovations 
and ensure better and more progressive ideas take hold. We believe that: 

• Millennials are turning away from traditional institutions and are 
looking to build new ones as vehicles for social change. We be-
lieve there is an opportunity to channel this reform-mindedness 
into building a healthier, more inclusive system that’s responsive 
to citizen engagement and evidence-based solutions.  

• To jump-start political engagement and combat disillusionment, 
the focus needs to be on pragmatic problem-solving and inter-
sectional thinking across key issues. We can no longer tackle 
economic mobility separately from climate change.  

• There is immense potential (and need) for scalable policy inno-
vation at the local and state levels, and much of the most effec-
tive and important policy change in the coming decade will be 
local. 

• With the shift from top-down institutions to networked ap-
proaches and collective problem-solving, it is more important 
than ever before to invest in the development of informed, 
engaged community leaders capable of driving engagement and 
action on ideas. 

As you engage with the ideas, ambitions, and goals in these journals, I 
encourage you to dig in and explore how our country’s future leaders are 
taking the initiative to create the change they know we desperately need. 
You won’t be disappointed. 

Happy Reading, 

Taylor Jo Isenberg, 
National Director 
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Congratulations to
 

Zac Brown and 
Layla Hood

authors of Subsidizing Youth Employment
 on Chicago Farms

Nominee for
Policy Of The Year

A jury of Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network members, staff and 
alumni elevate one piece from each journal as a nominee for Policy 

Of The Year based off the quality of idea, rigor of research and 
ability to be implemented effectively. The cover design of this journal 

is themed to portray the above idea in visual form.    
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Subsidizing Youth Employment on 
Chicago Farms
Zac Brown, Loyola University Chicago and 
Layla Hood, Cornell University

Subsidized employment in Chicago’s burgeoning urban 
agriculture infrastructure serves to empower under-
served youth, promote healthy eating habits, teach 
marketable skills, and engage youth in their communities.

Despite exporting the second highest amount of 
farm produce of any US state, one in ten Illinois 
residents are food insecure and 600,000 Chi-
cagoans live in food deserts, areas that lack 
access to adequate healthy food options.1 In less 
than 40 years, it is not only expected that the 
population in urban areas will double, but that 
poverty in these areas will increase as well, exac-
erbating Chicago’s food shortages.2 As a result, 
Chicago has become an influential model for the 
urban agriculture movement. On the policy level, 
Chicago minimized zoning barriers and convert-
ed empty lots.1 This has encouraged the creation 
of grassroots groups such as Advocates for 
Urban Agriculture and the Chicago Food Policy 
Advisory Council, that were established in the 
early 2000s.

Since 2011, the Emanuel administration has 
invested $750,000 annually in urban agricul-
ture employment programs and the creation of 
many acres of new farmland.3 However, these 
programs have failed to address Chicago’s disen-
gaged youth. Only 61 percent of Chicago Public 
School students graduate in 5 years.4 These 
rates combined with low economic status, ethnic 
heterogeneity, and family disruption contribute 
to crime and delinquency.5 Subsidizing youth 
employment on urban farms will continue the 
investment in Chicago’s urban agriculture while 
simultaneously mitigating the barriers youth face.

KEY FACTS
• Approximately 
600,000 Chicagoans 
live in food deserts 
and lack access to 
healthy food options, 
such as fresh produce.1

• Only 61 percent of 
Chicago Public School 
students graduate 
high school, even after 
being enrolled for 5 
years.4

• In 2010, it was 
reported that 58 
percent of high school 
dropouts were reliant 
on food stamps.11
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ANALYSIS
Youth who are involved in their communities are 
more likely to have the soft skills that lead to 
achievement. Researchers have found that the 
exposure of internship experiences promotes 
self-confidence, socialskills, heightened ambition, 
and independent thinking.6 Youth who are not 
involved with out-of-school activities are much 
more likely to drop out and estimates reveal 
that the costs of dropping out of high school 
amounted to more than $388,000.7 In the latest 
job reports, high school dropouts experience 
much higher rates of unemployment and earn 
$10,386 less than someone with a high school 
diploma.8

Urban agriculture is a way for food insecure 
households to attain nutritious foods.9 Urban 
agriculture crops often include more vegetables 
and fruits—necessary components of healthy 
diets—than food insecure households normally 
have access.9 Additionally, urban agriculture can 
be productive and self-sustaining. Globally this 
has been seen in Accra, the capital of Ghana, 
where almost 90 percent of fresh vegetables are 
the product of urban farms.9 Research suggests 
health status improves with increased access 
to nutritious food.9 Urban agriculture simpli-
fies distribution and provides increased access 
to nutritional food choices at costs similar to 
unhealthy alternatives, which are prevalent in 
low-income populations.9

STAKEHOLDERS
It is crucial to understand the needs and inter-
ests of Chicago’s youth and farmers, as these 
subsidies are for them. Growing Power, Chi-
cago’s largest urban farming presence and a 
partner of the new “Farmers for Chicago” urban 
farmers network, is an important stakeholder 
because of its five farms and the jobs it could 
offer. Funding stakeholders may include the De-
partment of Family and Support Serves, which 
runs all city funded summer employment, along 

TALKING POINTS
• Working outside 
in the natural envi-
ronment positively 
impacts health.12

• Youth who partici-
pate in internship-like 
experiences are 
equipped with market-
able job training and 
transferable skill sets.

• Subsidized youth 
employment would 
provide low cost labor 
to urban farms that 
contribute to their 
local communities. 
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Next Steps
First, one would have to engage the stakeholders who could offer jobs and 
organizations such as Advocates for Urban Agriculture because they would 
help garner support and execute the policy.  In order for this program to 
be implemented, funding must be allocated from either the city’s youth 
jobs programs or through other local and federal funding sources. In 2009 
and 2010 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) funds were 
used for summer youth employment. These funds could also be accessed 
for this program due to the dire situations in Chicago’s neighborhoods.10 
Employers would contribute part of the wages and the subsidy would 
cover the rest, similar to federal work study. These subsidies would give 
needed labor to urban farmers at a reduced cost, while giving jobs to 
youth who need them. Youth could also receive a portion of the produce 
they create as a healthy bonus to their paychecks.

Employment for youth in urban agriculture is a logical and socially 
responsible alternative for solving Chicago’s current food desert, urban 
agriculture, and youth engagement and dropout issues. The next major 
step would be advancing this message to representatives and aldermen in 
order to make the subsidy available through a structured program before 
recruiting youth.

with Urban Alliance, a non-profit that gives internships to youth. Advocates 
for Urban Agriculture are another key stakeholder due to their influence 
in local farm policy.

ENDNOTES
1. Sweet, L. “Rahm Emanuel Food Policy Takes Page from Michelle Obama’s ‘Let’s Move’ Playbook.” SunTimes, 2011. http://
blogs.suntimes.com/sweet/2011/02/rahm_emanuel_food_policy_takes.html.
2. The Chicago Council on Global Affairs. “Feeding an Urban World: A Call to Action.” June 2013. 
3. City of Chicago. “Mayor Emanuel Launchers New ‘Farmers For Chicago’ Network for Chicago Urban Farmers.” 2013. 
http://www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/mayor/press_room/press_releases/2013/march_2013/mayor_emanuel_
launchesnewfarmersforchicagonetworkforchicagourban.html.
4. Chicago Public Schools. (2013) http://www.cps.edu/Schools/Pages/school.aspx?id=609707.
5.  Sampson, RJ and WB Groves. “Community Structure and Crime: Testing Social-Disorganization Theory [Electronic 
Version].” American Journal of Sociology, Jan 1989, 94(4): 774-802. http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/2780858?uid=
3739656&uid=2&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21102162270703.
6. Pedro, J. “Induction into the workplace: The impact of internships,” Journal of Vocational Behavior, (1984), 80-95, 
accessed July 2, 2013. 
7. Cohen, MA. “The Monetary Value of Saving a High-Risk Youth [Electronic Version].” Journal of Quantitative Criminol-
ogy, 1998, 14(1), 5-33.  http://www.byep.org/cost%20of%20not%20saving%20youth.pdf.
8. Alliance for Excellent Education. “Unemployment Rate for High School Dropouts Soars in Latest Government Jobs 
Report.” 2010. http://www.all4ed.org/blog/latest_government_jobs_report.
9.  Armar-Klemesu, M. “Urban Agriculture and Food Security, Nutrition, and Health [Electronic Version].” Growing Cities, 
Growing Food: Urban Agriculture on the Policy Agenda. A Reader on Urban Agriculture, 2000, 99-117. 
10. Rosenberg, L., M. Angus, C. Pickens, and M. Derr. “Using TANF Funds to Support Subsidized Youth Employment: The 
2010 Summer Youth Employment Initiative.” Mathematica Policy Research, (2010). http://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/
files/opre/sye_tanf_0.pdf.
11. “The Dropout Crisis.” 2013. http://www.wttw.com/main.taf?p=87,2.
12. Barton, J. & J. Pretty. “What is the Best Dose of Nature and Green Exercise for Improving Mental Health? Multi-Study 
Analysis.” Environmental Science & Technology, 2010, 44(10), 3947-3955. http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es903183r.
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Crowdsourcing for Civic 
Development: Community 
Investment for D.C. Improvement
Jacob Burman and John Noland, George Washington University 

By building a crowdsourcing website, the D.C. government 
can create a forum for residents to both pledge support 
for and fund local parks and recreational projects. The 
local government will selectively match funds based on 
demand, affected populations, and levels of need. Should 
the project prove successful, this process for civic devel-
opment could be expanded to other city departments.

Crowdsourcing for community development by 
itself is nothing new. Early examples of crowd-
sourcing range from Alexander Pope’s successful 
solicitation of donations from wealthy individu-
als to fund his efforts to translate The Iliad from 
Greek to English to Joseph Pulitzer’s effort to 
fund the building of the pedestal for the Statue 
of Liberty in 1885.1  Kickstarter was one of the 
first websites to employ crowdsourced funding 
for personal projects. Based on Kickstarter, 
Spacehive launched a website in England to 
crowdfund capital projects introduced by com-
munities. These projects are established and 
developed by community members, approved 
by Spacehive, and funded by the Internet com-
munity.2 Additionally, it has been used to bolster 
funds for projects by local English govern-
ments that had been lacking necessary capital 
to complete. Spacehive has led to the democ-
ratization of civic projects, allowing community 
interests to take an active role in decision-mak-
ing. Spacehive is also taking steps to become 
more integrated in its workings with different 
levels of government in England.

KEY FACTS
• Kickstarter, one of the 
most successful and 
popular crowdfund-
ing websites currently 
online, has had $898 
million pledged and 
57,597 successfully 
funded projects since 
20096, showing that 
crowdsourcing is a 
viable and established 
means of fundrais-
ing for a number of 
projects.

• Spacehive currently 
features 236 projects7, 
and has had more than 
£1 million ($1.63 million 
US) pledged since the 
site launched.8 
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ANALYSIS
The majority of the funding involved in imple-
mentation of community crowdsourcing will 
come from privately pledged money. People are 
free to propose and fund approved projects on 
the website, so the process will be largely self-
sustaining. Government funding will be required 
to support website design, hosting and logistics, 
and we propose additional funding to support 
select projects. In order to stimulate develop-
ment across D.C.’s wide range of living areas, 
this policy proposes to create a sliding scale, 
so that the three lowest-income city wards 
(currently 5, 7, and 8), will receive 50 percent 
of allotted funds, the three next lowest (6, 4, 1) 
will be guaranteed 30 percent, and the top two 
wards (2, 3)3 will be allocated 20 percent. Other 
expenses involved would include miscellaneous 
administrative costs. In the 2014 Mayor’s Budget, 
the Park Policy and Programs Division is allotted 
$294,000 for Small Parks Programs and the 
Community Gardens Programs.4 To boost resi-
dents’ say in civic development, an additional 25 
percent of each program’s budget (as currently 
allotted) will be available for spending on crowd-
sourcing, while the current levels of funding 
would allow the city to complete projects that 
are already in place. This will increase the total 
funding for Small Parks Programs and the Com-
munity Gardens Program by $88,500, for a total 
of $382,500. The funds will be appropriated as 
follows, with estimated costs for website man-
agement:
LINE ITEM AMOUNT (in dollars) PERCENT OF TOTAL
Website Implementa-
tion/Administration

15,0005 16.94

Lowest-Income Wards 36,750 41.53 (50 percent of 
development funds)

Middle-Income Wards 22,050 24.92 (30 percent of 
development funds)

Highest-Income Wards 14,700 16.61 (20 percent of 
development funds)

Total 88,500 100

KEY FACTS
• Of the 13 community 
gardens in Washington, 
D.C., only one is located 
in the three lowest-in-
come wards, with Wards 
5 and 8 completely 
unrepresented,9 running 
counter to the ostensibly 
egalitarian and amelio-
rative motives behind 
the program in the first 
place.

• A study by the Com-
munity Food Security 
Coalition’s North 
American Initiative 
on Urban Agriculture 
demonstrated that urban 
agriculture can provide a 
hefty boon to society in 
the form of better nutri-
tion, food security and 
decreased food prices,10 
which is critical in a city 
where the poverty rate, 
when accounting for 
cost of living expenses, 
stands at “almost 23 
percent.”11
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TALKING POINTS
• Crowdsourcing is an 
ever-growing, widely-
popular means of 
raising money for any 
number of causes.

• Spacehive, a British 
crowdsourcing website 
for community devel-
opment, provides a 
means for residents to 
support civic projects 
that they believe in.

• Such a website 
could be built in D.C. 
for parks programs, 
infrastructural develop-
ment, and other civic 
projects.

• Harnessing com-
munity funding and 
support will increase 
public say in govern-
ment spending and 
establish an officially-
sanctioned means of 
building support for 
civic development and 
neighborhood improve-
ment.

• While funding for 
small public parks and 
community gardens has 
increased recently, 4 it 
is important to likewise 
increase community 
involvement and own-
ership in public works.

Furthermore, projects funded through crowd-
sourcing will provide many positive externalities 
to their surrounding communities. Whether 
through gardens providing produce or de-
veloping a stronger sense of community and 
ownership of the surrounding areas, crowd-
sourcing will democratize urban development 
(with the above-mentioned support from the 
D.C. government). One of the largest benefits 
that crowdfunding offers is in additional funding 
to implement new, popular projects without 
an increase in city spending. Spacehive, for 
example, has raised over $1.63 million for a 
variety of projects across the United Kingdom.

STAKEHOLDERS
While this idea could be used within a number 
of different areas of government, this proposal 
focuses on specific departments within mu-
nicipal government. We are using the D.C. 
Department of Parks and Recreation as a case 
study for this policy, which could be expanded 
to a number of other departments depend-
ing on its success. The department and those 
within D.C. who utilize Parks and Recreation re-
sources will benefit from this project as it would 
allow constituents to propose and fund projects 
to their liking and would ease the burden of 
funding from the department itself. Likewise, 
this process will help provide feedback to the 
district for its initiatives. These projects can 
also include supporting existing programs that 
the department offers, such as programs for 
children, teens, elderly, and the disabled.

ENDNOTES
1. Kazmark, Justin. “Kickstarter Before Kickstarter.” Kickstarter, Inc, Accessed 
November 30, 2013. http://www.kickstarter.com/blog/kickstarter-before-
kickstarter
2. “Spacehive.” Spacehive, Accessed November 30, 2013. https://spacehive.
com/
3. “Neighborhood Profiles.” The Urban Institute and Washington D.C. Local 
Initiatives Support Corporation, Accessed November 30, 2013. http://www.
neighborhoodinfodc.org/wards/wards.html 
4. “Department of Parks and Recreation.” The District of Columbia Office 
of the Chief Financial Officer, Accessed November 30, 2013. http://cfo.
dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/ocfo/publication/attachments/ha_dpr_
chapter_2014j_0.pdf 
5. This is an estimated amount to reflect the costs of implementing, hosting, 
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A Noble Solution: Preserving 
Helium for Generations to Come 
Jacob Davis, Georgetown University 

Congress should expand its sale of helium at market 
equilibrium to preserve the supply for military, industrial 
and civilian needs.

and managing the website.
6. “Kickstarter Stats,” Kickstarter, Inc, Accessed November 30, 2013. http://www.kickstarter.com/help/stats 
7. “Spacehive.” Spacehive, https://spacehive.com/ProjectSearch 
8. Teacher, Andrew. “Is sharing costs among the community the way to cope with cuts?” Guardian News and Media 
Limited, Accessed November 30, 2013. http://www.theguardian.com/local-government-network/2013/jul/24/service-
delivery-policy 
9. “DPR Community Gardens.” The District of Columbia Department of Parks and Recreation, Accessed November 30, 
2013. http://dpr.dc.gov/page/dpr-community-gardens
10. Bellows, Anne C.,Katherine Brown, Jac Smit. et al. “Health Benefits of Urban Agriculture.” Community Food Security 
Coalition’s North American Initiative on Urban Agriculture, Accessed January 12, 2014. http://www.co.fresno.ca.us/
uploadedFiles/Departments/Behavioral_Health/MHSA/Health%20Benefits%20of%20Urban%20Agriculture%20%281-
8%29.pdf 
11. Morello, Carol. “When cost of living is taken into account, poverty rate is higher in the Washington area.” Washington 
Post, Accessed November 30, 2013. http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/when-cost-of-living-is-taken-into-account-
poverty-rate-is-higher-in-the-washington-area/2013/11/06/13d6853e-4712-11e3-bf0c-cebf37c6f484_story.html 

Next Steps
To efficiently implement this policy, the Department of Parks and 
Recreation will have to establish the website, determine the floor for city 
funding, develop a system to approve projects as they are proposed, and 
advertise this program to the community. Spacehive can be used as a 
reference for all of these steps.

The administrators of the Small Parks and Community Gardens Programs 
are already trained in the analysis of potential sites. Therefore, they would 
be well suited to the verification process for the projects proposed on 
the website. 
 
It will be especially important to determine the point at which the 
department would begin providing funds to support larger, more ambitious 
projects. For instance, the threshold could be set so that projects with over 
$15,000 in pledged support would become eligible for supplementary 
government funds, within the budgetary parameters for each ward type. 
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KEY FACTS
• The reserve supplies 
42 percent of the 
nation’s helium14 and 
one third of the world’s 
demand.15

• At current prices, the 
reserve nets the US 
Treasury $430,000/
day from crude helium 
sales, royalties and 
other related opera-
tions.16

• Alternatives to 
current helium produc-
tion would lead to the 
average party balloon 
costing $100.17

Known for its presence in birthday balloons 
and ability to induce high-pitched voices when 
consumed, helium is more than just a party ac-
cessory. In fact, the noble gas’s low boiling point 
and high thermal conductivity make it a crucial 
component in scientific research and develop-
ment as well as technological innovation. Its 
eclectic range of uses include applications in the 
aerospace industry, computer chip and optical 
fiber manufacturing, M.R.I. magnet cooling, 
air-to-air missile defense systems and rocket 
engines.1 

To preserve and manage this finite natural 
resource, the United States Helium Reserve 
in Amarillo, Texas, was established in the early 
1920s. At first, it purchased helium to be used in 
WWI-era airships and later was “indispensable 
to the US space exploration program.”2  However, 
in 1996, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 
the government agency that operates the 
reserve in Amarillo, was $1.6 billion in debt, and 
Congress voted to cut its losses by passing the 
Helium Privatization Act, effectively triggering a 
fire sale of helium to private industry. When the 
act was set to expire and force the US out of the 
helium business on October 7th, the Reserve 
found itself supplying 42 percent of the nation’s 
helium and netting the treasury $430,000 a 
day.3  While the Responsible Helium Administra-
tion and Stewardship Act of 2013 passed nearly 
unanimously to keep the reserve open, a bigger 
problem looms: the world is running out of 
helium.4  Estimates project that if consumption 
continues to increase at current rates, we have a 
only 40 years of helium left.5 

ANALYSIS
Congress should amend the 2013 Helium Stew-
ardship Act because it artificially lowers helium 
prices and poses a threat to the world’s supply. 
According to the National Research Council in 
2010, under the 1996 Helium Privatization Act, 
the reserve’s formula to set the price of helium 
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was so flawed that the reserve was selling helium 
at a price point about half of what it could get 
on an unregulated market.6  The passage of 
the 2013 Helium Stewardship act attempted to 
remedy this issue with promises to adjust prices 
to bring a fair return for taxpayers. However, 
the reality is that little has changed. The BLM’s 
new pricing scheme for 2014 pegs helium at $95 
per thousand cubic feet (Mcf) ,7 up $11 from 2013 
but still a distance from private Grade-A helium 
prices that sit at over $160 per Mcf.8  Because 
the US is such a large global supplier, changes 
in the reserve’s price are mirrored by the rest of 
the market.9 Thus, allowing the price of helium 
to rise to market equilibrium would not only 
be economically beneficial to the Treasury, but 
have positive impacts for the helium supply. 
As it stands, prices are so low that there is no 
incentive to conserve or recycle the helium. 
Recapturing helium from the atmosphere is an 
expensive proposition, one that Cornell scien-
tist Robert Richardson estimates would make 
helium 10,000 times more expensive.10  Lifting 
the artificially low price of helium would encour-
age responsible helium use and incentivize the 
development of localized helium recapture, 
something already being seen in academia.11

ENDNOTES
1  “Federal Helium Program Bureau of Land Management: FAQ.” Bureau of Land 
Management. http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/nm/programs/0/
federal_helium_program.Par.28420.File.dat/082613 _QandAs_WOapproved.
pdf (accessed December 2, 2013).
2  “Federal Helium Program Bureau of Land Management: FAQ.”
3  “Federal Helium Program Bureau of Land Management: FAQ.”
4  Collins, Gail. “An Ode to Helium.” The New York Times. http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/05/04/opinion/collins-an-ode-to-helium.html (accessed December 
2, 2013).
5  Selling the nation’s helium reserve. Washington, D.C.: National Academies 
Press, 2010.
6  Plumer, Brad. “Dwindling helium stockpile has Congress, businesses 
worried.” Washington Post. http://www.washingtonpost.com/business/
dwindling-helium-stockpile-has-congress-businesses-worried/2012/05/11/
gIQAGvcILU_story.html (accessed December 2, 2013).
7  “Federal Agency Begins Implementing Helium Stewardship Act; Offers 
Crude Helium at Revised Price of $95 per Mcf (12/20/13).” Federal Agency 
Begins Implementing Helium Stewardship Act; Offers Crude Helium at Revised 
Price of $95 per Mcf (12/20/13). http://www.blm.gov/nm/st/en/info/news_
releases0/2013/december/federal_agency_begins.html (accessed February 11, 
2014).
8  “The rise in helium prices.” Washington Post. http://www.washingtonpost.
com/the-rise-in-helium-prices/2012/05/11/gIQAjfExIU_graphic.html (accessed 
February 11, 2014).

TALKING POINTS
• Helium, critical and 
versatile, is used 
for M.R.I. machines, 
scientific research, 
cryogenics, and aero-
space technology. 

• “The federally owned 
helium now sells for 
about half of what it 
would on the open 
market.” 18

• Selling helium 
at market equilib-
rium raises revenue, 
corrects the inefficien-
cies in use that lead to 
waste and promotes 
the research and de-
velopment of ways to 
conserve and recap-
ture this dwindling 
resource. 
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Next Steps
Congress should abandon the faulty model it uses to sell helium and 
move to allow helium prices to further rise to preserve the global helium 
supply. While the Helium Stewardship Act of 2013 should be applauded 
for moving the US in the right direction and giving the BLM more leeway 
when it comes to selling helium,12  the act still underprices helium, mandates 
the selling off of most of the reserve and ultimately restricts the sale to 
Federal users, limiting opportunities for both revenue and innovation.13  
Congress should amend the Helium Stewardship Act of 2013 to expand 
the sale at market prices past the eventual federal only restriction. 

9  “The rise in helium prices.”
10  Boyle, Rebecca. “In The Future, This Balloon Will Cost $100.” Popular Science. http://www.popsci.com/science/
article/2010-08/future-these-will-cost-100-each (accessed December 2, 2013).
11  Zhang, Sarah. “United States extends life of helium reserve.” Nature.com. http://www.nature.com/news/united-states-
extends-life-of-helium-reserve-1.13819 (accessed December 2, 2013).
12  “Helium Stewardship Act of 2013” Senate.Energy.Gov. http://www.energy.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/files/
serve?File_id=494b2f9e-c8f5-4a44-962d-de4e83397d6b (accessed December 2, 2013).
13  “Helium Stewardship Act of 2013” v.
14  “H.R. 527: Helium Stewardship Act of 2013.” i.
15  “H.R. 527: Helium Stewardship Act of 2013.” xii.
16  “H.R. 527: Helium Stewardship Act of 2013.” i.
17  “H.R. 527: Helium Stewardship Act of 2013.” x.
18  “H.R. 527: Helium Stewardship Act of 2013.” vi. 

Capital-Intensive Punishment: 
Making Incarceration 
Cost-Effective 
Alexandra Edquist, University of Georgia 

The federal prison system should establish in-house reha-
bilitation programs for drug offenders to reduce crime by 
keeping ex-convicts from re-offending. 

In 1984, the United States passed legislation to fight drug use and violent 
crime by increasing and expanding mandatory minimum penalties for 
drug offenses, which resulted in the mass incarceration of drug offend-
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ers. Within 20 years, the federal drug offender 
inmate population grew fifteen-fold.1 Today, the 
federal prison system spends $3.7 billion a year 
to hold more than 125,000 drug offenders.2,3 

However, the country receives only about $600 
million in social benefits from the reduced drug 
use, health costs, and crime that has resulted 
from the increased incarceration of drug offend-
ers.4 Worse, there are so many drug offenders 
with mandatory minimum sentences clogging 
federal prisons that, on average, every two new 
drug offenders incarcerated forces the system 
to release a violent or property offender early 
to make room for the drug offenders5 —an effect 
that actually increases crime.6 

Many states had similar policies but recently 
reformed their prison systems to reduce costs 
and recidivism rates. Increasing the use of 
probation, parole supervision, and treatment 
allowed Texas to avert $2 billion in costs for 
building new prisons and decreased parole 
failures by 39 percent, effectively reducing its 
future inmate population.7 Georgia passed leg-
islation last summer to provide alternatives to 
incarceration, such as treatment, for low-level, 
non-violent drug and property offenders, which 
is projected to save $264 million over five years.8 

However, the federal government has not 
followed the examples of these states.

ANALYSIS
Preventing crime is the most potent way for 
prison systems to become cost-effective.  In-
carceration already does this to an extent by 
temporarily incapacitating would-be crimi-
nals. However, when ex-convicts are released, 
roughly half of them will be re-incarcerated. 
Many rehabilitation programs, such as vocation-
al training and drug treatment, greatly reduce 
recidivism and, as a result, future crime. The 
benefits from prevented crime far outweigh the 
costs of these programs. While there are many 
options, the most cost-effective program is vo-

KEY FACTS
• The federal govern-
ment spends $3.1 
billion more than it 
receives in benefits 
from incarcerating drug 
offenders.11 ,12  

• Roughly half of 
federal drug offenders 
will be re-incarcerated 
within 3 years of 
release. 13 ,14  

• At current rates, the 
incarceration of drug 
offenders increases 
rather than decreases 
crime because two 
drug offenders crowd 
out one property or 
violent offender.15 ,16  



19

TALKING POINTS
• Strict drug laws 
with long mandatory 
minimum penalties are 
expensive and increase 
crime through crowd-
ing-out.

• The federal govern-
ment is not addressing 
high recidivism rates, 
and decreasing recidi-
vism is a ‘low-hanging 
fruit ’ for increasing 
cost-effectiveness and 
preventing crime.

• Half of federal drug 
offenders could be 
provided vocational 
education for the cost 
of new prisons in the 
2013 budget alone, 
and all federal prison-
ers could be provided 
cognitive-behavioral 
therapy many times 
over.10

cational education, which reduces recidivism 
by 9 percent and has a net benefit of $13,738 
per participating inmate. The least expensive 
program is cognitive-behavioral therapy, which 
reduces recidivism by 6.3 percent and has a 
net benefit of $10,299, while costing only $105 
per inmate.9  

Implementation costs and benefits would vary 
widely depending on which program is chosen. 
If applied to the 125,000 drug offenders in 
federal prisons, the cost of vocational educa-
tion would be $148 million (4 percent increase 
to the current cost of $3.7 billion), and the net 
benefits would be $1.7 billion. Currently, incar-
cerating drug offenders costs $3.1 billion more 
than the benefits it provides. Implementing 
vocational education would close that gap to 
$1.4 billion. The cost of cognitive-behavioral 
therapy for the 125,000 drug offenders would 
be $13 million (0.3 percent increase), and the 
net benefits would be $1.3 billion. Cognitive-be-
havioral therapy would close the cost-benefit 
gap to $1.8 billion.  

Drug offenders and their families benefit 
because rehabilitation programs improve their 
economic and social outcomes upon release. 
Taxpayers benefit because of reduced crime.  
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Mandatory Minimum Penalties in the Federal Criminal Justice System. 
Last modified October 2011, www.ussc.gov/Legislative_and_Public_Affairs/
Congressional_Testimony_and_Reports/Mandatory_Minimum_Penal-
ties/201111031_RtC_PDF/Chapter_08.pdf.
4  Levitt and Kuziemko, “An Empirical Analysis of Imprisoning Drug Offend-
ers.”
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Removing Risk and Stimulating 
Innovation: Insuring Small 
Start-ups in the Silicon Valley
Hilary Gelfond, Cornell University 

Creating a local small business bank to insure start-ups 
against risk will encourage entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley, 
California, to take more chances in technological 
innovation.

Since an explosion of venture capital in the late 1990s, the Silicon Valley 
has been home to the largest concentration of startup businesses in the 
United States.1 However, the typical firm only has an 18.1 percent chance 
of survival over 9 years, which is less than the national average of 34 
percent over 10 years or more.2,3 As businesses fail and become bankrupt, 
they leave behind millions of dollars in liabilities that could have been 

Next Steps
Policy teams from the Bureau of Prisons will choose a program and a federal 
prison for a trial program to see if the chosen program is cost effective. 
They will then train personnel to run these programs. Researchers will 
run evaluations on the re-arrest, re-conviction, and re-incarceration of ex-
convicts (those who participated in the programs and those who are a 
control group) at six months, 1 year, and 3 years after their release to test 
the efficacy of the program. If the program is successful, the Bureau of 
Prisons will expand it over 5 or 10 years to apply to all drug offenders, and 
perhaps all inmates.

9 Aos, Steve, Marna Miller, and Elizabeth Drake. “Evidence-Based Public Policy Options to Reduce Future Prison 
Construction, Criminal Justice Costs, and Crime Rates.” Washington State Institute for Public Policy. 2006. www.wsipp.
wa.gov/rptfiles/06-10-1201.pdf.
10  “Federal Prison System,” Department of Justice. 
11 “Federal Prison System,” Department of Justice.
12  Levitt and Kuziemko. “An Empirical Analysis of Imprisoning Drug Offenders.”
13  “State of Recidivism: The Revolving Door of America’s Prisons.” Pew Center on the States.
14  Langan, Patrick and David Levin. “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1994.” Bureau of Justice Statistics Special 
Report, June, 2002. www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/rpr94.pdf.
15  Levitt and Kuziemko. “An Empirical Analysis of Imprisoning Drug Offenders.”
16  Saadatman, Toma, and Choquette. “The War On Drugs and Crime Rates.”
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more efficiently allocated.4 Instead of allowing 
these potentially breakthrough firms to collapse, 
a system should be put in place to protect small 
business owners from the risk of failure. 

Such an institution could be a jointly funded by 
local public-private Small Business Assurance 
Bank (SBAB), in which pre-approved business-
es pay a small premium to be insured against 
the risk of failure. While risk pooling against 
business failure has not been proposed in any 
other locality, the bank will support the tech-
nology industry, which is becoming the driving 
force in the advancement of society. The SBAB 
will be similar in structure to the National Infra-
structure Bank, proposed by President Obama 
and a selection of Congressional Democrats, as 
well as the European Investment Bank (EIB) in 
the European Union, which has been in effect 
for over 50 years and has played a major role 
in the economic development of the EU. 5,6 An 
adaption of this banking system into the Silicon 
Valley could have a similar stimulating effect on 
local businesses.

ANALYSIS
An SBAB can most effectively control for the 
financial risk of a startup company, allowing 
its owners to maintain focus on technological 
development. Structured as a public-private 
partnership, a designated group of business 
people and innovators will serve as a board of 
directors to analyze the probability of success 
of prospective companies. A rating system of 
factors considered to be the best predictors of 
a firm’s success will be used as a guide.7 After 
an initial investment by the local government, 
each qualifying company would contract with 
the bank and pay a minimal premium for the first 
4 years in exchange for insurance. Afterwards, 
the premium would increase to an amount that 
correlates with the monetary risk of the compa-
ny’s failure. If a qualifying firm begins to fail, the 
bank would provide the firm with capital upon 
reevaluation of its progress towards its stated 

KEY FACTS
• Since the dot-com 
bust in 2004, employ-
ment growth in the 
high-tech sector has 
outpaced growth in the 
non-tech sector 3 to 1.1

• The number of 
businesses leaving 
the Silicon Valley has 
exceeded the number 
moving into the region 
every year from 1995 to 
2010.3

• California’s business 
failure rate is 69 
percent higher than 
the national average.8



22

goals, to be paid back after the initial payment 
period ends. To prevent an extreme level of 
moral hazard, the funds will be paid back at a 
later time, though with minimal interest. With a 
large enough risk pool, there is a lower risk of 
the SBAB going bankrupt. Through the balanc-
ing of insulation from risk and extreme behavior 
from moral hazard, the SBAB will successfully 
allow startups in the Silicon Valley to experi-
ment with new technologies.
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Next Steps
The Santa Clara County government should contract with private investors 
to allocate the initial funding for the SBAB. Next, an advisory board of 
credentialed business and technology experts should be appointed 
and parameters for program participation should be determined. Small 
businesses should contract with the SBAB to be insulated from risk for the 
first 4 years and then repay the initial monetary risk over a predetermined 
number of years.

TALKING 
POINTS
• The Santa Clara 
County government 
should create a public-
private partnership 
with local investors to 
form a Small Business 
Assurance Bank that 
insulates tech startups 
from risk.

• Entrance into the 
bank should be de-
pendent on a set of 
stringent guidelines.

• With the decrease in 
risk, small businesses 
will be granted the 
opportunity to experi-
ment with innovative 
products.



23

Redefining Access in Detroit: The 
Case for Bus Rapid Transit
Mario Goetz, University of Michigan

The Detroit metropolitan area suffers from spatial 
mismatch between jobs and urban residents, exacerbated 
by Detroit’s inept public transportation system. The region 
should implement a Bus Rapid Transit system with dedi-
cated bus lanes to reconnect employers and employees 
with maximum efficiency and accessibility. 

Historically, Detroit’s regional governments and private interests promoted 
private modes of transportation, while neglecting the public transporta-
tion options that low-income urban residents depended on for mobility.1  
Mid-20th century Detroit boasted comprehensive public transit, includ-
ing buses, streetcars, and commuter rail. Since then, suburban political 
opposition,2  anti-mass transit policy and crippling budget cuts killed any 
attempts to integrate and extend regional transit service. Today, dysfunc-
tion, delays, breakdowns, and overcrowding make taking the bus to work, 
school, or anywhere else a difficult and dangerous prospect in Detroit, 
depriving residents of access to resources and employment.3  Detroit’s 
poverty and unemployment rates both approach 30 percent, translating 
to about 250,000 people either out of work or living in poverty.4  With 
four out of five jobs located more than 10 miles from the central business 
district,5 and a severely underfunded transit system, close to 80 percent 
of working Detroiters must commute by car only.6,7   As gas prices and 
gridlock proliferate, fewer and fewer Detroiters can afford cars, stranding 
them in greater isolation and poverty.8

A Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system is the best way to solve Detroit’s transit 
problem. BRT has proven efficient, adaptable, and cost-effective in many 
US cities, such as Los Angeles and Cleveland, which face similar geographic 
and financial barriers to transit. 9,10,11   Less expensive and more flexible than 
light rail, BRT can access Detroit’s disparate population and employment 
centers while remaining financially viable.12 Detroit’s massive and under-
used throughways are ideal for accommodating dedicated bus lanes,13 or 
busways, which will isolate buses from surrounding traffic, improve rider 
safety, slash commute times, and help alleviate gridlock, making BRT even 
more effective.14  
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ANALYSIS
Studies show that investing in public transit 
stimulates businesses, creates jobs, and saves 
workers money, especially in areas such as 
Detroit where job sprawl disconnects employ-
ers from employees.15 Better transit means 
saving millions of dollars for the metropolitan 
region, and by reducing the need for cars, transit 
riders can save almost $8,000 annually.16  After 
the recent passage of a Southeast Michigan 
Regional Transit Authority (RTA), the Federal 
government promised $140 million intended to 
revamp transit infrastructure, and fund the RTA 
and new transit projects. This sum does not 
quite cover the estimated $500 million cost of 
110 miles of a new BRT system,17  but it indicates 
serious commitment to supporting public transit. 
Improving regional transit is gaining support, cor-
responding with demand for service to regional 
hubs such as the Detroit Metro Airport. Private 
funding also supports the M1Woodward Avenue 
light rail project along Detroit’s main thorough-
fare. 18,19    

However, light rail must be nothing more than a 
supplement to a regional BRT system, which can 
be built for under $25 million per mile compared 
to the about $70 million per mile that light rail 
usually costs. Able to carry 10,000 passengers 
per hour quickly and efficiently over large dis-
tances, BRT allows an economically depressed 
city like Detroit to spend within its means, while 
providing necessary transit service. 20 
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9  Hensher, David A. “A Bus-Based Transitway or Light Rail? Continuing the 
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10  Riordan, Richard. “Busways are Most Effective Transit Option,” Daily News. 

KEY FACTS
• Four out of five jobs 
in Metro Detroit are 
located more than 10 
miles from the Central 
Business District.22

• The Detroit 
Department of Trans-
portation’s budget 
has been cut in half in 
recent years, leading 
to severely reduced 
access, overcrowding, 
long delays, and no-
shows.23,24  

• Bus Rapid Transit 
can provide the same 
service as Light Rail at 
one-third of the cost.25
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TALKING POINTS
• The Detroit region has 
seriously neglected its 
public transportation 
system, stranding low-
income residents without 
access to employment 
and services.

• Bus Rapid Transit is a 
cost-effective option that 
is ideal for long urban-
suburban commutes, and 
it will improve safety.

• Support is growing, but 
suburban residents need 
to recognize the benefits 
of regional transit to 
help pay for increased 
service. 

Next Steps
Financial support, and political will, especially from the suburbs, will prove 
the most daunting obstacles for any further transit development in Detroit. 
Services face further budget cuts in the wake of municipal bankruptcy 
and crisis, and the suburbs will likely resist plans to assist Detroit citizens, 
as they have historically. Taxation and government cooperation from the 
entire region will be necessary to implement new infrastructure, which 
requires the suburbs to recognize the shared benefits of the plan.21  
Legislating funding sources through a dedicated transit tax and giving the 
Regional Transit Authority the power to organize the region will create 
a solid foundation for a system that responds to the needs of citizens. 
These steps will require extensive collective action, such as working to 
show suburban officials that supporting regional mass transit is in their 
best interest, organizing and harnessing the voices of Detroit residents 
who yearn for better transit, and orchestrating a cultural shift from the 
sprawl and isolation of private transportation to a more sustainable vision 
of regional connectivity that public transportation makes possible. 
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Endowing Success: Using Social 
Impact Bonds to Promote STEM in 
Detroit       
Julius Goldberg-Lewis, University of Michigan 

The University of Michigan should use its endowment 
to create a social impact bond with the schools of the 
city of Detroit. The social impact bond will help finance 
STEM and entrepreneurship classes in public schools. 

Social impact bonds are a public/private 
partnership that allows private institutions 
to contribute capital for a program or policy 
(often implemented through an intermediary), 
which produces a demonstrable and quantifi-
able public good. They are being used in New 
York City to reduce recidivism rates among 
the previously incarcerated, and in London to 
pay for universal Pre-K.1 After a predetermined 
maturation period, the principal of the bond is 
repaid with interest proportional to the amount 
of public funds saved (such as lower prison 
costs through lower recidivism). Return on the 
initial investment is predicated on success of 
the program; because of this there is a serious 
incentive to invest in successful programs. The 
specific return on the bond will be evaluated 
by an independent organization that will be 
able to compare initial projected government 
costs with the post-bond reduction in cost.

Over the past several decades, Detroit has seen 
a rapid decline in its tax base, social services, 
general quality of life, and most recently, has 
entered bankruptcy. Numerous attempts and 
proposals have been made to rejuvenate 
the city, but projects from urban farming to 
massive relocation have been met with limited 
success and acceptance from the people 
of Detroit. While attempts have been made 
to create a startup culture as well as import 

KEY FACTS
• The University of 
Michigan has access to 
a $7.5 Billion endow-
ment.

• Wayne County has 
an “opportunity score” 
almost 25 percent 
lower than the national 
average.

• The computer science 
field has a 95 percent 
employment rate.6 

• Minority students 
who study a STEM 
field earn about 25 
percent more than 
those who study the 
humanities.7 
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talent to improve the tax base and increase the 
population, any sustainable solution to Detroit’s 
problems must come from within. The city is only 
a 45-minute drive away from one of the premier 
public universities in the country, the University 
of Michigan, which boast a $7.5 billion endow-
ment. The university should use that massive 
economic power to invest in generating local 
talent in Detroit, as opposed to hoping that its 
graduates might find the city attractive. 

ANALYSIS
The bond shall provide funding for computer 
science programs and entrepreneurship classes 
and additional STEM funding in each of De-
troit’s 21 high schools.2  Detroit has invested 
heavily in crafting its image to appeal to Mil-
lennials, startups and technology companies3, 
but in order for this plan to succeed the talent 
must come from within. STEM and computer 
science are some of the fastest growing fields 
and require young, driven employees. By placing 
the bond’s emphasis on these fields, the citizens 
of Detroit can gain the skills to take advantage 
of the unique culture that the city hopes to 
develop. 

Apart from the altruistic incentives available to 
the University of Michigan, as an investment, 
a Social Impact Bond can almost guarantee 
a return on investment by focusing on proven 
methods of increasing opportunity such as edu-
cation. Detroit’s poverty rate is approximately 
three times the national average4  and a non-profit 
that studies inequality and mobility, Opportuni-
ty Nation, gives Wayne County an ‘opportunity 
score’ almost 25 percent lower than the national 
average.5  By increasing training for the kinds 
of jobs that Detroit hopes to attract, the state 
expenditure on everything from social services 
to health care to crime will decrease. These 
programs will not only train Detroit students in 
the skills they need to be attractive to employ-
ers and universities, it will incentivize that talent 
to stay in the city. 

TALKING POINTS
• The University of 
Michigan should use its 
significant endowment to 
leverage social good.

• Social Impact Bonds 
have been implemented 
successfully in England 
to pay for Pre-K educa-
tion in London, and to 
reduce recidivism in New 
York City.

• STEM education has 
shown to have huge 
benefits and fit the 
profile of the talent 
that Detroit is trying to 
attract.
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Education and increases in opportunity are some of the most proven ways 
to increase the socioeconomic outcomes of individuals. By providing the 
capital necessary to implement these plans, the university will save the 
state large sums of money in the long term. If the initial bond is success-
ful, the money can be reinvested in similar programs in Detroit or across 
Michigan. 

STAKEHOLDERS
The primary stakeholders are the residents of Detroit, the University of 
Michigan, and the State of Michigan. The citizens of Detroit will benefit by 
having access to skills and education that will lead to lasting social benefit 
and positive economic outcomes. The University of Michigan will benefit 
by creating a safe investment and being able to use its sizeable endow-
ment in creative and progressive ways. The state government will benefit 
by spending less on social programs, health care, and criminal justice. 

ENDNOTES
1  Callanan, Laura, and Jonathan Law. “Will social impact bonds work in the United States?” McKinsey on Society. Last 
modified 3 2012. Accessed January 18, 2014. https://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Social-Innovation/So-
cial-impact-bonds.pdf.
2 “High Schools List.” Detroit Public Schools. http://detroitk12.org/schools/by-curriculum/High/ (accessed November 6, 
2013).
3 Carey, Nick. “Mortgage lender Quicken bets on downtown Detroit’s revival.” Reuters. http://www.reuters.com/
article/2013/02/19/us-usa-detroit-downtown-idUSBRE91I00O20130219 (accessed January 18, 2014).
4 “Detroit has half the median income, three times the poverty rate of nation, new Census numbers show.” MLive.com. 
http://www.mlive.com/news/detroit/index.ssf/2012/09/detroit_has_half_the_median_in.html (accessed November 16, 
2013).
5 “Welcome to the Opportunity Index for Wayne Michigan” Opportunity Nation. http://opportunityindex.
org/#8.00/42.234/-83.794/Wayne/Michigan (accessed November 16, 2013).
6  Carnevale, Anthony P., Jeff Strohl, and Michelle Melton. “What’s It Worth? The Economic Value of College Majors.” 
Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce. Accessed December 2, 2013. http://www9.georgetown.edu/grad/
gppi/hpi/cew/pdfs/whatsitworth-complete.pdf.
7  Balassone, Merrill. “USC study finds STEM degrees pay off for minority college students.” June 22, 2012. http://news.usc.
edu/#!/article/36235/usc-study-finds-stem-degrees-pay-off-for-minority-college-students/ (Accessed  February 12, 2014.)

Next Steps
An intermediary organization will be created to design and track the bond. 
After persuading the regents of the University of Michigan to undertake 
the project, representatives from that group (which will facilitate the 
implementation of the bond) will set up the bond with the state and schools. 
After all groups agree on an initial investment, the principal from the bond 
will provide for the classes to be held in the public schools or hosted 
by the intermediary. After the initial implementation, the intermediary 
will continue to provide estimates of the bond’s impact to the university 
and the state. The administration of the classes will be ongoing until the 
maturation date, with the funds provided from the principal of the bond. 
If successful, the bond could be renewed for future years under a similar 
framework. 
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Using Commuter Taxes to Reduce 
Chicago’s Budget Gap
Brittney Harrington and Rebecca Youngdahl, 
The College of William and Mary

The City of Chicago should levy a commuter tax to lower 
the deficit and fund employment programs to ensure that 
beneficiaries of City resources are fairly contributing.

A commuter tax is a tax on income earned within 
a city by nonresident commuters.1 Commuter 
taxes draw upon the same rationale as user 
fees, taking into consideration the net costs 
that nonresident workers and shoppers incur 
on a city by using resources that are paid for 
by city resident taxes. Under former Chicago 
Mayor Richard J. Daley, the Head Tax, which 
taxed businesses with 50 or more employees, 
brought in 23 million dollars in revenue in 2009 
and 2010. When Daley left office, the Head Tax, 
the city’s only revenue source from commuters, 
was cut without any viable alternative being put 
in its place. With four out of ten new downtown 
jobs going to nonresidents3, a commuter tax 
would make up for the lost Head Tax revenue, 
provide deficit relief, and fund employment 
programs for residents. 

ANALYSIS
Thirty billion dollars in non-taxed commuter 
income exit Chicago city limits annually. Levying 
a commuter tax of 1 percent on incomes of non-
residential workers would bring in approximately 
$300 million in tax revenue annually. Chicago’s 
projected budget gap for 2014 is $339 million.4 
Instituting this commuter tax would bring in 
enough revenue to nearly close the budget gap. 
In 2012 the Chicago city government announced 
$82 million in cuts to public safety funding, in-
cluding reductions in the number of police 

KEY FACTS
• According to the 
census bureau, 
620,000 nonresidents 
worked in Chicago in 
2009.2

• 41.4 percent of 
Chicago residents and 
52.1 percent of non-
residents earn more 
than $3,333 per month, 
making nonresidents 
more likely to be able 
to afford the 1 percent 
tax.2

• Between 2002 and 
2011, Chicagoans 
holding downtown 
jobs decreased by 2.38 
percent.2
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stations and police districts in the city, and con-
solidating fire and police headquarters.5 These 
public services are vital to city residents and 
commuters alike, therefore commuters should 
also contribute to the cost of these services. In 
addition, allocating 5 percent of the revenues 
toward workforce services in Chicago would 
increase the budget for employment programs 
from about 7.3 million to over 22 million dollars.4 

A workforce services program with three times 
its current funding and a major decrease in the 
budget deficit could immensely benefit the city.

STAKEHOLDERS
Getting approval for a commuter tax in Chicago 
would rely heavily on community organizing. 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel has said that he will not 
raise taxes to reduce the deficit6, therefore heavy 
emphasis would need to be put on working 
with aldermen who support the tax, lobbying 
those who don’t, and organizing in wards most 
affected by the loss of jobs to commuters. Edu-
cating Chicagoans and business-owners about 
the revenue lost to commuters whose incomes 
aren’t taxed is vital to the implementation of the 
commuter tax. 

Organizations such as the Grassroots Collabor-
ative and member organizations of the Chicago 
Area Project collaborative have expressed 
interest in the implementation of such taxes. 
Opponents of the tax may be concerned that 
businesses may move elsewhere to avoid the 
tax, however, if part of the tax revenue “is used 
to provide some valuable public service, the city 
could become more attractive to current and 
future employers.”2 

ENDNOTES
1. Gillette, Clayton P. “Who Should Authorize a Commuter Tax?” The University 
of Chicago Law Review 77, no. 1, 2010: 223-248
2. Ferguson, Joseph M. “Income Taxes - Create a Commuter Tax.” Office of the 
City of Chicago Inspector General. 2011. http://chicagoinspectorgeneral.org/
major-initiatives/budget-options/2011-budget-options-online-version/revenue-
options/income-taxes-create-a-commuter-tax/#_ftn4
3. Tellez, Eric. “Downtown Prosperity, Neighborhood Neglect: Chicago’s Black 
and Latino Workers Left Behind.” The Grassroots Collaborative. October 8, 

TALKING POINTS
• Every year, $30 billion 
in commuter income 
exit Chicago untaxed by 
the city.

• Since commuters 
possess the majority 
of jobs in downtown 
Chicago, a commuter 
tax of 1 percent should 
be implemented to 
benefit the city. 

• This tax can be used 
to close the city’s 
budget gap, as well 
as increase workforce 
services in Chicago for 
city residents.
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Next Steps
In order to move forward, the General Assembly must approve this tax. 
This should be tackled by primarily working with stakeholders to build a 
strong Chicagoan support base to take to the Assembly. This tax should 
be implemented in the “collar counties” surrounding Chicago, as they 
have benefitted from nearly 40 percent of downtown job growth over the 
past 10 years.4 The Assembly’s legislation must include a clear definition 
of “commuter” that explains which areas surrounding Chicago constitute 
commuter towns. Per the Constitution of the State of Illinois, the commuter 
tax would be a flat tax.7 Writing the commuter tax as a progressive tax is a 
long-term goal that could be achieved after a constitutional amendment. 

Incentivize University Community 
Investment Through Federal Uni-
versity Rankings
Zach Komes and Josh Serchen, George Washington University 

The Department of Education’s proposed college rating 
system should include a Community Investment Index 
that measures universities’ role in spurring local economic 
development.

Colleges and universities are critical to the communities in which they 
reside. Universities purchase just over $400 billion in goods and services 
annually, or about 3 percent of GDP.1  Moreover, these anchor institutions 
hold $406 billion in endowments.2  This spending power continues to be 
an untapped resource for community development in low-income areas. 
While the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) has 

2013. http://www.thegrassrootscollaborative.org/sites/default/files/DowntownProsperityNeighborhoodNeglect.pdf
4. City of Chicago. “2014 Budget Overview.” Mayor Rahm Emanuel.
5. City of Chicago. “Mayor Rahm Emanuel Outlines 2012 Budget Proposal to Secure Chicago’s Future.” Mayor’s Office 
Press Release. October 12, 2011.
6. Dardick, Hal. “Chicago aldermen tweak suburbanites on idea of ‘commuter tax.’” Chicago Tribune. September 27, 2011.
7. The Constitution of the State of Illinois. Art. IX, Sect. 1.
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KEY FACTS
• For every $100 spent 
at local businesses, $73 
will remain in the local 
economy.10 

• For every $1 invested 
in a CDFI, $7 flows to 
local community-led 
ventures.11 

• In 2012, universities 
held $406.1 billion in 
endowment assets and 
spent $400 billion on 
goods and services.12,13  

worked on a small-scale to encourage greater 
university investment, no further major govern-
ment action has been taken. 

Several universities have started community 
investment programs of their own. The Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania committed 12 percent of 
its procurement for local and minority-owned 
businesses, which totaled about $100 million in 
2010.3  Other universities use their endowments 
to help local homeowners and enterprises, such 
as the University of Cincinnati, which invested 15 
percent of its endowment in a community loan 
fund.4 

The federal government has not done enough to 
incentivize universities to broaden their impact 
on their surrounding neighborhoods. Presi-
dent Obama’s recent proposal to link financial 
aid with a standardized rating system presents 
an opportunity to encourage investment. If 
the Department of Education (ED) included a 
Community Investment Index as a component 
of ranking, then colleges would finally be pres-
sured to use their economic power to revitalize 
low-income communities.

ANALYSIS
The Index would measure the university’s social 
impact in three areas: endowment investment, 
procurement of local goods and services, and 
business incubation. This rating would include 
the percentage of the university’s endowment 
invested in Community Development Finan-
cial Institutions (CDFIs), community banks and 
capital funds that provide assets to low-income 
communities.5  These innovative institutions also 
maximize their social impact by leveraging many 
sources of revenue; for every $1 invested in a 
CDFI, $7 flows to local community-led ventures.6  
However, reductions in federal funding, 
dampened charitable giving, and higher costs 
necessitate the need for new revenue for the 
continued sustainability of CDFIs.7  
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The Index should also measure the percentage 
of university procurement of goods and services 
from locally-owned enterprises. Local purchas-
ing creates a “multiplier effect” that maximizes 
economic impact; some studies have found that 
for every $100 spent at local businesses, $73 
remains in the immediate community.8  Finally, 
the indicator would measure the extent to 
which the university supports community en-
trepreneur incubation via technical assistance 
and startup capital funding for new business 
ventures.

ED should work closely with HUD to facilitate 
information sharing and greater collaboration 
between colleges. The specific costs for the 
effort would include a limited expansion of HUD 
for this purpose, as well the costs of developing 
the precise mathematical calculation and col-
lecting data from universities. The addition of 
this index would not dramatically increase the 
cost of President Obama’s proposal. 

STAKEHOLDERS
All Americans have a vested interest in this 
proposal. Universities will be motivated by 
self-interest to shift their current investment 
portfolios to more community investment in 
order to secure additional federal funding. The 
choice students have in selecting a college 
to attend will influence colleges to compete 
against each other to lead the rankings in order 
to attract more students, resulting in more at-
tractive financial aid packages for students as 
universities invest more while competing and 
receive more favorable rates from the federal 
government. Local small businesses will have 
new access to capital from university-provided 
funding. Tying federal aid to new guidelines will 
require a change in federal law, so this proposal 
will have to endure a divided legislative process.

TALKING POINTS
• Local universities have 
strong potential to spur 
economic development 
in their community 
through their procure-
ment and endowment, 
though many lack a 
strong incentive to do 
so.

• Successful community 
investment initiatives 
by the University of 
Pennsylvania and the 
University of Cincinnati 
demonstrate the power 
of university engage-
ment with communities.

• Tying a Community 
Investment Index to 
federal financial aid 
funding will motivate 
other universities to 
maximize their financial 
resources to support 
local entrepreneurs and 
communities. 
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Next Steps
The likelihood of passage of President Obama’s financial aid overhaul is 
minimal in the current political environment. However, ED will complete 
the ranking system by 2015, even if there is no congressional authorization 
that ties aid to this ranking.9 Results will be featured on ED’s College 
Scorecard website.

ED is primarily focused on the financial return on investment for students, 
and currently there is no public discussion about including a calculation 
of local economic returns in the ranking. To bring awareness to the 
Community Investment Index, a lobbying campaign will need to unite 
a large coalition of actors, including students, community organizations, 
and universities. Fiscal conservatives may be persuaded by the ranking 
system’s use of competition to maximize the effectiveness of federal 
spending. Government officials should appreciate the increased capital 
flows into their constituencies. Such an advocacy campaign should 
contend that it’s in universities’ best interests to financially empower their 
communities—investment in CDFIs will generate interest payments that 
provide new revenue streams, create positive publicity for the institution, 
and boost demand for the education they provide through an increase in 
local incomes.

ENDNOTES
1  Aud, Susan, et al. “The Condition of Education 2013.” National Center for Education Statistics. http://nces.ed.gov/pub-
search, (accessed November 25, 2013).
2  National Association of Colleges and Universities Business Officers. “Educational Endowments Earned in FY2012.” 
http://www.nacubo.org/Documents/research/2012NCSEFinalPressReleaseJanuary292013.pdf (accessed November 25, 
2013).
3  Dubb, Steve, et al. “The Anchor Dashboard: Aligning Institutional Practice to Meet Low-Income Community Needs.” 
The Democracy Collaborative 19. http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/An-
chorDashboardCompositeFinal.pdf, (accessed November 25, 2013).
4  Guinan, Joe, et al. “Raising Student Voices: Student Action for University Community Investment.” The Democracy 
Collaborative. http://community-wealth.org/content/raising-student-voices-student-action-university-community-invest-
ment, (accessed November 25, 2013).
5  CDFI Fund. “CDFI Fund: Year in Review.” 2012. http://cdfifund.gov/impact_we_make/research/FY%202012%20
CDFI%20Fund%20Year%20in%20Review.pdf, (accessed November 25, 2013).
6  Opportunity Finance Network. “Opportunity Multiplied.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_
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Affordable.” http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/08/22/fact-sheet-president-s-plan-make-college-more-
affordable-better-bargain-, (accessed November 25, 2013).
10  Civic Economics. “The Andersonville Study of Retail Economics.” http://www.luc.edu/curl/escd/cities/reports/An-
dersonvilleSummary.pdf, (accessed November 25, 2013).
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Establishing an Arkansan 
State Bank
Chirag Lala, Hendrix College 

Arkansas should establish a public state bank, modeled 
on the Bank of North Dakota, to sustainably finance small 
businesses, local banks, and critical development projects.

The model for state banks is the Bank of North 
Dakota (BND). Founded in 1919, the BND lends 
primarily to community banks to increase their 
lending capacity and partially absorb risk from 
their investments.1 As a result, North Dakota 
has a local lending per capita rate four times 
the national average,2 and the BND maintains 
a return on equity of 25 to 26 percent.3 By ex-
panding lending to small businesses and local 
development projects, the BND returned $300 
million to the state general fund in the past 
decade.4 Additionally, North Dakota has the 
lowest unemployment rate in the nation at 2.6 
percent.5 Based on this model, sixteen states 
have proposed bills to study or create banks.6 

The National Highway System Designation Act 
(NHS Act) of 1995 established a pilot program 
of State Infrastructure Banks (SIBs).7 Utiliz-
ing Federal capitalization grants, the SIBs use 
various lending measures—including revolving 
funds—to fund infrastructure in a more targeted 
manner than traditional Federal reimbursement 
grants.8 Arkansas established a joint-SIB with 
Tennessee in 1997 but Arkansas’ loan agree-
ment only totaled $31,000.9  

ANALYSIS
The primary advantage of a state bank is 
offering recyclable and profitable investments 
to local businesses and projects without 
the need for immediate profit maximization, 
thereby reducing interest rates and the need 
for repeated state expenditures. The state’s 

KEY FACTS
• Arkansas schools 
require an estimated 
$4.5 billion in infra-
structure funds while 
the annual outlay for 
schools was only $1.5 
billion between 2005 
and 2008.15

• Arkansas needs an 
additional $5.3 billion 
to improve drinking 
water infrastructure in 
the next 20 years.16  

• In Arkansas, 2,929 
bridges are structurally 
deficient or function-
ally obsolete.17  



36

TALKING POINTS
• Long term projects 
that are not immedi-
ately profitable such 
as school repair, water 
works, or infrastruc-
ture investment 
would finally receive 
adequate funds.

• An Arkansan state 
bank would provide 
community banks and 
local businesses with 
a cheaper source of 
credit and investment 
than Wall Street firms.
 
• By holding public 
funds and providing 
low cost loans, the 
bank would reduce 
state and local borrow-
ing costs and provide 
the state with profits 
and interest income for 
reinvestment into new 
projects.

economy would benefit from increased lending 
by community banks with access to cheap loans 
and clearing services from a state bank.10  During 
a recession, the bank’s lending could counter-
act the decrease in private lending and provide 
much needed stimulus to the state’s economy 
while reducing pressure on state aid.11  

The bank would hold public funds and offer 
low-interest loans, so borrowing costs for munic-
ipalities would decrease, while interest income 
could go directly to the state or to future in-
vestment.12 Federal funds and public-private 
partnerships would lessen the chances of profit 
loss and the state could withdraw funding if nec-
essary. 

STAKEHOLDERS
Commercial banks with main offices in Arkansas, 
collectively holding over $50 billion in assets, 
represent prime sources of capital to be tapped 
and would benefit immensely from the services 
a state bank could provide.13 Small businesses, 
contractors, and developers in Arkansas would 
directly benefit from any renewed or expanded 
lending from invigorated local banks. The BND 
demonstrates that public banks do not compete 
with local banks; since less than 2 percent of 
BND deposits come from consumers. Instead, 
local businesses and banks give the BND strong 
political support.14

ENDNOTES
1  “Bank of North Dakota.” Institute for Local Self-Reliance. May 5, 2011. http://
www.ilsr.org/rule/bank-of-north-dakota-2/.
2 Ibid.
3  “Advantages.” Public Banking Institute. Accessed December 1, 2013. http://
publicbankinginstitute.org/advantages.htm.
4  Ibid.
5  “Unemployment Rates for States.” Bureau of Labor Statistics. Modified 
December 20, 2013. http://www.bls.gov/web/laus/laumstrk.htm.
6  Rapoport, Abby. “The People’s Bank.” The American Prospect. April 1, 2013. 
http://prospect.org/article/people%E2%80%99s-bank-0.
7  “Chapter 4 - State Infrastructure Banks.” Federal Transit Administration. 
Accessed December 1, 2013. http://www.fta.dot.gov/12868_3538.html.
8  Ibid. 
9  Puentes, Robert, and Jennifer Thompson. “Banking on Infrastructure: Enhanc-
ing State Revolving Funds for Transportation.” Brookings-Rockefeller. September 
2012. http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2012/9/12%20
state%20infrastructure%20investment%20puentes/12%20state%20infrastruc-
ture%20investment%20puentes.pdf. 
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11  Rapoport. “The People’s Bank.” 
12  “Building State Development Banks.” Public Banking Institute, Oregonians 
for a State Bank. September 2010. http://oregoniansforastatebank.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/10/Building-state-development-banks-0910.pdf 
13  “About.” Arkansas State Bank Department. Accessed January 19, 2014. 
http://banking.arkansas.gov/about
14  “Advantages.” 
15 “What You Should Know About Arkansas’ Infrastructure.” American Society 
of Civil Engineers. 2013. http://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/a/docu-
ments/Arkansas.pdf.
16  Ibid.
17  Ibid.

Next Steps
The State Bank of Arkansas (SBA) should be chartered directly via 
legislation and regulated by the existing State Bank Department. Along 
with an initial capitalization of $250 million to $750 million from state 
revenue or bond issues, all state funds should be deposited in the SBA. 
The same option should be offered to local banks and municipalities. The 
SBA should also incentivize individuals and businesses to deposit their 
money in local banks. Arkansas should guarantee all deposits.

In addition, the state should subsequently direct smaller portions of its 
tax revenues, profit from the bank, and Federal aid back into the bank to 
increase its funds further each fiscal year. These funds should be loaned 
to projects on a meritocratic basis with interest rates based on potential 
risk and contingency measures prepared for delays or failure. 
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Who We Are
Established in the wake of the 2004 election, the Roosevelt Institute | 
Campus Network was formed by college students across the country in 
order to engage our generation as powerful actors in the policy process. 
They envisioned a movement in which young people could fill the critical 
ideas gap in their communities, generating new solutions for the nation’s 
greatest challenges.

We believe in the value of a robust and active democracy, one in which all 
citizens have the opportunity to positively impact communities they love. 
By giving students a platform to elevate their ideas for local, regional, and 
national change, we contribute to that vision. 

What 
You’re Holding 
Now in its sixth year, the 10 Ideas series promotes the most 
promising student-generated ideas from across our network. 
This year’s journals, which include submissions from 20 
different schools located from New York to Georgia to Cali-
fornia, stand as a testament to the depth and breadth of 
these student ideas. 

Entries in 10 Ideas are selected for publication on the basis 
that they are smart, rigorously researched, and feasible. 
Simply put, they’re darn good ideas.

How You Can Join 
As you explore these ideas, we encourage you to take special note of the 
“Next Steps” sections. Here our authors have outlined how their ideas can 
move from the pages of this journal to implementation. We invite you to 
join our authors in the process. 

Contact us on our website www.rooseveltcampusnetwork.org or by 
tweeting with us @Vivaroosevelt.

Thank you for reading and supporting student generated ideas. 
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WELCOME 

Dear Readers, 

December 2014 will mark ten years since a group of college students 
united behind a new model for engaging young people in the political 
process, a model that became the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network. 
Deeply grounded in the belief that young people have more to offer 
than just showing up on Election Day, the Campus Network has con-
tinued to evolve and grow from its visionary beginning into the nation’s 
largest student policy organization, with a membership capable of shifting 
dialogue and effecting policy at the local, state, and national levels. 

We believe that in the context of a stagnant public discourse and increas-
ing disillusionment with a political system incapable of tackling our complex 
collective challenges, it is more important than ever to invest in a genera-
tion of leaders committed to active problem-solving and concrete change 
in the public sphere. As the Campus Network expands to more than 120 
chapters in 38 states, we serve as a vehicle for fresh ideas, exciting talent, 
and real change. 

In these pages you will find some of those ideas – from reforming western 
water rights to supporting green infrastructure through progressive toll 
taxes, students are envisioning and acting on better solutions. It’s indic-
ative of our Network’s larger impact; in the past year, we’ve leveraged 
the effectiveness of our model to work with and inform dozens of other 
organizations on how to engage Millennials on critical issues, ranging 
from campaign finance to inequality to climate change. We’ve elevated a 
fresh, Millennial-driven vision for government in an otherwise stale public 
debate, and launched an initiative that taps into our generation’s unfet-
tered thinking and ambition to reimagine the role of citizens in shaping 
fairer and more equitable local economies. Our members have continued 
to substantively engage in local processes to shape and shift the policy 
outcomes that directly impact their communities, from introducing new 
mapping systems to improve health outcomes in low-income neighbor-
hoods to consulting local governments on flood prevention. 

These ideas are just the starting place, because ideas are only powerful 
when acted upon. Yet this work is occurring in a dramatically shifting 
political and social context. The ways citizens engage their government, 
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participate locally, and advocate for their communities are changing every 
day. As a vibrant, evolving network driven by our active members nation-
wide, we believe there is immense potential to capture these innovations 
and ensure better and more progressive ideas take hold. We believe that: 

• Millennials are turning away from traditional institutions and are 
looking to build new ones as vehicles for social change. We be-
lieve there is an opportunity to channel this reform-mindedness 
into building a healthier, more inclusive system that’s responsive 
to citizen engagement and evidence-based solutions.  

• To jump-start political engagement and combat disillusionment, 
the focus needs to be on pragmatic problem-solving and inter-
sectional thinking across key issues. We can no longer tackle 
economic mobility separately from climate change.  

• There is immense potential (and need) for scalable policy inno-
vation at the local and state levels, and much of the most effec-
tive and important policy change in the coming decade will be 
local. 

• With the shift from top-down institutions to networked ap-
proaches and collective problem-solving, it is more important 
than ever before to invest in the development of informed, 
engaged community leaders capable of driving engagement and 
action on ideas. 

As you engage with the ideas, ambitions, and goals in these journals, I 
encourage you to dig in and explore how our country’s future leaders are 
taking the initiative to create the change they know we desperately need. 
You won’t be disappointed. 

Happy Reading, 

Taylor Jo Isenberg, 
National Director
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Of The Year based off the quality of idea, rigor of research and 
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Promoting Access to Music 
Education in Pennsylvania 
Michael Donnay, Georgetown University 

To expand access to quality music education, Pennsylva-
nia should group its public school districts into clusters to 
share resources for music education. 

Despite overwhelming evidence that music ed-
ucation improves both standardized test scores 
and mastery in subjects such as mathematics, 
historically arts education and, more specifical-
ly, music programs are among the first to be cut 
during a budget crisis.1,2 Due to the recent reces-
sion, many states have provided less support for 
public education, and consequently funding for 
music in public schools has decreased as well.3 
For instance, the School District of Philadelphia 
recently cut music programs for all 131,362 of its 
students.4 
 
A promising mechanism for providing music 
education at a low cost has been developed in 
Haverford Township School District, in Haver-
ford, Pa., where the district pays for two full-time 
instructors who rotate throughout the district 
during the week. This solution cuts down on 
the number of staff members required without 
compromising music education.5 Under such 
a system, once a week all of the instrumental 
students are bused to the high school where 
they rehearse as a group with their instructors. 
These systems at the elementary level help 
foster award-winning high school music ensem-
bles, as well as SAT scores that are 100 points 
higher than the state average.6,7,8

ANALYSIS
Pennsylvania can build off of Haverford’s model 
for music education by organizing school dis-
tricts into clusters and establishing a framework 

KEY FACTS
• It costs a school 
district $65,000 a year 
to employ a music 
teacher, an average 
of $5,000 more than 
a standard classroom 
teacher.9

• Given that a quality 
music program 
employs an average of 
one music teacher per 
375 students, a district 
of 5,000 students 
could save $455,000 a 
year by partnering with 
another district.9,10

• Over 75 percent 
of school districts in 
Pennsylvania cut music 
funding for the 2013-14 
school year. 11
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for inter-district collaboration around music 
education. These clusters would pool resourc-
es across districts, thereby allowing districts to 
feasibly split costs. By clustering districts, re-
sources can be drawn from multiple revenue 
streams, easing the burden on individual school 
districts while simultaneously increasing access 
to music education. Clusters would share music 
teachers—whose salaries in Pennsylvania run 
about $65,000—and instruments, which often 
cost hundreds of dollars each.9 In a cluster of 
only two districts sharing 14 teachers each 
district would save $455,000 a year in salary 
alone.5 Haverford’s model is based on student 
enrollment, not the number of schools in the 
district; consequently, it can scale to fit any size 
of cluster. Within these inter-district clusters 
teachers would rotate among districts during 
the week, with instruments being distributed 
based on need. As long as districts properly co-
ordinate, there should be no issue with sharing 
larger instruments or undue stress on instruc-
tors. This model would allow school districts to 
reap the benefits of music education at reduced 
cost.

This program will benefit the thousands of Penn-
sylvania public school students currently facing 
cuts to their musical education.1 By lowering the 
overall cost of music programs, districts will be 
able to expand their music offerings without 
increasing spending. District superintendents, 
school principals, and current music teachers 
will be the primary implementers of this program. 
Due to the inter-district nature of this policy, it 
cannot succeed without a framework provided 
by the state Department of Education. It is 
crucial that the Pennsylvania Music Educators 
Association (PMEA) collaborate closely with 
government officials to develop such a frame-
work.

ENDNOTES
1. “Cuts to arts & music education: not a pretty picture.: PSEA. The Pennsylvania 
State Education Association, n.d. Web. 16 January 2014. <http://www.psea.org/

TALKING POINTS
• Students who receive 
a quality music edu-
cation score higher 
in math and reading 
comprehension.2

• By allowing districts 
to share the cost of 
their music programs, 
more Pennsylva-
nia students will be 
exposed to a quality 
music education at a 
lower cost to individual 
districts.
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teacher.aspx?id=8363>.
2. Ruppert, Sandra S. Critical Evidence: How the ARTS Benefit Student Achievement. Washington, D.C.: National Assembly 
of State Arts Agencies, 2006.
3. Leachman, Michael and Chris Mai. Most States Funding Schools Less Than Before the Recession. Washington, D.C.; 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2013. 
4. Quijano, Elaine. “Budget woes plague Philadelphia’s school system,” CBS Evening News, September 12, 2013, http://
www.cbsnews.com/news/budget-woes-plague-philadelphias-school-system (accessed November 30, 2013).
5. Haverford Music Department. “Music Department Staff.” Haverford Township School District, http://www.haverford.
k12.pa.us/Page/45 (accessed November 30, 2013).
6. Pennsylvania Department of Education. School Performance Profile: Haverford Senior High School.  6617. Harrisburg, 
PA. 2013. http://www.paschoolperformance.org/Profile/6617
http://www.paschoolperformance.org/Profile/6617
7. Haverford High School Band and Orchestra. http://www.hhsmusic.org/index.htm (accessed on January 16, 2014).
8. Benefield, Nathan. “SAT Scores By State, 2013.” Commonwealth Foundation,
http://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/sat-scores-by-state-2013 (accessed on January 15, 2014).
9. Commonwealth Foundation. “School Payroll: Average Salary by Position.” Commonwealth Foundation. http://www.
openpagov.org/k12_payroll.asp (accessed November 30, 2013).
10. Fermanich, Mark L. “Money for Music Education: A District Analysis of the How, What, and Where of Spending for 
Music Education.” Journal of Education Finance 37, no. 2, 2011: 130-149. http://muse.jhu.edu.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/ 
(accessed November 30, 2013).
11. Churchill, Michael. “Pa. Education Budget Reflects Politics, Not Student Needs.” The Notebook, Philadelphia. http://
thenotebook.org/october-2013/136421/pa-education-budget-reflects-politics-not-student-needs (accessed January 14, 
2014).

Next Steps
Once the Department of Education has laid out a framework for coopera-
tion, school districts themselves will have to work out logistics. Working 
with the PMEA and districts that have quality music programs, participat-
ing districts will need to map out the details of collaboration. Questions 
to be considered include: What kind of schedule will be required? How 
will districts communicate about workloads and responsibilities? How 
will the teachers be paid? How will instruments be stored and shared 
among students? The Department of Education will facilitate conversa-
tions among districts as they work out these issues, allowing districts to 
share best practices. These ongoing conversations will guide the program 
as it moves forward.
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KEY FACTS
• The average age a 
child is trafficked into 
the commercial sex 
trade is 11 to 14 years 
old.19

• As many as 100,000 
to 300,000 children 
are estimated to be at 
risk of being trafficked 
in the US each year.20 

Curbing Local Human Sex
Trafficking Through Sex Education
Sarah M. Estrela, Wheaton College (MA)

To help eradicate human sex trafficking in the United 
States, pre-existing school-based sex education programs 
should be expanded to include information on the warning 
signs and dangers of sex trafficking.

Human sex trafficking, known as modern-day 
slavery, is a much larger issue in the US than most 
Americans realize. Unfortunately, 83 percent of 
sex trafficking victims identified in the US are US 
citizens—not foreigners, as widely believed—who 
have been forced into a form of slavery.1  Though 
its definition is not universally agreed upon, US 
federal law defines sex trafficking as “the re-
cruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, 
or obtaining of a person for the purposes of a 
commercial sex act, in which the commercial sex 
act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in 
which the person induced to perform such an 
act has not attained 18 years of age.”2  Further, 
this crime does not discriminate in any way; 
victims can be of any age, race, gender, ethnicity, 
nationality, sexual orientation or religious belief.3  

Sex trafficking predominantly affects the most 
vulnerable members of society: women and 
children.4 Traffickers approach children in 
a variety of settings, but one of their prime 
targets is after school.5  The US Department 
of Homeland Security estimates that as many 
as 100,000 to 300,000 American children are 
at risk of being trafficked for commercial sex.6  
Most targeted children become victims around 
the start of puberty.7 

Public schools have pre-existing mechanisms 
for sex education, so one way to combat sex 
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trafficking across the US is the inclusion of in-
formation about sex trafficking within these 
curricula. There are currently two main types of 
sex education offered to public school children: 
comprehensive and abstinence-only. Compre-
hensive sex education teaches children about 
pregnancy, contraception, STI prevention tech-
niques, domestic violence, and sexual assault.8 

Abstinence-only sex education stresses the im-
portance of waiting to engage in sexual activity 
until marriage.9 The type of education students 
receive is dependent upon the legislation of the 
state in which they reside. Twenty-two states, 
as well as the District of Columbia, require that 
public schools teach their students about sex 
education.10 Unfortunately, sex trafficking is cur-
rently excluded from both these curricula.

Non-profit organizations such as the Polaris 
Project and government initiatives like the Blue 
Campaign already actively educate school ad-
ministrators and teachers to raise awareness, 
but extending this information to students and 
their families could make a significant difference 
in reducing sex trafficking.11 

ANALYSIS
According to the US Department of Education, 
human trafficking is “one of the fastest growing 
criminal industries in the world, with traffick-
ers generating billions of dollars in profits each 
year.”12  However, inexpensive resources, effec-
tive education, and the collaborative efforts of 
the community can help cripple it. Over $75 
million in federal funds have already been al-
located toward comprehensive sex education 
under the Obama administration, and an ad-
ditional $24.5 million have been allocated to 
domestic anti-trafficking agencies under the 
Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthoriza-
tion Act of 2008.13  In 2012, the Polaris Project 
operated on a budget of almost $7.3 million, 
with almost $2.9 million to spare.14  The available 
budget and the expenses of current sex traf-

TALKING POINTS
• Incorporating sex 
trafficking into all sex 
education curricula will 
empower our children 
with the necessary 
knowledge to protect 
themselves should they 
become endangered in 
this way.21

• In December 2013, 
President Obama 
proclaimed January as 
National Slavery and 
Human Trafficking Pre-
vention Month for the 
fifth consecutive year, 
and called upon “every 
nation, every communi-
ty, and every individual 
to fight human traf-
ficking wherever it 
exists.”22  
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ficking prevention programs demonstrate that this policy is both feasible 
and highly affordable. Since this is a relatively low-cost initiative, enough 
funding and resources can be secured through federal grants, fundrais-
ing, and careful budgeting. The sex trafficking industry relies heavily on its 
victims and is pervasive due to its overwhelming $32 billion annual worth. 
Thus, reducing the number of potential victims is crucial to crippling local 
sex trafficking circuits.15  Educating children, families, and members of the 
community will make this business unsustainable and easier to eradicate.

This policy can be feasibly executed because of the work of existing orga-
nizations committed to eradicating human trafficking. By incorporating the 
exhaustive research and detailed information these organizations possess 
into the proposed sex education curricula, children will be equipped with 
the most effective ways to prevent themselves from becoming victims. 
Non-profit organizations that oppose human trafficking have already de-
veloped workshops and seminars geared toward educating those who 
know little about the issue but want to be informed.16  Additionally, the De-
partment of Homeland Security’s initiative, the Blue Campaign, also works 
alongside school administrators and local authorities to provide compre-
hensive information on how to protect children from sex traffickers.17 

STAKEHOLDERS/AUDIENCE:
While this policy primarily benefits the children who will be educated, 
a positive impact will inevitably be made on communities nationwide. 
Families whose children are equipped with this knowledge will be pre-
served, communities will become significantly safer, and current victims 
may even be provided the help they need. While this policy would have 
to be passed on a state level, its implementation would also require the 
cooperation and collective efforts of local governments, local school ad-
ministrations, representatives from NGOs that specialize in the opposition 
of human trafficking, and researchers committed to this cause. 

ENDNOTES
1  Office of Justice Programs. “Bureau of Justice Statistics - Characteristics of Suspected Human Trafficking Incidents, 
2008-2010.” Bureau of Justice Statistics. http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/cshti0810pr.cfm (accessed January 15, 
2014).
2  Polaris Project. “State and Federal Laws.” Polaris Project | Combating Human Trafficking and Modern-day Slavery. 
http://www.polarisproject.org/resources/state-and-federal-laws (accessed November 22, 2013).
3  Soroptimist International of the Americas. “Human Trafficking Facts | Sex Slavery and Trafficking.” Soroptimist. http://
www.soroptimist.org/trafficking/faq.html (accessed January 15, 2014).
4  The Advocates for Human Rights. “What is Human Sex Trafficking?” http://www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org/
what_is_human_sex_trafficking#_ftnref2 (accessed November 22, 2013).
5  “Human Sex Trafficking: Who Are the Victims?” The Advocates for Human Rights. http://www.theadvocatesforhuman-
rights.org/who_are_the_victims (accessed November 22, 2013).
6  United States Department of Homeland Security. “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.” U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security - The Blue Campaign. https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/blue-
campaign/Blue%20Campaign%20-%20Human%20Trafficking%20101%20for%20School%20Administrators%20and%20
Staff.pdf (accessed November 22, 2013).
7  United States Department of Homeland Security. “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.”
8  Advocates for Youth. “Sex Education Programs: Definitions & Point-by-Point Comparison.” http://www.advocatesfory-
outh.org/publications/655?task=view (accessed January 15, 2014).
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Next Steps
The first step in implementing this policy is to develop a sex trafficking 
curriculum suitable for all levels of public school education. To accomplish 
this, the cooperation of existing non-profit organizations and government 
agencies is necessary. Their research, resources, and staff will help shape 
effective curricula that address specific sex trafficking issues in their 
local communities. Once a curriculum is developed, states will need to 
seek funding for the execution of such programs. The US Department of 
Justice, as well as many other agencies, issue annual grants to programs 
working to eradicate sex trafficking.18  

To ensure the long-term effectiveness of this program, its progress should 
be measured and recorded. Tracking the number of children participating 
in these programs in relation to the number of those trafficked in a given 
community will help all parties involved target potential problems and 
generate new ideas. This curriculum should be revised annually to ensure 
that curricula include the most updated information. 

9  Advocates for Youth. “Sex Education Programs: Definitions & Point-by-Point Comparison.” 
10  National Conference of State Legislatures. “State Policies on Sex Education in Schools.” NCSL - National Conference 
of State Legislatures. http://www.ncsl.org/research/health/state-policies-on-sex-education-in-schools.aspx (accessed 
January 15, 2014).
11  U.S. Department of Homeland Security. “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.”
12  U.S. Department of Education. “Putting an End to Human Trafficking.” EDgov Blog. https://www.ed.gov/blog/2014/01/
putting-an-end-to-human-trafficking/ (accessed January 15, 2014).
13  SIECUS - Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States. “A Brief History of Federal 
Funding for Sex Education and Related Programs.” SIECUS. http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.
viewPage&pageID=1341&nodeID=1 (accessed January 15, 2014).
14  Polaris Project. “Financial Information.” Polaris Project | Combating Human Trafficking and Modern-day Slavery. 
http://www.polarisproject.org/about-us/financial-information (accessed January 15, 2014).
15  “Factsheet on Human Trafficking.” UNODC - United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. http://www.unodc.org/docu-
ments/human-trafficking/UNVTF_fs_HT_EN.pdf (accessed January 15, 2014).
16  Polaris Project. “Outreach and Awareness Materials.” Polaris Project | Combating Human Trafficking and Modern-day 
Slavery. http://www.polarisproject.org/resources/outreach-and-awareness-materials (accessed January 15, 2014).
17  United States Department of Homeland Security. “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.”
18  Administration for Children and Families. “Federal Government Efforts to Combat Human Trafficking.” Office of 
Refugee Resettlement. http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/resource/federal-government-efforts-to-combat-human-
trafficking (accessed January 16, 2014).
19  United States Department of Homeland Security. “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.”
20  United States Department of Homeland Security. “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.”
21  U.S. Department of Homeland Security, “Human Trafficking 101 for School Administrators and Staff.”
22  Obama, Barack. “Presidential Proclamation -- National Slavery and Human Trafficking Prevention Month, 2014.” The 
White House. http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/12/31/presidential-proclamation-national-slavery-and-
human-trafficking-prevent (accessed January 14, 2014).
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Creating Universal College 
Savings Accounts for Humboldt 
County Kindergarten Students
Raúl Gardea, Humboldt State University

To encourage parents to start saving early for their chil-
dren’s higher education, Humboldt County should 
automatically open savings accounts for all incoming kin-
dergarten students.

A college education remains a near-universal aspiration for most families. 

KEY FACTS
• San Francisco’s Kin-
dergarten to College 
program provides 
a case study about 
implementing such an 
account structure.7

 
• Automatic enrollment 
in social programs 
helps increase their 
adoption, a key dif-
ference between this 
local initiative and 
more common college 
savings accounts.8 

Among parents of children ages 17 or younger, 
94 percent say they expect their children to 
attend college.1  Yet, as tuition costs continue to 
rise, parents will have to shoulder the increasing 
expense of higher education. This is exacerbated 
in California by the recent increase in child-
hood poverty.2  In Humboldt County alone, the 
number of children living below the poverty line 
is 21.4 percent.3  

Research shows that children with savings are 
seven times more likely to attend college than 
those without.4  In 2010, the city of San Francisco 
introduced the Kindergarten to College (K2C) 
program, which opened savings accounts for 
1,000 incoming kindergarten students. The city 
provided initial seed money and then devised 
incentives such as matching contributions to 
promote steady saving habits. These incentives 
were made possible through public-private 
partnerships and contributions from community 
organizations, businesses, financial institutions, 
and individuals. 

As Humboldt County transitions from a natural 
resources-based economy to a service-based 
economy, it is imperative that families start 
planning for the future. Although specific details 
need to be identified at the local level for suc-
cessful implementation in a rural community 
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such as Humboldt County, K2C provides a 
framework to incentivize higher education 
saving in underprivileged communities. 

ANALYSIS
This savings account structure should guarantee 
eligibility for any kindergarten student enrolled 
in a public school. It would be universal and au-
tomatically opened upon enrollment. Parents 
have the ability to opt-out. Research shows that 
the adoption of social programs is increased 
by default or automatic enrollment.5 Students 
eligible for subsidized lunches—a common metric 
for identifying low-income households—should 
receive a larger initial deposit. First-generation 
and lower-income families may lack documenta-
tion or sufficient financial literacy thus creating 
new barriers that might complicate applying for 
loans and scholarships. Therefore, any prospec-
tive administrative barriers must be minimized. 

Establishing a sound and sustainable endow-
ment for this program is crucial for its long-term 
solvency. A potential strategy might be the de-
velopment of a Pay for Success Bond. These 
bonds are public-private partnerships where in-
vestors provide capital for public programs and 
are repaid upon achieving a mutually agreed-
on social outcome.6 This would place the brunt 
of risk on private investors and ease taxpayer 
concerns over the funding of new initiatives 
with scant public funds.

ENDNOTES
1.“Most Parents Expect Their Children to Attend College.” Pewresearch.org. 
http://www.pewresearch.org/daily-number/most-parents-expect-their-chil-
dren-to-attend-college/. Accessed December 1, 2013.
2. Fuentes, Rey, Ann O’Leary, and James Barba. “Prosperity Threatened: Per-
spectives on Childhood Poverty in California.” http://thenextgeneration.org/
files/Prosperity_Threatened_Final.pdf.
3. US Census Bureau. http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/
pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk.
4. Elliot, William, and Sondra Beverly. “The Role of Savings and Wealth in 
Reducing ‘Wilt’ Between Expectations and College Attendance.” St. Louis: 
Center for Social Development. http://csd.wustl.edu/Publications/Docu-
ments/RB10-04.pdf.
5. Currie, Janet. “The Take-Up of Social Benefits.” National Bureau of Economic 
Research (2004): 9, http://www.nber.org/papers/w10488.
6.“Social Impact Bonds: A Guide for State and Local Governments.” Harvard 
Kennedy School. http://hkssiblab.files.wordpress.com/2013/07/social-impact-
bonds-a-guide-for-state-and-local-governments.pdf

TALKING POINTS
• Among parents of 
children ages 17 or 
younger, 94 percent 
say they expect their 
child (or children) to 
attend college but only 
53 percent of these 
parents say they are 
already saving.9

• The increase of 
childhood poverty 
coupled with a rapidly 
transitioning economy 
means it is impera-
tive that students are 
well prepared with the 
skills to compete in 
the future Humboldt 
workforce.
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Next Steps
While this program must be adapted to the needs of Humboldt County, 
models like San Francisco’s K2C are an invaluable reference. There are 
several components already in place that could be revamped to ac-
commodate this program. Savings accounts like Umpqua Bank’s Learn 
2 Earn can be expanded to offer universal access. The Decade of Dif-
ference community development initiative could seamlessly integrate 
this program as a classroom tool for teaching financial literacy—one of 
its stated goals. Local education and economic development non-profit 
organizations could help define the scope of such an initiative. The 
California Center for Rural Policy at Humboldt State University could 
assist in identifying target schools and conducting scientific surveys with 
parent focus groups. Local banks and credit unions could help design 
the incentives to promote steady saving.

Obtaining support from teachers, administrators, community leaders in 
the public and private sector, and parents will be crucial in designing and 
implementing a program to meet the specific needs of a rural economy.

School-Community Partnerships: 
Alliances Combating STEM Apathy
Cayley Heller, Cornell University

To keep students engaged in STEM fields and to better 
prepare them for STEM-based careers, school districts 
should partner with community organizations to create 
project-based learning and internship opportunities.

It has been more than 30 years since the publication of A Nation at Risk 
sparked a push to move past “mediocrity” in our education system, par-
ticularly in STEM. Yet, even after a series of reforms, STEM education still 
has much to be improved.   

7. Bevans, Jade Shipman. “Children’s Education Savings Accounts:A Case Study of San Francisco’s Kindergarten to 
College Program.” EARN Institute. 2013. http://www.earn.org/static/uploads/files/K2C_Practitioners_Report_.pdf
 . Curie. “The Take-Up of Social Benefits.” 9.
9. “Most Parents Expect Their Children to Attend College.”
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According to the National Science Foundation, 
students in the US are decreasingly choosing 
STEM majors, while the demand for them in the 
labor market is ever-increasing.1 Even with choice 
aside, a mere 30 percent of high school gradu-
ates are ready to tackle science at the college 
level.2 

Those examining disengagement with STEM 
fields, particularly among women, cite two main 
factors underlying the decision to pursue a 
STEM major: a) personal capabilities and pre-
paredness and b) an interest in the discipline. 
Jan Cuny, Program Director for the National 
Science Foundation’s Computing Education for 
the 21st Century, asserts this lack of engagement 
among girls comes from popular misconceptions 
about STEM fields. That they are “too hard,” 
“geeky,” “require a single-minded 24/7 focus,” or 
that the fields “provide little benefit to society.”3

There have been numerous recommendations 
aimed at improving STEM education, including 
producing more and better STEM teachers and 
increasing the rigor of the curriculum.4 However, 
many of the suggestions address only one facet 
of the problem. City governments should invest 
in fostering school-community partnerships for 
project-based learning and internship oppor-
tunities, which would work best to address all 
sides of the problem. Providing real life problems 
and resources would create a more rigorous 
environment. Moreover, increasing the level of 
interactivity, practicality, and applicability will 
also increase engagement and retain students in 
the field, particularly those traditionally under-
represented such as females and minorities. 

ANALYSIS
Surveys suggest that opportunities for practical 
learning experiences are correlated with higher 
school retention rates and higher paying wages 
for students when they eventually graduate.5 A 
Brandeis University study suggests that students 

KEY FACTS
• Five percent of 
American graduates 
majored in engineer-
ing, as compared to 12 
percent of European 
graduates and 20 
percent of Asian 
students.11

• Women in the US 
earn, on average, 77 
cents for every dollar 
a man earns. Getting 
more women in STEM 
careers has been 
shown to help reduce 
inequality of pay.12

• There will be a pre-
dicted 1.2 million US 
job openings in STEM 
fields by 2018, with a 
lack of qualified candi-
dates.13
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who participate in hands-on STEM learning ex-
periences are nearly twice as likely to major in a 
science or engineering field.6 

One of the core arguments against the 
movement towards project-based learning is 
that it makes it more difficult to comply with 
state standards and evaluate student progress 
and learning. Existing programs, such as MC2 
(Metropolitan Cleveland Consortium) STEM 
High School, have created new programming 
that complies with state standards and found 
that businesses have suggestions for curriculum 
relevant to both careers and state standards. It 
is also important to note that current standards 
and means of evaluation are not necessarily 
all-encompassing, and the movement towards 
more project-based learning might open up al-
ternative forms of evaluation.

ENDNOTES
1 Weaver, Gabriela C., Kamyar Haghighi, Douglas D. Cook, Christian J. 
Foster, Sidney M. Moon, Pamela J. Phegley, and Roger L. Tormoehlen. “At-
tracting Students to STEM Careers.” Purdue University. http://www.purdue.
edu/strategic_plan/whitepapers/STEM.pdf. 
2 Varner, Lynne K. “Better STEM Education, Training Needed for Mis-
matched Workers.” The New York Times. November 14, 2013. Accessed 
November 18, 2013. http://seattletimes.com/html/opinion/2022261584_lynne-
varnercolumnboeingstemxml.html. 
3 Coger, Robin C. “Why STEM Fields Still Don’t Draw More Women.” The 
Chronicle of Higher Education. October 29, 2012. Accessed November 18, 
2013. http://chronicle.com/article/Why-STEM-Fields-Still-Dont/135302/. 
4 “New Partnership with Local Westbury Schools and Cradle of 
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TALKING POINTS
• High school students 
are graduating unpre-
pared and uninterested 
in pursuing STEM 
fields.
 
• The need for STEM 
is growing, with 
women and minorities 
continuously underrep-
resented.

• Community partner-
ships for internships 
and project-based 
learning will engage 
more students, particu-
larly groups that are 
underrepresented, in 
the field.
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 Next Steps
In order to cultivate stronger, more engaging STEM education, there are 
a number of measures that must be taken. It is vital that relationships 
are cultivated between schools and local higher education institutions, 
museums, research centers, nonprofits, and businesses. The partnership 
between the Westbury Union Free School District and AAR Aircraft 
Component Services is a prime example, with the relationship benefiting 
disadvantaged students through exposure to STEM fields and benefiting 
AAR with possible future employees.7 Another example is P-TECH in 
Brooklyn, which, through an alliance between New York Public Schools 
and IBM, allows students to pursue an Associate’s degree in a STEM field 
and graduate with direct connections to IBM jobs. The opening of P-TECH-
inspired schools in Chicago has proven the model to be replicable.8 

MC2 serves as another excellent model. MC2 provides access to 
internships and project-based learning opportunities, allowing students 
the chance to see what STEM careers are like and to gain experience 
that might help them choose a future path. The hands-on experience gets 
students out of the textbook rut, engaging them more in their studies. This 
can help students understand the relevance of what they are learning and 
see the link between their education and future, all while complying with 
Ohio Academic Content Standards.9

City governments and local educational agencies can encourage 
organizations to participate for goodwill and can also subsidize internships 
and programs that are created as part of co-operative education 
partnerships with local districts. Organizations like PENCIL should be used 
to facilitate school-business partnerships and student fellowships in STEM 
fields.10 The partnerships should begin with high school programming, 
where the benefits are most directly visible to the partners. Once the 
partnerships are grounded, programs can be expanded to include 
elementary and middle schools.

Using existing models for programs and partnerships, city governments 
should incentivize connections between businesses and public education 
institutions. A model should be built to share curriculums and tested 
programs, to assist teachers and faculty, and to facilitate the transition in 
the classroom.
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Promoting Active Learning: The 
Benefits of Flipped Classrooms 
Eric Henshall, Georgetown University

Public high schools in Washington, D.C., should promote 
flipped classrooms, in which students view online lectures 
as homework and devote class time to guided problem 
solving and group work.

KEY FACTS
• Sixty-six percent of 
teachers using flipped 
classrooms reported 
increases in standard-
ized test scores.10

• After implement-
ing flipped learning, 
Clintondale High 
School’s math failure 
rate dropped from 44 
percent to 13 percent, 
while disciplinary inci-
dents fell 74 percent in 
two years.11

Despite its prevalence in high schools and uni-
versities across the country, the lecture is an 
ineffective method of instruction. Students are 
only able to focus actively for 15 to 20 minutes, 
so a large portion of the lecture is not a produc-
tive use of students’ time.1

District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) 
is often seen as the epitome of failing schools 
in America, a view that is supported by many 
criteria for academic success.2 With a gradu-
ation rate of 58 percent and less than half of 
its students scoring proficient or higher on 
standardized tests, DCPS high schools are ex-
cellent candidates to switch to flipped learning, 
a program that has been shown to increase test 
scores and graduation rates.3

ANALYSIS
Flipped classrooms can be effective when they 
promote active learning, which is more effective 
than passive learning.4 In a flipped classroom, 
the teacher facilitates group work and problem 
solving, allowing students to work at their own 
pace and review lectures at home. This teaching 
style avoids a “one-size-fits-all” approach to 
education, allowing teachers to adapt their in-
structional styles to meet the needs of their 
students.5 Clintondale High School demon-
strates that flipped classrooms can also lead to 
more students staying in school and attending 
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college.  Clintondale’s college attendance and 
graduation rates rose to 80 percent and more 
than 90 percent, respectively, after flipping all 
its classes.6

Flipped classrooms improve student perfor-
mance at little cost because they do not require 
any additional resources beyond a laptop, 
which DCPS already supplies to teachers, and 
a computer lab for students.7 DCPS should 
provide workshops and information for in-
structors to assist them in transitioning from 
the traditional teaching model. The expenses 
would be negligible because organizations such 
as the Flipped Learning Network already offer 
webinars and other resources at no cost.8 

Despite promising results, flipped classrooms 
may be unfeasible in places where many students 
do not have regular access to the internet, es-
pecially in rural communities. Schools should 
ensure that they provide computer labs and 
time in the day for students who do not have 
access to the internet at home to view online 
lectures; however, such a system could be costly 
and less effective if most students need to use 
school computers daily. Despite their initial 
costs, computer labs have few recurring costs 
and thus flipped classrooms remain relatively 
cost-effective. While flipped learning is not a 
panacea for failing schools, it is a simple and 
efficient way to improve student performance 
that all schools should consider.
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TALKING POINTS
• Research demon-
strates that active 
learning is more ef-
fective than passive 
learning.4

• Teachers in flipped 
classrooms report 
improvement in test 
scores.10

• Flipped learning ad-
dresses failing schools 
and dropouts with little 
additional cost.
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Next Steps
Teachers can immediately switch to flipped learning by using resources 
such as Khan Academy, a non-profit organization that provides free 
educational videos online, or recording their own lectures to customize 
their curriculum. DCPS should initiate a pilot program in select high schools 
by implementing flipped classrooms in math, science, and history classes. 
Flipping these particular subjects has clear benefits in each class: math 
classes will have more time to solve problems, science classes can allow 
for additional laboratory experiments, and history classes will be able to 
devote additional time to class discussions. Teachers and administrators 
can monitor the progress of students in these flipped classes, and if 
successful, DCPS should offer students the option of attending flipped 
classes in all core subjects at every public high school. Additionally, due to 
the lack of rigorous scientific studies on flipped classrooms, DCPS should 
commission a study on their effectiveness to provide further details on the 
program’s benefits.9

October 9, 2013. http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/10/09/turning-education-upside-down/.
7. “Collective Bargaining Agreement between the Washington Teachers’ Union and the District of Columbia Public 
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Final%20WTU%20DCPS%20Tentative%20Agreement.pdf.
8. “2013-2014 Webinars.” Flipped Learning Network. Accessed November 30, 2013, http://flippedlearning.org/domain/21.
9. Hamdan et al., A Review of Flipped Learning, 6.
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Why Summer Matters in Keeping 
Kids Smart
Shaun Kleber – University of Georgia

The Clarke County School District in Athens, Georgia, 
should provide monthly bus transportation during the 
summer for low-income students to local libraries, enabling 
them to access books they would otherwise lack.
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Summer learning loss is the phenomenon of 
children losing knowledge during the summer 
vacation. Low-income students suffer most, 
specifically in reading achievement, due to their 
lack of access to enrichment opportunities and 
resources. The problem is especially severe in 
Athens-Clarke County, Georgia, because of the 
high poverty rate.1 Summer learning loss also 
creates an ever-expanding achievement gap 
between low- and higher-income students2 that 
presents myriad problems as students progress 
through school, including higher dropout rates 
for low-income students.3 

A nonprofit organization called Books for Keeps 
provides 12 books to each student at the seven 
elementary schools in the Clarke County School 
District (CCSD) with the highest poverty rates, 
but that still leaves 3,723 elementary school 
students—2,541 of whom qualify for free or re-
duced-price lunches—without books through 
this program.4

ANALYSIS
Providing effective summer enrichment 
programs can cost more than $2,000 per 
child,5 and the proposed policy would cost 
far less while being equally or more effective. 
The deputy superintendent of CCSD said the 
district would be willing to provide buses for 
this program, but would be unable to absorb the 
cost. The base price to use a bus is $225, and 
the price goes up for each stop. If all students 
at the target schools were to participate in this 
program, it would cost more than $11,700 each 
day, depending on how many stops were neces-
sary. 

However, a more reasonable estimate is that 
fewer students would participate, and the base 
cost would be significantly lower than that.6 For 
this relatively modest price, the proposed policy 
could solve—or at least significantly reduce—the 
problem of summer learning loss

KEY FACTS
• The average 
American middle-in-
come child has access 
to 12 books over the 
summer, compared to 
about one book for 
every 355 low-income 
children.10

• The childhood 
poverty rate for 
children in Athens-
Clarke County is 25.2 
percent, compared to 
the Georgia average of 
16.7 percent. It is the 
fifth poorest county in 
the country.11

• Reading 12 books 
during the summer has 
been shown to be as 
effective as summer 
school in raising 
reading scores, and the 
effect is large enough 
to offset summer 
learning loss.12 
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Next Steps
CCSD should seek outside funding for bus transportation. Dollar 
General,7 Target,8 and other companies, as well as the US Department of 
Education9 offer grants for programs aimed at helping struggling readers 
develop literacy skills. The primary option for sustainable funding should 
come from the school district, but their tight budget has made them 
unable to put any funds toward this program currently. If it proves to 
be effective, however, it is possible the district would allocate funds in 
the future. The total amount needed would depend on the number of 
students participating. The district should survey parents and students 
to gauge potential participation and then determine where each partici-
pant lives to design the bus routes in such a way as to minimize costs.
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TALKING POINTS
• Summer learning loss 
creates an achievement 
gap that can leave low-
income students years 
behind their peers.13

• Summer learning loss 
is most severe among 
low-income students 
because they lack equal 
access to enrichment 
resources and opportu-
nities.

• Providing low-income 
students transportation 
to libraries is a cost-
effective way to ensure 
equal access to books.
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One State, One Rate: 
In-State Tuition for Undocumented 
Students
Dory MacMillan, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Undocumented students1 who graduate from North 
Carolina high schools should be eligible for in-state tuition 
at North Carolina’s public colleges.

TALKING POINTS
• Eighteen states allow 
undocumented students 
to pay the in-state 
tuition rate for public 
colleges.13  

• “One State, One 
Rate” makes undocu-
mented students in 
North Carolina eligible 
for in-state tuition 
rates if they have (1) 
graduated from a North 
Carolina high school; 
(2) attended school in 
the United States for 
at least 6 years; and (3) 
signed an affidavit that 
they are seeking legal 
resident status.

Each year, 1,500 undocumented students 
graduate from high schools in North Carolina 
with the dream of attending college.2 Plyler v. 
Doe guarantees these students the right to 
attend public K-12 schools3; undocumented 
students, however, are not guaranteed the right 
to attend a public college and they face many 
financial obstacles to make their college dreams 
a reality.

North Carolina’s public colleges admit undoc-
umented students, but these students do not 
receive the substantial financial benefits that 
come with attending a public college. Federal 
law prohibits them from obtaining federal finan-
cial aid4 and North Carolina’s policies prohibit 
them from obtaining state financial aid.5 Most 
importantly, North Carolina’s policies require 
them to pay the higher out-of-state tuition rate.6 

ANALYSIS
Requiring undocumented students to pay out-
of-state tuition is unfair. First, North Carolina’s 
in-state tuition rate, which averages $7,694 per 
year, is much less than North Carolina’s out-of-
state tuition rate, which averages $28,446 per 
year.7 This higher out-of-state tuition rate makes 
it financially difficult for undocumented students 
to afford higher education. Second, undocu-
mented students should not suffer because 
their parents illegally brought them to the US. 
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Third, undocumented students who have been 
raised in the US have been legally educated 
in this country. Lastly, undocumented students 
are more likely to drop out of high school and 
become dependent on government support if 
their college opportunities are limited.

Board of Governors Policy 700.1.4 states that 
undocumented students are to be considered 
out-of-State students for the purpose of “cal-
culating the 18 percent cap” on freshman from 
outside of North Carolina. Receiving accep-
tance from the university system colleges out of 
state is more difficult because a smaller percent-
age is accepted; thus, undocumented students, 
despite growing up in North Carolina, are 
faced with greater obstacles in gaining admit-
tance. Similarly, the State board of Community 
Colleges Code 1D SBCCC 400.2 (b) mandates 
that undocumented students are considered 
out-of-state students (even if they were raised in 
North Carolina) for tuition purposes. 

It is much more expensive to pay out-of-state 
tuition rates, which is another deterrent for un-
documented students seeking to advance their 
education.8    

STAKEHOLDERS:
The most important stakeholders are undocu-
mented students in North Carolina. “One State, 
One Rate” benefits undocumented students 
by allowing them to pay North Carolina’s 
lower in-state tuition rate. This policy does not, 
however, alter their legal status or make them 
eligible for federal financial aid.

North Carolina citizens are also stakehold-
ers. Various studies indicate that “households 
headed by a person with a bachelor’s degree 
earn approximately $1.6 billion more in a 60 year 
period than families headed by an individual 
with only a high school diploma.”9 

KEY FACTS
• Approximately 1,500 
undocumented students 
graduate from North 
Carolina high schools 
each year.11

• Current North 
Carolina policies require 
undocumented students 
to pay the higher out-
of-state tuition rate at 
public colleges.

• High school dropouts 
cost states $316 billion in 
lost wages.12 By allowing 
undocumented students 
to pay in-state tuition, 
fewer undocumented 
students will drop out of 
high school.
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Policy makers in the North Carolina state legislature, the Board of Gov-
ernors, and the State Board of Community Colleges are the stakeholders 
who will institute the changes required by this policy.
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Next Steps
Board of Governors Policy 700.1.4 and the State Board of Community 
Colleges Code 1D SBCCC 400.2(b) need to be repealed and replaced 
with “One State, One Rate.”

First, organizers need support from politicians and grassroots advocacy 
organizations. Organizers could team up with local DREAM Act advocacy 
organizations, such as Action NC, and NC DREAM Team. Second, 
organizers should consider how other states passed their in-state tuition 
policies for undocumented students, learn from those states’ mistakes, 
and build on the advocacy strategies and policies that worked. 

With the proper planning, advocacy, and grassroots support, “One State, 
One Rate” can become a reality for undocumented students in North 
Carolina. Under this policy, undocumented students would be eligible for 
the in-state tuition rate at North Carolina’s public colleges if they have: (1) 
graduated from an accredited North Carolina high school; (2) attended 
primary or secondary school in the US for at least six years before applying 
to college; and (3) signed an affidavit that they have either applied for legal 
resident status or will do so.10 
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Mental Health First Aid in 
Pennsylvania Public Schools  
Emily Cerciello & Muad Hrezi - University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill

Public school teachers in Pennsylvania should receive 
Continuing Professional Education credit for completing 
the Mental Health First Aid program to promote early 
detection and treatment of mental illness.

Every day, children and adolescents living with 
mental illness struggle to access basic treatment 
resources.  Currently, one in five youth meets 
criteria for a mental disorder1  but only half of 
affected children received treatment in the 
last year.2 Common mental disorders, including 
anxiety, mood, behavioral, and substance use 
disorders, often emerge in childhood and ado-
lescence.3 There exists an average 8 to 10 year 
gap between onset of symptoms and treatment 
interventions,4 which is costly for both taxpayers 
and the health care system.

Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) is an interactive 
8-hour training program that aims to help the 
public identify, understand, and react to signs of 
mental illness, or reduce the harm that an indi-
vidual may cause to themselves or others when 
having a mental health crisis.5 MHFA strives to 
increase knowledge and confidence, reduce 
stigma, and improve the effectiveness of a com-
munity in connecting individuals with unmet 
mental health needs to treatment resources.6  

MHFA shows great promise for educators. At a 
Canadian University, educator training in Mental 
Health First Aid resulted in a knowledge increase 
of between 18 and 32 percentage points in every 
category of mental illness, and a 30 percent 
increase in confidence to react to a mental 
health crisis.7  A course for high school teachers 

KEY FACTS
• In Pennsylvania, 
118,000 educators 
serve 1.8 million public 
school students 
daily.17,18

• One in five youth 
currently meets criteria 
for a mental disorder.19 

• Half of mental ill-
nesses in children 
remain untreated each 
year.20

 
• The economic cost 
of untreated mental 
illness is more than 
$100 billion annually.21 
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in Australia increased teachers’ knowledge, 
reduced stigma, and increased confidence in 
providing help to students.8  

ANALYSIS
Public school teachers in Pennsylvania should 
receive Continuing Professional Education 
(CPE) credit for completing the Mental Health 
First Aid program. Act 48 of 1999 requires all 
Pennsylvania educators with public school cer-
tification to complete 180 hours of CPE every 
five years to remain certified.9 Educators can 
meet these hours by pursuing collegiate study, 
completing approved CPE courses, or attending 
relevant trainings and conferences.10  Included 
are courses or noncredit activities in the areas 
of student health and safe and supportive 
schools,11  under which MHFA would qualify.

If MHFA training reaches just 5 percent of 
Pennsylvania educators, the program will affect 
90,000 students.12 Approximately 360,000 
Pennsylvania students experience some form of 
mental illness, with an estimated half of these 
cases remaining untreated.13 Currently, MHFA 
training is provided free of charge by several 
community organizations in southeastern Penn-
sylvania.14  MHFA is a practical and economical 
solution for Pennsylvania youth, as every $1 
invested in mental health treatment saves $3 to 
$8 in reduced criminal activity and hospitaliza-
tions.15  Amid a $55 million cut to Pennsylvania’s 
mental health programs in 201216  and continued 
cost pressures in 2013, investing in early identi-
fication and treatment can save money for the 
state while improving outcomes for vulnerable 
public school students.
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TALKING POINTS
• The U.S. Surgeon 
General considers 
schools to be a major 
setting for the potential 
recognition of mental 
disorders in children 
and adolescents.22

• Mental Health First 
Aid increases teachers’ 
ability to recognize 
signs of mental illness 
and provides strategies 
to connect students to 
treatment resources.23 

• Incentivizing teachers 
to complete MHFA by 
receiving CPE credit is 
a cost-effective solution 
for Pennsylvania’s 
struggling mental health 
system.
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Next Steps
First, the Pennsylvania Department of Education must recognize MHFA as 
an approved CPE course to incentivize educator attendance. Second, the 
number of MHFA trainings and enrollment capacities for trainings must 
increase. To lay the foundation for sustainable success, implementation 
must begin at the grassroots level, with mental health advocates and 
educators contacting legislators and the Department of Education to 
recognize the Mental Health First Aid program as an approved CPE option.

3 “Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General.” Office of the Surgeon General Center for Mental Health Services, 
National Institute of Mental Health. (1999). http://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/NNBBHZ.pdf (accessed December 1, 
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Establishing Equal Access to 
Educational Opportunities in 
Wake County
Hassan Nasif, Jason Guo, Joe Swanson, Sinthu Ramalingam, Kelsey 
Mullin, Samantha Geary, and Katie Draper, Wake Forest University

To afford equal access to education for high school 
students in Wake County, the Wake County Public School 
System should establish a career center accessible to all 
high school students that provides access to both upper 
level and career-technical courses. 

KEY FACTS
• With more than 
1,000 students taking 
AP courses, about 
750 enrolled in CTE 
courses, and 150 
students in specialty 
courses, the Forsyth 
County Career Center 
has not catered to 
a single profile or 
specific educational 
track.9

• In the 2012 round 
of AP examinations, 
students at the Forsyth 
County Career Center 
exceeded both state 
and national averages 
in the percentage of 
students achieving 
a score of 3 or more 
in 29 of the 31 exams 
offered.10

  

In 2000, the Wake County Board approved a 
school assignment plan that aimed to create 
greater socio-economic diversity. However, 
by 2010, the Wake County Board of Educa-
tion voted to end this plan reverting back to 
neighborhood school assignment plans.1 Unfor-
tunately, these new enrollment programs have 
concentrated students of low socioeconomic 
backgrounds at particular schools, which lead 
to a lack of resources at these schools as well 
as a reduction of classes offered.2 For example, 
Green Hope High School is relatively affluent, 
with only 5.8 percent of students qualified for 
free and reduced meals. Knightdale High School 
is less affluent, with 53.6 percent of students 
qualified for free and reduced meals. During the 
2011/2012 school year, 12 percent of students at 
Green Hope High School were in Advanced 
College Prep Courses, but only 4 percent of 
students were in these classes at Knightdale 
High School. 3,4,5

The most effective solution to this problem is 
installing a conveniently located center that 
provides Advanced Placement (AP) and Ca-
reer-Technical classes to students regardless of 
their assigned high schools. This allows students 
to take courses that are otherwise not acces-



33

TALKING POINTS
• If Wake County were 
to establish an initial 
career center, it would 
be a long-term invest-
ment for its school 
system, which would 
result in higher student 
achievement and 
countywide improve-
ments in the quality of 
education for students 
from lower income 
areas.

• A career center 
would bring students 
from different commu-
nities together, creating 
a diverse environment 
based on students’ 
goals rather than their 
home addresses.

sible to them at their assigned school. Having 
access to these courses enables students to 
experience college-level material or classes that 
provide students the technical skills needed to 
enter the work force.

Forsyth County in North Carolina has used this 
system very successfully for more than 30 years. 
Forsyth County shares Wake County’s challenge 
of providing equal opportunity to a community 
highly segregated by race and income level. 
Though Forsyth County only boasts a student 
population of 53,367 students compared to 
Wake County’s 144,173 student, Forsyth County 
still had to overcome the difficulty of equally 
serving a wide range of socio-economic de-
mographics.6,7 The Career Center in Forsyth 
County serves as a model for the center to be 
established in Wake County. 

ANALYSIS
Under the Forsyth County Career Center 
model, students who choose to take a course at 
the center become part of two high school com-
munities, attending class both at their assigned 
school and at the Career Center.

The biggest obstacles for a career center in 
Wake County would be funding for transporta-
tion, construction, and establishing a relationship 
between public schools and the Career Center. 
In Forsyth County, buses are available from 
every high school to and from the Career 
Center, which is fully funded by the county.8 
Wake County should also cover transporta-
tion costs. The school board would also need 
to clarify the nature of the connection between 
the Career Center and the schools. 

The Career Center would benefit most, if not 
every, student attending Wake County Public 
Schools since students would have a larger se-
lection of courses that would help prepare them 
for various futures. The Career Center would 
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Fostering Lifelong Wellness 
Through Nutrition Education             
Merelis Ortiz, City College of New York

To improve children’s health outcomes, such as reducing 
obesity rates, K-12 schools should implement nutrition 
education programs that bring awareness to students on 
how to live a healthier lifestyle. 

bestow a larger benefit upon lower income students since their assigned 
schools had fewer opportunities.

ENDNOTES
1 The New York Times. “District May End N.C. Economic Diversity Program.” Accessed June 19, 2013.
2 Wake County Public School System. “Demographics: About Our District.” Accessed June 19, 2013.
3 NC School Report Cards. “Green Hope High, 2011-2012.” Accessed June 19, 2013.
4 NC School Report Card. “Knightdale High: 2011-2012.” Accessed June 19, 2013.
5 Wake County Public School System. “Enrollment in Schools by Race/Ethnicity: October 2, 2012.” Accessed June 19, 
2013. 
6 School Map. “Forsyth County Schools- School District. Accessed June 19, 2013. 
7 School Map. “Wake County Schools- School District.”
8 Moser, Dennis. Interview by Jason Guo and Hassan Nasif. Personal Interview. Winston-Salem, North Carolina, April 
20, 2013. 
9 Forsyth County Career Center. “School Info/Why Choose Career Center?” Accessed June 19, 2013.
10 Forsyth County Career Center. “School Info/Why Choose Career Center?”
11 Wake County Public School System. “School Locations: 2011-2012.” Accessed June 19, 2013.

Next Steps

Geographically, the Center should be located in an area that is accessible 
to both low- and high-achieving schools so that all students have access 
to its resources. This may involve building multiple centers, or choosing to 
have one center built in an area demonstrating the most need. A possible 
location is in northeastern Wake County, so that students at Wakefield 
High, Knightdale High, Millbrook High, and the various East Wake schools 
can access the center. This location would allow for a racially and socio-
economically diverse student population.11 An existing building should be 
used to start the career center,  allowing for growth and development as 
quickly as possible. Once funds are more readily available, a new building 
may be built to better meet the needs of the career center. 
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KEY FACTS
• According to the 
USDA, one in three ad-
olescents and children 
are overweight or 
obese,9

• The US government’s 
goal is to reduce the 
childhood obesity rate 
to 5 percent by 2030.10

• Schools shape a large 
part of a child’s nutri-
tion environment by 
the food they provide 
and what knowledge 
they teach, directly 
affecting a child’s 
eating habits and food 
choices.

Over the past few decades, children and ado-
lescents have increased their consumption of 
fast foods that are high in trans-fat and are nu-
tritionally deficient. Schools inevitably influence 
a child’s eating habits with the meals they serve 
and the information they provide.1 In 2010, the 
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act was signed into 
law with the following intentions: to improve 
nutrition standards in schools, reduce food in-
security, and establish standards for wellness 
policies. The law did not directly address the 
role of nutrition awareness and the neces-
sity of its presence in schools when trying to 
improve health outcomes for kids.2 In 2007, the 
National Farm to School Network was launched, 
which introduced the food justice movement to 
schools by offering agriculture, health, and nutri-
tion education opportunities.3 Although the US 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) has given a 
variety of grants to help initiate programs, there 
are still many schools that do not embrace 
programs such as Farm to School.

ANALYSIS
Nutrition education programs should be essen-
tial in schools as preventive care to encourage 
students to make healthy food choices early on 
in life. This would help them avoid future health 
complications and, in the long run, costly medical 
expenses. As demonstrated in California, for 
every dollar spent on this type of education, 
between $3.67 and $8.34 is saved in health care 
expenses.4 A study done by the Partnership 
for America’s Economic Success revealed that 
overweight and obese children accounted for 
$25,688 in excess spending per year for every 
1,000 kids ages 5 to 18.5 If people begin to es-
tablish healthy habits at an early age, then there 
will be fewer people that develop health com-
plications. Thus, the government would not have 
to spend $7.3 billion on health expenditures for 
illnesses that can be prevented.6
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reduce childhood obesity.” Canadian Medical Association. http://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2900362/ (accessed January 15, 2014).
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TALKING POINTS
• Investing in nutrition 
education programs 
helps combat rising 
health costs, as 
children become more 
conscious of their 
eating habits and food 
choices, opting for 
more nutritious foods.

• The USDA provides 
grants of up to $5 
million and states 
provide grants schools 
can apply for, which 
can be utilized to fund 
nutrition education 
teams, responsible for 
initiating nutrition edu-
cation programs.11
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Next Steps

Schools can use Farm to School as a model for their preventive care and 
services. This program connects schools (grades K-12) to agriculture, health, 
and nutrition education opportunities by serving local and healthy foods, 
building school gardens, developing composting programs, and offering 
farm tours to students.7 These opportunities would inform students about 
where their food comes from. Yet, many school food service directors that 
may be interested in Farm to School currently lack the time and resources 
necessary to adopt new options and strategies. 

The USDA, state departments of agriculture, and non-profit organizations 
should collaborate with schools to support training for parents, faculty 
and staff interested in implementing nutrition education programs. The 
trained faculty would help implement food-related curricula, make sure 
that their students are going on farm field trips, build school gardens, take 
cooking lessons, and eat locally grown products in their meals. 

Training would include learning about nutrition, the responsibilities of 
trained faculty such as helping streamline school expenditures where 
possible, and ways to communicate with community stakeholders who 
want to get involved. Meetings would be organized involving teachers, 
parents, school administrators, community members, and food justice 
organizations that would aim to strategize and discuss what is best for 
the community, and how they can collectively move forward. Nutrition 
education leaders would build a team that assists with organizing events, 
researching, and writing proposals for state and federal grants, such as 
the Nutrition Education and Obesity Prevention Grant Program.8 These 
grants could cover startup costs, equipment, and the resources necessary 
to make the initiative more feasible. Students at local colleges and 
universities could also play a role by helping conduct research, analyzing 
and assisting developing programs, and overseeing the progress made 
towards lowering the percentage of obesity in the community.
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Who We Are
Established in the wake of the 2004 election, the Roosevelt Institute | 
Campus Network was formed by college students across the country in 
order to engage our generation as powerful actors in the policy process. 
They envisioned a movement in which young people could fill the critical 
ideas gap in their communities, generating new solutions for the nation’s 
greatest challenges.

We believe in the value of a robust and active democracy, one in which all 
citizens have the opportunity to positively impact communities they love. 
By giving students a platform to elevate their ideas for local, regional, and 
national change, we contribute to that vision. 

What 
You’re Holding 
Now in its sixth year, the 10 Ideas series promotes the most 
promising student-generated ideas from across our network. 
This year’s journals, which include submissions from 20 
different schools located from New York to Georgia to Cali-
fornia, stand as a testament to the depth and breadth of 
these student ideas. 

Entries in 10 Ideas are selected for publication on the basis 
that they are smart, rigorously researched, and feasible. 
Simply put, they’re darn good ideas.

How You Can Join 
As you explore these ideas, we encourage you to take special note of the 
“Next Steps” sections. Here our authors have outlined how their ideas can 
move from the pages of this journal to implementation. We invite you to 
join our authors in the process. 

Contact us on our website www.rooseveltcampusnetwork.org or by 
tweeting with us @Vivaroosevelt.

Thank you for reading and supporting student generated ideas. 
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WELCOME 

Dear Readers, 

December 2014 will mark ten years since a group of college students 
united behind a new model for engaging young people in the political 
process, a model that became the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network. 
Deeply grounded in the belief that young people have more to offer 
than just showing up on Election Day, the Campus Network has con-
tinued to evolve and grow from its visionary beginning into the nation’s 
largest student policy organization, with a membership capable of shifting 
dialogue and effecting policy at the local, state, and national levels. 

We believe that in the context of a stagnant public discourse and increas-
ing disillusionment with a political system incapable of tackling our complex 
collective challenges, it is more important than ever to invest in a genera-
tion of leaders committed to active problem-solving and concrete change 
in the public sphere. As the Campus Network expands to more than 120 
chapters in 38 states, we serve as a vehicle for fresh ideas, exciting talent, 
and real change. 

In these pages you will find some of those ideas – from reforming western 
water rights to supporting green infrastructure through progressive toll 
taxes, students are envisioning and acting on better solutions. It’s indic-
ative of our Network’s larger impact; in the past year, we’ve leveraged 
the effectiveness of our model to work with and inform dozens of other 
organizations on how to engage Millennials on critical issues, ranging 
from campaign finance to inequality to climate change. We’ve elevated a 
fresh, Millennial-driven vision for government in an otherwise stale public 
debate, and launched an initiative that taps into our generation’s unfet-
tered thinking and ambition to reimagine the role of citizens in shaping 
fairer and more equitable local economies. Our members have continued 
to substantively engage in local processes to shape and shift the policy 
outcomes that directly impact their communities, from introducing new 
mapping systems to improve health outcomes in low-income neighbor-
hoods to consulting local governments on flood prevention. 

These ideas are just the starting place, because ideas are only powerful 
when acted upon. Yet this work is occurring in a dramatically shifting 
political and social context. The ways citizens engage their government, 
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participate locally, and advocate for their communities are changing every 
day. As a vibrant, evolving network driven by our active members nation-
wide, we believe there is immense potential to capture these innovations 
and ensure better and more progressive ideas take hold. We believe that: 

• Millennials are turning away from traditional institutions and are 
looking to build new ones as vehicles for social change. We be-
lieve there is an opportunity to channel this reform-mindedness 
into building a healthier, more inclusive system that’s responsive 
to citizen engagement and evidence-based solutions.  

• To jump-start political engagement and combat disillusionment, 
the focus needs to be on pragmatic problem-solving and inter-
sectional thinking across key issues. We can no longer tackle 
economic mobility separately from climate change.  

• There is immense potential (and need) for scalable policy inno-
vation at the local and state levels, and much of the most effec-
tive and important policy change in the coming decade will be 
local. 

• With the shift from top-down institutions to networked ap-
proaches and collective problem-solving, it is more important 
than ever before to invest in the development of informed, 
engaged community leaders capable of driving engagement and 
action on ideas. 

As you engage with the ideas, ambitions, and goals in these journals, I 
encourage you to dig in and explore how our country’s future leaders are 
taking the initiative to create the change they know we desperately need. 
You won’t be disappointed. 

Happy Reading, 

Taylor Jo Isenberg, 
National Director 
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Congratulations to
 

Erin Sielaff
author of Sexual Exploitation and United 

Nations Peacekeeping: A Culture of Impunity

Nominee for
Policy Of The Year

A jury of Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network members, staff and 
alumni elevate one piece from each journal as a nominee for Policy 

Of The Year based off the quality of idea, rigor of research and 
ability to be implemented effectively. The cover design of this journal 

is themed to portray the above idea in visual form.    
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American Children in Danger 
Abroad: Granting Them a Safe 
Return Home
Reem Aliessa, City College of New York 

American children in war zones should be allowed to 
return home through the State Department easing visa 
regulations for their foreign parents or legal guardians. 

In May 2013, the US Department of State es-
timated that 7.6 million registered American 
civilians resided abroad.1 Many of these Ameri-
cans reside in conflict areas or war-torn nations 
that are on the State Department Travel Warning 
List, such as Syria. 

The State Department Bureau of Consular 
Affairs has issued several travel warnings stress-
ing that every part of Syria is threatened by 
violence.2  The sustained, heightened warfare—
leading to the killing and abduction of many 
Syrians—has resulted in massive refugee popula-
tions in bordering nations such as Turkey, Jordan, 
Iraq, and Lebanon. Among these refugees are 
US-born children, American citizens, whose 
Syrian parents were never granted permanent 
residence and eventually returned to Syria.  

The United Nations has referred to the crisis in 
Syria as the world’s largest humanitarian crisis.3 

In August of 2013, the State Department stated 
it would make an effort to admit 2,000 Syrian 
refugees.4 However, there is no prioritization for 
admitting the parents or guardians of American 
children; thus furthering the necessity to ease 
visa regulations for parents of American children 
abroad. 

ANALYSIS
American children in conflict areas are denied 

KEY FACTS
• The State Depart-
ment estimated that 
7.6 million American 
civilians reside abroad. 
Some currently reside 
in war-torn nations.7 

• In 2013, the United 
States stated that it 
would make an effort 
to admit 2,000 Syrian 
refugees.8  

• The PRM’s 2013 
budget request to 
aid victims of conflict 
with resettlement 
in America was 
$1,625,400.9
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their right to return to the United States because 
of their parents’ immigration status. Immigra-
tion policy is purportedly designed to protect 
the interests of American citizens, but in this 
case it leaves citizens born to foreign parents in 
perilous living conditions abroad, or as second-
class residents of their host nation. 

American children in Syria are unable to register 
as Syrian refugees in neighboring countries 
because of their American citizenship. The 
denial of refugee status and US visas for their 
parents has established many social, educa-
tional, and economical barriers for these young 
Americans. If their parents are never granted 
visas, they may return to America upon reaching 
legal age and will perhaps be trapped in a cycle 
of poverty and require social welfare provisions. 
Conversely, if they return to America as minors, 
they will be able to reintegrate into civil society, 
obtain an education, enter the job market, and 
help boost the economy.

The concern with funding or an influx of migrants 
or refugees should not be alarming because the 
State Department has already made an effort 
to admit 2,000 Syrian refugees. In addition, the 
Bureau of Populations, Refugees, and Migration 
(PRM) budget request for the fiscal year of 2013 
was $1,625,400 and these funds are used to 
assist refugees, stateless people, and victims of 
conflict with resettlement in the United States.5 

ENDNOTES
1 United States Department of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs. “Who We Are 
and What We Do: Consular Affairs by the Numbers.” May 2013. http://travel.
state.gov/pdf/ca_fact_sheet.pdf.
2  United States Department of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs. “Travel 
Warning for Syria.” October 7, 2013. http://damascus.usembassy.gov/tw100713.
html.
3 Aljazeera America. “Why isn’t America Taking in More Refugees?” October 
8, 2013. http://america.aljazeera.com/watch/shows/america-tonight/america-
tonight-blog/2013/10/8/why-isn-t- americatakinginmoresyrianrefugees.html.
4  Hudson, John, and Noah Shachtman. “Exclusive: U.S. Will Now Let in Thou-
sands of Syrian Refugees.” Foreign Policy, August 8, 2013. http://thecable.
foreignpolicy.com/posts/2013/08/08/exclusive_us_will_now_let_in_thousands_
of_syrian_refugees.
5 Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration. “Emergency Refugee and 
Migration Assistance: Fiscal Year  2013.” 2013. http://www.state.gov/docu-
ments/organization/186106.pdf.
6 Bradley, Simon. “Reuniting Syrian Families: New Visa Rules Raises Hopes - and 

TALKING POINTS
• Parents or guardians 
of American children 
residing abroad in 
war-torn countries 
should be granted per-
mission to accompany 
their children on a safe 
return to the United 
States.

• The lives of American 
children residing in 
Syria are under major 
threat because they 
are unable to return 
to the United States 
due to their parents’ 
immigration status. 

• Family reunification 
for American children 
and their parents is 
vital to human rights 
and American values.
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Next Steps
Implementing new immigration laws is difficult; therefore, the State 
Department should ease visa regulations for parents or guardians of 
American children residing in war-torn nations. The Swiss government 
eased visa regulations to reunite their citizens with their Syrian family 
members; however, the Swiss government did not limit visa admissions 
to exclusively reunite the nuclear family, their policy reunified extended 
relatives as well.6  

Family reunification, although an immigration concern, is essentially a 
humanitarian effort to protect the livelihoods of Americans in danger. 
Subsequent to easing visa regulations, families who are unable to afford 
the cost of returning to America, may receive funding or emergency loans 
from the PRM. 

Having American children safely return home with their nuclear family 
will continue to uphold humanitarian practices in the United States, in 
addition to helping these children to reintegrate into civil society. 

An Unacceptable Risk: Reducing 
the Nuclear Powder Keg
Eric Bias - Hunter College 

To reduce the potentially catastrophic risk of maintaining 
a deteriorating stockpile of nuclear weapons, the US pres-
ident should mandate the streamlining of the total arsenal 
to a fraction of its current size. This will make the US safer 
while reducing the military budget and also set a moral 
example for the international community.

Questions.” Swiss Info. September 16, 2013. http://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/politics/New_visa_rules_raise_hopes_and_ques-
tions.html?cid=36894522
 7 United States Department of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs. “Who We Are and What We Do: Consular Affairs by the 
Numbers.” May 2013. http://travel.state.gov/pdf/ca_fact_sheet.pdf.
8  Aljazeera America. “Why isn’t America Taking in More Refugees?” October 8, 2013. http://america.aljazeera.com/watch/
shows/america-tonight/america-tonight-blog/2013/10/8/why-isn-t-americatakinginmoresyrianrefugees.html.
9  Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration. “Emergency Refugee and Migration Assistance: Fiscal Year 2013.” 2013. 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/186106.pdf.
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KEY FACTS
• The US pos-
sesses more nuclear 
weapons than any 
of the seven nuclear 
powers, barring Russia, 
combined.12 

• The total US nuclear 
defense budget is esti-
mated to be as high as 
$661 billion.13

•  Since 1950, there 
have been 32 “broken 
arrow” incidents, 
resulting in the ac-
cidental launch, theft, 
firing, or detonation of 
a nuclear weapon. 14

In 2010, President Obama declared an American 
commitment to “a world without nuclear 
weapons.”1 Shortly after, he signed a new Strate-
gic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) with Russia 
that pledged to reduce by half both nations’ 
strategic nuclear arsenals—weapons meant not 
for battlefield use, but for destroying cities.2  Yet 
the treaty ignores thousands of weapons that 
are “non-strategic,” are held in reserve, or are 
waiting to be dismantled. In total, the Center for 
Arms Control and Proliferation (CACP) has es-
timated that 5,750 warheads are ignored by the 
treaty.3

An episode recounted in Eric Schlosser’s 
Command and Control illustrates how close we 
can come to nuclear disaster.4 A technician con-
ducting routine maintenance dropped a socket 
from a socket wrench into a missile silo. The 
socket punctured the skin of a nine megaton 
Titan II missile, causing a fuel leak that eventually 
ignited, resulting in an explosion. If the warhead 
had detonated, the explosion would have been 
three times the size of both weapons dropped 
on Japan during World War II. In another 
incident, a live hydrogen bomb was dropped 
over Goldsboro, North Carolina—the only 
mechanism preventing a detonation was one 
low-voltage switch.5  Mistakes like this—along 
with international misunderstandings, “broken 
arrow” incidents in which a nuclear weapon 
is lost, and simple mechanical failures—seem 
isolated, but with weapons of such magnitude 
in abundance, the risk is significant and must be 
reduced. 

ANALYSIS
A chief reason why the United States maintains 
a large arsenal is for deterrence. Other nations 
are dissuaded from attacking the US for fear 
of retaliatory attack, and in a nuclear context, 
mutually assured destruction. This nuclear 
umbrella is for our security as well as other coun-
tries with whom we are allied. Development and 
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testing of new, modernized nuclear weapons 
is illegal due to the Nuclear Non-proliferation 
Treaty (NPT).6  Nuclear weapons are extremely 
complex devices; they deteriorate and become 
unstable. The chances of a warhead success-
fully detonating after launch becomes less 
reliable, therefore more weapons equal greater 
reliability by sheer numbers. That also means 
that as weapons become older, the costs of 
maintaining their readiness increases, reaching 
to about $500 billion over the next 20 years by 
current estimates.7 

The Cold War ended, however, and the likeli-
hood of a nuclear confrontation is low. Russia 
and China are our chief trading partners, and 
rogue states such as North Korea and Iran 
possess few, if any, deployable weapons, and 
are not applicable to deterrence theory.8  The 
average nuclear weapon in the US stockpile is 
more than 300 kilotons,9  so only 100 of these 
weapons would be enough to dramatically alter 
the planet as a whole.10 Effective deterrence 
does not require such vast numbers. 

ENDNOTES
1  Office of the White House Press Secretary. “Remarks by President Barack 
Obama in Prague.” November 26, 2013. http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_
press_office/Remarks-By-President-Barack-Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered.
2  Baker, Peter. “Twists and Turns on Way to Arms Pact With Russia.” The 
New York Times, Last modified March 27, 2010. Accessed November 26, 2013. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/27/world/europe/27start.html?ref=global-
home&_r=0.
3  McNiesh, Lesley. “Fact Sheet: Global Nuclear Weapons Inventories in 
2013.” The Center For Arms Control and Proliferation, Last modified July 
2013. Accessed November 26, 2013. http://armscontrolcenter.org/issues/
nuclearweapons/articles/fact_sheet_global_nuclear_weapons_invento-
ries_in_2012/.
4  Menand, Louis. “Nukes of Hazard.” The New Yorker, Last modified Sept 30, 
2013. Accessed November 29, 2013. http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/
books/2013/09/30/130930crbo_books_menand.
5  Pilkington, Ed. “US Nearly Detonated Atomic Bomb Over North Carolina 
- Secret Document.” The Guardian, Last modified Sept 20, 2013. Accessed 
January 13, 2014. 
6 U.S. Department of State. “Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT).” Accessed November 29, 2013. http://www.state.gov/t/isn/
trty/16281.htm.
7  Nuclear Threat Initiative. “U.S. Nuclear Weapons Budget: An Overview.” 
Last modified Sept 27, 2013. Accessed November 29, 2013. http://www.nti.
org/analysis/articles/us-nuclear-weapons-budget-overview/.
8  McNiesh, Lesley. “Fact Sheet: Global Nuclear Weapons Inventories in 
2013.” The Center For Arms Control and Proliferation, Last modified July 
2013. Accessed November 26, 2013. http://armscontrolcenter.org/issues/
nuclearweapons/articles/fact_sheet_global_nuclear_weapons_invento-
ries_in_2012/
9  Kristensen, Hans M., and Robert S. Norris. “U.S. Nuclear Forces, 2013.” 

TALKING POINTS
• Effective nuclear 
deterrence can be 
achieved with far fewer 
warheads than we cur-
rently maintain.

• In 1958, a midair col-
lision off the coast of 
Georgia resulted in 
the loss of a nuclear 
bomb in the ocean. 
That bomb was never 
found. 15

• The costs associated 
with maintaining the US 
nuclear stockpiles are 
projected to increase 
as components dete-
riorate.
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Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 69, no. 2 (2013): 77-86, Accessed November 29, 2013. http://bos.sagepub.com/
content/69/2/77.full.pdf.
10  Gronlund, Lisbeth. “How Powerful Are Today’s Nuclear Weapons and, If Used, How Would They Affect the World?” 
Union of Concerned Scientists, Last modified Apr 2010. Accessed November 29, 2013. http://www.ucsusa.org/publica-
tions/ask/2010/nuclear-weapons.html.
11  Schlosser, Eric. Command and Control. New York: The Penguin Press, 2013.
12 Ploughshares Fund. “World Nuclear Stockpile Report.” Last modified Nov 4, 2013. Accessed November 29, 2013. 
http://ploughshares.org/world-nuclear-stockpile-report.
13  Ploughshares Fund. “What Nuclear Weapons Cost Us.” Last modified Sept 2012. Accessed November 30, 2013. 
http://www.ploughshares.org/sites/default/files/resources/What Nuclear Weapons Cost Us Final (100212).pdf.
14  Shephard, Alex. “Here’s a List of Every Time Someone Lost Control of Their Nukes.” Business Insider, Last modified 
May 23, 2013. Accessed November 30, 2013. http://www.businessinsider.com/list-of-broken-arrow-nuclear-acci-
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15  Northam, Gerry. “Missing for 50 Years: US Nuclear Bomb.” BBC News, Last modified Jun 22, 2009. Accessed 
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Next Steps
The US president, as commander-in-chief, can unilaterally dismantle the 
majority of the current nuclear stockpile, reducing our arsenal of deployed, 
strategic weapons to 311 total, a number recommended in 2010 by a group 
of senior Air Force leaders.11 This is large enough to provide effective 
minimum deterrence and to respond to any unforeseen changes in the 
global security landscape. The military budget would be reduced over 
the next ten years because dismantling the estimated 6,900 remaining 
weapons is cheaper than maintaining them. 

Opponents of  reduction will argue that unilateral reduction will weaken 
America’s image abroad. However, the reduction would achieve the 
opposite, and serve as one of the greatest gestures toward nuclear 
nonproliferation in recent history. In anticipation of pushback, various 
means of public outreach, such as think pieces on influential web outlets, 
or online petitions will build momentum for policy reform. 

Streamlining our nuclear arsenal would reduce the costs and the risks 
involved in maintaining a diffuse security apparatus. In a time when 
economic austerity is a constant talking point, meaningful change is also 
cost effective.
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Domestically Grown Think Tanks: 
A Policy to Consolidate 
Democracy Through Capacity- 
Building in Tunisia 
Daniel Cohanpour, Cornell University

The first region to experience upheaval during the Arab 
Spring, Tunisia’s democratic transition is a bellwether 
for the region. The fall of the Ben-Ali dictatorship has 
opened civil society, and the United States must support 
the growth of domestic, non-partisan, and politically
independent think tanks in Tunisia in order to improve 
the prospects for democracy.

Civil society in Tunisia, especially after the 
Arab Spring, has been dependent on con-
tinued US funding. The ousting of President 
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in 2011 led to the first 
free election in Tunisia and the gradual devel-
opments of an infant democracy. Under Ben 
Ali, most of the few civil society organizations 
(CSOs) that existed were completely depen-
dent on the Constitutional Democratic Rally 
(RCD) ruling party. The few independent orga-
nizations that existed were either labor unions 
controlled by one party or Islamist dominated 
associations.1 Although jihadist violence and 
unrest is gradually increasing, there has been an 
upward growth in independent CSOs in Tunisia. 
However, Tunisia needs an independent, non-US 
partnered think tank that influences policy and 
unites intellectuals. The lack of “domestically 
grown and independent think tanks” (DGTs) is 
a problem for Tunisia’s nascent democracy and 
represents a wider Arab shortage of DGTs as 
well as domestically grown civil society organi-
zations, especially after the Arab Spring.

KEY FACTS
• The ousting of Presi-
dent Zine El Abidine 
Ben Ali in 2011 resulted 
in the first free elec-
tions in Tunisia.

• Under Ben Ali, most 
of the few civil society 
organizations (CSOs) 
that existed were 
completely dependent 
on the Constitutional 
Democratic Rally (RCD) 
ruling party. 

• After the Jasmine 
Revolution of 2011, the 
US pledged to support 
“Tunisian transition” 
with more than $55 
million in non-security 
assistance.  
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TALKING POINTS
• A change in US policy 
to support DGTs in 
Tunisia will help con-
solidate the nation’s 
infant democracy by 
uniting intellectuals 
and policy advisers 
while allowing for a 
vehicle for policy dis-
cussion and guidance.

• The base loan 
would ensure that the 
project is not continu-
ally funded, as most 
current MENA policies 
are, thus allowing for 
more of a domesti-
cally-grown, Tunisian 
initiative.

The recently released Global Go To Think Tanks 
report showed that more than 60 percent of 
global think tanks are in North America and 
Europe.2  With a total of about 500 think tanks, 
the Middle East and North Africa region has few 
domestically run think tanks, although several 
American institutes exist in the region. New 
frameworks in the Tunisian government after the 
removal of the Ben-Ali regime in 2011 necessi-
tate a more advanced civil society in the nation.

The US Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI), 
a federal program that continues to be part 
of American efforts to empower the Tunisian 
citizens, is an example of US democratization 
support of civil society. Since the toppling of the 
regime, MEPI has supported more than 30 civil 
society projects in Tunisia.3  However, none of 
these civil society projects are policy research 
centers or think tanks. It is important, especially 
at this pivotal moment in Tunisian history, for the 
US to continue to support the transition to more 
Arab civil society initiatives.

ANALYSIS
After the Jasmine revolution of 2011, the US 
pledged to support the “Tunisian transition” 
with more than $55 million in non-security assis-
tance. A portion of $43.3 million went towards 
democracy-building efforts, civil society, and 
“promoting freedom of expression.”4  There are 
about a dozen notable universities in Tunisia, 
each of them public except for Tunisian Private 
University (UML).5 MEPI and the USAID’s Middle 
East Bureau have worked together to establish 
various initiatives in MENA states. For 2014, $30 
million was pledged from USAID for Tunisia, and 
in 2011 and 2012, as explained in USAID’s 2014 
budget request, the agency has “reallocated over 
$1.5 billion in existing funds from ongoing bilateral 
programs and from other sources to transitions 
in the Middle East and North Africa.”6  There is a 
Middle East Incentive Fund of $750,000, which 
earmarked for more long-term change and is not 
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Next Steps
A dual-pronged policy to initiate USAID training programs for Tunisian 
university scholars, students, and policy experts while opening up a 
partnership between notable public universities in the US as well as 
public or private Tunisian universities is pivotal, especially at this fragile 
time in Tunisian politics. The initiative will receive a base fund or micro-
loan, rather than continual funding such as the current US governmental 
initiatives in Tunisia and the Arab world, in order to allow the think tank to 
truly grow in a grassroots manner. A university partnership is important for 
encouraging an intellectual and scholar class in Tunisia that can influence 
policy, but it is important for the US government to ensure in the long-term 
that the fund goes towards academic institutions with limited extremist 
ties and to the ability to balance both secular and Islamist interests. The 
establishment of the fund can be similar to the MENA Incentive Fund that 
was created by the US Government in the sense that it is sectioned off for 
a particular purpose. 

allocated to any specific country in MENA.7  There is a gap in policy in 
regards to think tanks and think tank support in MENA by the US, es-
pecially in regards to lessening foreign dependence and promoting Arab 
intellectual unity and policy discussion.

In the past, American initiatives to support Middle Eastern civil society 
have been vague. Two questions that continue to come to the forefront of 
the democracy building conversation are: a) what form will support take 
and b) how long will the support last. A change in US policy towards Tunisia 
would consolidate Tunisia’s infant democracy in the wake of Ben-Ali’s 
jettison, while simultaneously working to counteract the Salafist initiatives 
that have led to unrest especially in mid-late 2013.8  

ENDNOTES
1  Bet, Jamel. “Analysis of Civil Society in Tunisia.” E-mail interview. April 2013.
2  “2012 Global GoTo Think Tank Report Released.” Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program. N.p., n.d. Web. 12 April 2013.
3  “The U.S.-Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI).” What We Do. N.p., n.d. Web. 10 April 2013.
4  “IIP Digital | U.S. Department of State.” Fact Sheet: President’s Framework for Investing in Tunisia. N.p., 07 Oct. 2011. 
Web. 12 April 2013.
5 “List of Tunisian Universities & Colleges by Name.” List of Tunisian Universities & Colleges by Name. N.p., n.d. Web. 12 
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6  “USAID FY 2014 Budget Request Highlights.” United States Agency for International Development. N.p., n.d. Web.
7  “USAID FY 2014 Budget Request Highlights.” 
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Insuring Africa: A Strategic 
Partnership to Ensure African 
Climate Readiness 
Daniel Cohanpour, Cornell University 

Invest in African climate risk insurance while strength-
ening the United States’ strategic partnership with the 
African Union and its member nations. 

KEY FACTS
• There have been 
approximately 130 
recorded droughts in 
Sub-Saharan Africa 
since 1990.

• USAID has spent 
a substantial yet 
comparatively small, 
percentage of its 
capital on Disaster Risk 
Reduction (DRR).

On November 18, 2013, Ambassador Jean-Bap-
tiste Natama, Chief of Staff of the Bureau of the 
Chairperson at the African Union Commission, 
stressed that Africa is calling not for aid but for 
“investment in the continent.” African nations 
are looking to evolve the assistance they receive 
from constant and often unreliable injections 
of aid to capital for self-driven strategies for 
addressing the continent’s most pressing chal-
lenges.1 

Climate-related disasters have taken stagger-
ing human and financial tolls in Africa. During 
the past 40 years, over 95 percent of disaster-
related deaths occurred in developing nations. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, 36 percent of all World 
Food Programme efforts from 2002 to 2009 
were related to drought and there have been 
approximately 130 recorded droughts since 
1990.2  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) claims that financial losses from 
climate-related disasters have also begun in-
creasing in recent years.3 

A new African Union (AU) program known as 
“African Risk Capacity” provides immediate 
funds to AU nations hit by severe drought or 
other climate-related disasters.4  After the pre-
paratory process, which takes approximately 12 
months, African nations are quickly placed into 
a pan-African risk pool that aims to protect ag-
ricultural investments through risk management 
and financial planning.



18

For the 2014 fiscal year, USAID has allocated 
$917 million to the “Feed the Future” initiative 
(FTF), which focuses on chronic hunger and 
local farmers. From the fund, $317 million will 
be allocated to global climate change initiatives 
(GCC) distributed among three pillar areas: 
climate change adaptation, clean energy, and 
sustainable landscapes. Financial Year 2014 
also includes an International Disaster Assis-
tance (IDA) request of $2,045 million primarily 
for post-disaster rehabilitation and reconstruc-
tion.5  This amount also includes $1,416 million for 
emergency food assistance.6  While USAID has 
dedicated a sizeable, yet comparatively small, 
percentage of its appropriations on Disaster 
Risk Reduction, many of these programs focus 
on climate change adaptation and mitigation in 
Asia.7

In July 2012, delegates from 41 African coun-
tries initiated the African Risk Capacity 
Establishment Agreement. Since then, the AU, 
in conjunction with organizations such as the 
World Food Program, has worked to create a 
weather insurance scheme to decrease African 
reliance on external aid, a development that is 
especially important in the face of worsening 
droughts in the Sahel and the Horn of Africa.8

Late last year, nations turned in their contingency 
plans. To lessen the burden placed on national 
governments, African Risk Capacity serves as a 
mutual insurance company that aims to respond 
to the current humanitarian assistance system 
not being as “timely” or “equitable” as it could 
be. The program shifts away from a system of 
simply treating devastation “after a crisis occurs” 
to improving African risk management through 
an “index-based insurance mechanism for infre-
quent, severe droughts” and an insurance pool 
complete with the usual payouts and premiums.

TALKING POINTS
• The African Risk 
Capacity works in a 
similar vein as CCRIF 
and aims to make 
climate readiness 
more dependable 
and accessible via 
insurance-based 
propositions with par-
ticipation from member 
states.

• To make African 
climate readiness and 
disaster relief more 
sustainable and less 
stagnant, the US must 
support this African 
Risk Capacity program 
at its start.
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ANALYSIS
African Risk Capacity was largely modeled on a successful Caribbean ini-
tiative called the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility (CCRIF), 
which was created after Hurricane Ivan in 2004, a disaster that caused 
billions of dollars of losses in the region. In Grenada and the Cayman 
Islands, for example, financial losses were close to 200 percent of the 
national annual gross domestic product. The political heads of the Carib-
bean Community (CARICOM) held an emergency meeting where they 
discussed the importance of including provisions for “catastrophe risk 
insurance,” and CCRIF was created.9  CARICOM approached the World 
Bank for assistance and also received an initial financial grant from the 
Japanese government.10  The Japanese grants, administered by the World 
Bank, totaled $1.8 million. The Japanese partnership led to great strides 
in human capital resources for this program under the Policy and Human 
Resource Development program (PHRD) and other capacity building ini-
tiatives.11  

The African Risk Capacity program works in a similar vein as CCRIF 
in that they are both insurance-based programs. The US can benefit 
African nations greatly, while also strengthening its partnership with the 
AU and African Risk Capacity by developing a partnership with the AU 
similar to the Japan-CARICOM agreement, with minor adjustments. 
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Discovering a Bottom-Up 
Approach to Health Education 
in Rural Panama
Suprita Datta, Macaulay Honors College at the City University of New York

Next Steps
To make African climate readiness and disaster relief more sustainable and 
less stagnant, the US must support this African Risk Capacity program at 
its start through a financial investment of $3 million, allocated equally from 
USAID, FTF, GCC, and IDA funds in order to ensure maximum agency 
collaboration. This will be an initial annual grant, but in the next three 
years, USAID should offer the African Union a $2 million line of credit on an 
as-you-need-it basis in order to ensure maximum support. This investment 
will begin a new US-AU partnership, especially in the areas of sustainable 
development and disaster relief, at a time when the global community is 
looking toward new initiatives as a means of making development more 
sustainable. The United Nations’ Post-2015 Development agenda, with its 
focus on innovation and longevity of assistance, is a clear example of this.

Such financing will go towards human capital resources for the initiative, 
administrative resources for the AU, and capacity-building efforts as well 
as monitoring and evaluation on a nation-by-nation basis, based on when 
each nation begins its risk insurance policy. The latter will be the largest 
allocation. 

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Panama 
should take a bottom-up approach to establish collabora-
tive community health education programs in indigenous 
communities to alleviate poverty, address the lack of 
healthcare services, and foster goodwill between Pana-
manian governments and native leaders.

Indigenous communities in Panama are denied their basic right to a healthy 
life because of a lack of access to healthcare that is exacerbated by poverty. 
A history of discrimination and cultural difference has cultivated distrust 
between indigenous communities and local and federal governments. 
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Health outposts that serve Latino communities 
welcome indigenous populations, but are inac-
cessible to them. Villagers often have to walk 
hours and pay fees that they cannot afford.1  
Based on models that have been implemented 
in rural India, Senegal, and Mississippi in the 
United States, a volunteer-based community 
healthcare educational approach would enable 
improvement of basic healthcare awareness 
and help provide preventive measures for life-
style-related diseases.2  Moreover, in the 1970s, 
a community health program was established in 
the Ngawbere territory of rural Panama where 
health care workers worked collaboratively with 
indigenous leaders and community healers to 
deliver care.3  In 1991, the International Labour 
Organization put into effect Convention No. 
169, a legally binding international convention 
that calls for the consultation and participation 
of indigenous communities on issues that affect 
them.4   

ANALYSIS
To address the lack of information available 
to indigenous communities, health education 
should be approached at a grassroots level with 
attention to organization and proper administra-
tion. Peer education amongst youth, respecting 
traditional medicinal practices, and training local 
women will create a door-to-door approach to 
healthcare that is sustainable and empowering 
for these communities.5  A single health educator 
can serve up to 100 households.6  In Senegal, a 
community-based nutrition awareness program 
helped eradicate severe malnutrition within 18 
months of its implementation.7  

Poor health also has economic consequences. 
A loss in productivity due to poor health results 
in a 10 percent loss in earnings for an individual 
and a 2 to 3 percent loss of a nation’s Gross 
Domestic Product. In India, the cost of treating 
malnutrition is 27 times more expensive than 
the amount required for its prevention.8  Ac-

KEY FACTS
• A single health 
educator can serve up 
to 100 households.

• Indigenous communi-
ties in Panama make up 
8 percent of the whole 
population, but repre-
sent 19 percent of the 
poor and 35 percent of 
the extremely poor.12 

• Panama spends the 
most on healthcare out 
of any other country in 
the region (8.4 percent 
of GDP) but central-
ized administrative 
practices have mar-
ginalized indigenous 
communities.13 

Discovering a Bottom-Up 
Approach to Health Education 
in Rural Panama
Suprita Datta, Macaulay Honors College at the City University of New York
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cording to the World Health Organization, 
as of 2011, the Panamanian Ministry of Health 
does not spend resources on preventive health 
services.9  However, it does provide UNICEF 
Panama $300 thousand annually to conduct 
childhood education projects within indigenous 
communities along with government agencies.10  
By utilizing its local and logistical contacts within 
indigenous communities, UNICEF Panama can 
mediate the creation of these health education 
programs.

STAKEHOLDERS
Indigenous communities are highly organized 
and have roles of leadership. Members of 
UNICEF Panama have already established a 
relationship with these leaders and should 
utilize their contacts to help raise health aware-
ness within the community. Indigenous women, 
healers and older teenagers should work with 
health workers at the outposts within Latino 
communities to learn how to a) hold educational 
nutritional, hygiene, and sexual health work-
shops b) discuss symptoms of common diseases 
and c) conduct routine visits to households to 
check up on community members. Local health 
educators will also avoid barriers of language 
and cultural misunderstandings. Furthermore, 
by empowering women and youth through lead-
ership roles, the community will benefit from a 
better-educated and healthier population.

ENDNOTES
1  Alvarez, Megan, Carmen Brown , Susana Benites, Vanessa Campos, and 
Nelson Taku. “Panama Breached Its Obligation Under the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights to Protect he Rights of Its Indigenous 
People.” Manuscript, Indiana University School of Law at Indianapolis, 2008. 
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/docs/ngos/PIHRLPanama92.pdf.
2  Peabody, JW, Taguiwalo MM, Robalino DA, et al. “Improving the Quality 
of Care in Developing Countries.” Disease Control Priorities in Developing 
Countries. 2nd edition. Washington (DC): World Bank; 2006. Chapter 70. 
Available from: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK11790/
3  Bletzer, Keith. “Health Care Among the Ngawbere in Panama.” Cultural 
Survival. Last modified 1988. Accessed December 2, 2013. http://www.
culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/panama/health-
care-among-ngawbere-panama.
4  International Labour Organization, “Convention No. 169.” Accessed 
December 2, 2013. http://www.ilo.org/indigenous/Conventions/no169/
lang--en/index.htm.
5  Dholakia, Jhalak, Rhonda Buchanan, and Whitney Nash. “Multifaceted Ado-
lescent Reproductive Health Education Strategies in Panama.: The Journal 

TALKING 
POINTS
• The prevention of life-
style-related diseases 
such as hypertension, 
vitamin-deficiencies, 
sexually transmitted 
diseases, and respira-
tory hazards require 
health practitioners 
who can provide basic 
primary healthcare 
practices and knowl-
edge.

• Indigenous communi-
ties are often hesitant 
to use government 
services because of 
cultural differences.
 
• Training local women 
in basic preventive 
practices and taking a 
door-to-door approach 
to healthcare will 
create a more intimate 
form of care and foster 
a sustainable system 
by empowering these 
communities.
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Next Steps
UNICEF Panama, an organization that has worked extensively with the 
Panamanian government and indigenous populations and provided 
technical and logistical support for programs such as PROBISIDA (an HIV/
AIDS prevention and treatment program), should play a key role in the 
implementation of such a program.11 It already has friendly contacts and 
relations within indigenous communities in Panama and should act as a 
friendly liaison between government workers and community leaders. The 
Ministry of Health, which runs the health centers in Latino communities, 
should make sure that indigenous leaders and health workers establish 
contact and create a program for the health education workshops. 
Local health outpost center workers in Latino communities should train 
indigenous women and youth leaders to lead preventive care workshops. 
Health education relies on communicating accurate information. Creating 
a community health education program in indigenous communities could 
set a precedent for countries in the region. Furthermore, it can establish 
goodwill and improve relations between indigenous peoples and the 
Panamanian government. 
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For decades, the US has been the world’s 
leading provider of food aid to vulnerable and 
malnourished people. US food aid has typi-
cally been in the form of farm bills authorizing 
the purchase of American crops, and sending 
them to local distributers (usually NGOs) in the 
recipient country. The US government began 
purchasing American crops to export as food 
aid with the 1954 Agricultural Trade Develop-
ment and Assistance Act. In April, President 
Obama’s budget proposed to modernize food 
aid programs by ending wasteful practices and 
eliminating programs that are saddled with 
outdated regulations. The changes would use 
the savings to boost programs like the Emergen-
cy Food Security program that have a proven 
track record of success. In the last decade, the 
US has provided more than $2.9 billion annually 
of food assistance to 45 developing countries, 
providing approximately 2.8 million metric tons 
and reaching over 70 million people.1

ANALYSIS
Currently, the composition of food aid is de-
termined by the needs of entire areas with 
malnourished populations. However, one-size-
fits-all approaches cannot meet the specific 
nutritional needs of all people and groups, 
which is especially problematic for vulnerable 
populations such as malnourished children. Aid 

KEY FACTS
• The US currently 
spends $20 billion on 
foreign assistance, $5 
billion of which goes 
directly to food aid.7

• Diets deficient in 
vitamin A, zinc, iron 
and iodine (all micronu-
trients found in MNPs) 
are responsible for 2.2 
million deaths per year 
in children under age 5 
and contribute to mor-
tality from HIV/AIDS, 
malaria, and other 
infectious diseases.9

Rethinking USAID: Towards 
Flexible, Nutrition-Based Food Aid
Svati Pazhyanur, Cornell University

Measuring the nutritional outcomes of food aid will allow 
US aid agencies to better cater their product to the 
specific needs of recipients, improving the efficiency and 
effectiveness of such programs in addressing malnutrition 
and food insecurity. 
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designed with the entire population in mind, or 
“general distribution” food aid is usually a dry 
whole grain such as rice, corn, wheat or sorghum 
because large quantities are required. However, 
such grains are more difficult than blended food 
products to fortify with macronutrients—nutri-
ents that provide calories or energy and are 
needed in large quantities—either in the field or 
at the production plant.2

Thus, food provided by general distribution aid 
falls short of addressing the nutritional needs 
of numerous groups, including pregnant and 
lactating women, children, and people with 
compromised health, especially with popula-
tions with high HIV/AIDS prevalence. This is 
exacerbated by chronic food shortage emergen-
cies, during which food aid is the main source of 
nutrition for extended periods of time. Chronic 
situations are becoming increasingly common; 
now, more than half of the emergency food aid 
provided by the US is distributed in multi-year 
programs.3
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TALKING POINTS
• Current “General distri-
bution” food aid, usually 
dry grains, provides few 
benefits to pregnant 
women, young children, 
and severely ill recipi-
ents.8 

• Using a results-driven 
approach to customize 
nutritional support will 
increase the cost-effec-
tiveness of aid and help 
some of the most vulner-
able recipients.
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A New Approach to Transatlantic 
Intelligence Community 
Cooperation        
Tara Raizada and Anna Vosbigian, Northwestern University

The extensive surveillance conducted by the US upon its 
ostensible allies in Europe necessitates an intelligence-
sharing and anti-espionage agreement between the US 
and the European Union. This agreement would cut 
costs, allow for more comprehensive and less redundant 
intelligence gathering, and improve diplomatic relations 
between the parties involved.

Next Steps
To better address the nutritional needs of the most vulnerable populations, 
nutrition outcomes from current food aid programs must be studied, 
reported and shared. Currently, the end-of-year reporting required of 
implementing partners of USAID does not require empirical reporting 
on nutrition and local food consumption.4 An emphasis on the nutritional 
outcomes of food interventions—such as measurements of child stunting 
and birth defects caused by malnutrition—rather than simply tons of food 
delivered will benefit the groups most desperately in need of assistance. 
Many agencies implementing programs using Title II (USAID) foods have 
been working in the same area for many years.5 Encouraging and assisting 
these agencies to incorporate their knowledge of local food availability 
and food consumption into studying samples of the recipients of aid is 
entirely feasible, especially if the information is made available so that not 
every agency would need to repeat the same studies, which should be 
conducted yearly to account for demographic changes. In order to receive 
award funds from USAID, NGOs must enter into Cooperative Agreements 
or some other legally binding document that outlines requirements and 
penalties for not fulfilling them.6 Annual studies on the nutrition of food 
aid should be included in these agreements to ensure compliance and 
accountability for the efficient use of funds. 
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Classified documents released by former 
American intelligence analyst Edward Snowden 
have exposed the surveillance by the US and 
its National Security Agency (NSA) on allies 
such as France, Germany, and Spain, as well as 
on offices of the European Union (EU) in Wash-
ington, New York, and Brussels.1 The alleged 
actions of the NSA have stalled diplomatic re-
lations between the US and its allies, as well 
as with the entire EU.2 The international com-
munity has taken offense at what it perceives 
to be a breach of trust by the NSA, since all 
the countries exposed by Snowden are allies of 
the US.3 The results of Snowden’s revelations 
confirm the necessity for more transparent 
intelligence sharing channels between the US 
and its allies in the EU. 

There is precedent for intelligence gathering 
collaboration: the UKUSA Agreement, drafted 
in 1946 as an intelligence-sharing and anti-
spying alliance between the two governments 
and their intelligence agencies.4 This alliance 
grew to include the English-speaking coun-
tries of Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, 
hence the moniker “Five Eyes.”4 This prohib-
its state-on-state espionage and fosters more 
comprehensive and relevant intelligence gath-
ering.4

ANALYSIS
An intelligence-sharing agreement between 
the US and certain, established members of 
the European Union comparable to the existing 
UKUSA Agreement would reduce intelligence 
spending, create a global network founded on 
trust and help abolish state-on-state espionage 
in a world where the chief dangers to interna-
tional security are not established states. The 
US’ surveillance of leaders of allied countries, 
such as Angela Merkel, has provoked outrage 
in the international community because it is 
viewed as a breach of trust between allies and 
as a return to the state-on-state espionage 

KEY FACTS
• Accusations against 
the US intelligence com-
munity, which include 
tapping German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel’s 
personal cell phone,1 
eavesdropping on more 
than 60 million Spanish 
phone calls in one 
month alone,6 and ac-
cessing 70 million phone 
records of French 
citizens,3 have lead to a 
breakdown in diplomatic 
relations.

• The Five Eyes coun-
tries today collect 
information that is most 
applicable to their loca-
tions and agree to share 
such information with 
all member states in a 
balanced and reciprocal 
manner, while reducing 
costs.4

• The UKUSA agreement 
system leads to what 
officials call “total trust,” 
including not tapping 
the phones of one 
another’s leaders and 
officials.4
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characteristic of the Cold War,5 while the main 
threats in the global War on Terror are state-
less groups unconnected to such close allies. 
For example, in the wake of this discovery, the 
European Parliament voted to suspend its trans-
atlantic Terrorist Finance Tracking Program, a joint 
EU-US effort.2 The German Justice Minister 
claims this to be a signal that both his country 
and the EU in general are beyond outraged, 
to the point of changing their policy regarding 
America.6

On the other hand, UKUSA intelligence officials 
refer to the environment created by the “Five 
Eyes” agreement as one of complete trust, which 
extends to not tapping the phones of each 
others’ leaders or embassies,4 and not conduct-
ing intelligence operations within each others’ 
borders without express permission.6 Addition-
ally, the “Five Eyes” countries share intelligence 
collecting duties worldwide, with each nation 
focusing on their geographic location, proximity 
to suspicious activities, or intelligence special-
ties. This is especially beneficial to countries 
such as New Zealand that lack the worldwide 
satellite network the US boasts.4 This extends 
to each country bearing the costs of its own 
efforts in the UKUSA mission,7 which reduces 
overlapping expenses by the nations, and allows 
for more efficient and actionable connections 
between the data collected.6 

The $52.6 billion dollar budget allocated to the 
US intelligence community in the past fiscal year 
includes $14.7 billion directed to the CIA, whose 
budget has grown by 50 percent since 2004, 
and $10.8 billion to the NSA.8 This budget also 
finances the surveillance of leaders of countries 
that America counts as friends, thus wasting 
funds to spy on allies rather than gathering intel-
ligence truly pertinent to national security. An 
agreement between the US and established EU 
members would cut down on these costs as the 

TALKING POINTS
• The extensive foreign 
surveillance conducted 
by the US has frayed 
its relationship with 
European allies. 

• An intelligence-sharing 
agreement between the 
US and the EU modeled 
after the current UKUSA 
Agreement would 
eliminate redundant 
intelligence gathering 
and expenses, as well 
as establish an alliance 
grounded in trust and 
addressing the most 
salient threats to interna-
tional security.
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UKUSA mission has done, thus allocating some of these vast resources to 
other areas of the government. 

Stakeholders include the US intelligence community, including the CIA, 
NSA and 14 other agencies. They also include the EU, its governments, 
and its intelligence communities, such as France’s Directorate-General for 
External Security (DGSE) and Germany’s Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND).
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Next Steps
This policy would require an extensive deliberation process due to its 
sensitive nature. Congress and the US intelligence community would need 
to approve such an action, either as a new treaty or as an extension of 
the preexisting UKUSA Agreement. Once approved, the US government 
should propose the agreement to the EU. EU member states and the 
European Parliament would need to debate and accept the agreement.

UN Regulation of Export 
Processing Zones 
Abigail Gary and Rachel Riemenschneider, Northwestern University

To reduce human rights violations committed against 
workers within Export Processing Zones, the United 
Nations should create a task force to implement strict 
labor laws with potential for penalties. 
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Export Processing Zones (EPZs) date back to the 1940s, originating in 
Latin American and gaining popularity after their replication in East Asia.1,2 
EPZs typically offer foreign businesses financial incentives, including “du-
ty-free imports of raw and intermediate inputs,” as well as tax concessions 
and flexible labor laws.1 Because Export Processing Zones can be tailored 
to fit the needs of the individual countries and foreign firms, there is no 
specific definition of what constitutes an EPZ. They can take many forms 
including “free trade zones, special economic zones, bounded warehous-
es, [and] free ports.”1 Developing countries create EPZs with the intention 
of attracting foreign investment to enhance domestic economies. Histori-
cally, EPZs foster labor abuses, human rights violations, and environmental 
degradation. These abuses continue today in the estimated 3,000 EPZs 
spanning 116 countries and affecting approximately 43 million workers.3 

ANALYSIS
Labor laws seldom apply to EPZs, and if they do, governments often do 
not monitor the area.4 Poor working conditions are common in EPZs, in-
cluding unsafe environments, long hours, “wage below subsistence” and 
abuse of reproductive rights, especially among vulnerable populations. 
4,5,6,7 In addition, although the International Labor Organization (ILO) lists 
the ability to unionize as a core right, very few EPZs permit their workers 
to organize.4,3 

While these human rights violations are obviously unacceptable, the 
benefits of EPZs are too great to consider eradicating them. They provide 
the host country with increased exports, more paying jobs, labor training 
to develop a skilled work force, and industrial infrastructure.4 The ILO has 
been working for several decades to improve and preserve the workers’ 
right to organize.3 However, it seems that little is being done to address 
the other human rights abuses. To advance this, we propose a task force 
under the United Nations to create a plan for EPZ where human rights are 
being violated. 

STAKEHOLDERS
This policy would have an effect on all groups involved in EPZs. The UN 
would penalize the countries containing the offending EPZs for the human 
rights violations they commit. The host governments would have to take 
initiative to protect their citizens working in the EPZs. As a result, the man-
agement in the EPZs and the multinational corporations would have to 
change their behaviors to comply with the UN’s measures to eliminate 
human rights violations. We also hope that this policy will bring these 
issues to the attention of consumers, who will begin to advocate for 
change as well.
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TALKING POINTS
• Export Processing 
Zones (EPZs) are in-
creasingly important to 
the globalized economy. 

• The UN should work 
to end human rights vio-
lations against workers 
in EPZs by creating a 
joint task force. 

• The task force should 
create guidelines for 
working conditions and 
help host countries to 
follow them.

Next Steps
As the world becomes increasingly globalized, Export Processing Zones 
need to be a part of international discourse. The International Labor 
Organization and global collaborators should bring EPZs to the attention 
of the United Nations General Assembly and request a formal study on 
human rights violations in Export Processing Zones. The General Assembly 
should then pass a resolution to create the UN Interagency Task Force on 
Export Processing Zones. This will include members from International 
Labor Organization, the UN Human Rights Council, UN Women (the 
majority of exploited workers are female) and other interested groups 
within the UN. This task force will create guidelines for Export Processing 
Zones and the treatment of their workers that reflect individual liberties 
outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the core labor 
rights outlined by the ILO. The task force must also establish procedures 
for countries that continue to defy the task force’s guidelines. 
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KEY FACTS
• The MCC was ranked 
the most transparent 
aid organization of 2013 
by Publish What You 
Fund, and increased 
cooperation with 
USAID could increase 
its efficacy in other 
areas of foreign aid. 

• The MCC has an 
immense budget, 
providing $8.4 billion in 
aid to primarily African 
countries in sectors 
such as agriculture and 
infrastructure.

• The PPL coordinates 
USAID’s vast organi-
zational resources, 
including the invalu-
able field expertise 
that would increase 
the success of partici-
patory city planning in 
post-conflict states. 

Participatory City Planning in 
Post-Conflict States
Nehemiah Rolle, Brian Hart, Greg Sanda, Erich Denk, Ben Smith, Jackson 
Soule, Matt Jeanneret, and Hayden Abene, Wake Forest University

The Millennium Challenge Corporation and US Agency 
for International Development Aid’s Bureau of Policy, 
Planning, and Learning (USAID-PPL) should facilitate par-
ticipatory city planning between new regimes and civil 
society institutions in post-conflict states to increase the 
US’ ability to manage post-conflict situations. 

Post-conflict situations in the developing world 
are a common theme in the 21st century inter-
national system. The must develop a better 
handle on these situations, lest these places 
further dissolve into breeding grounds for ex-
tremism. Reducing the attraction of extremism 
and fostering good governance lies at the heart 
of successfully managing post-conflict situations. 
The US can accomplish these goals by facilitat-
ing participatory city planning that cultivates an 
emerging civil society, fosters accountability and 
political engagement, and provides sustainable 
economic development. 

The Millennium Challenge Corporation and 
USAID are already engaged in similar initiatives. 
The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) 
is an independent US foreign aid agency created 
in 2004 to fight poverty and promote good gov-
ernance in developing countries around the 
world, emphasizing citizen participation in the 
construction and implementation of its initia-
tives.1 Citizen engagement is fostered through 
publicly available and comprehensive criteria, 
such as the degree of civil liberties protection, 
that evaluate these initiatives. Despite its robust 
work, the MCC is not designed for purposes 
besides economic growth, such as civil society 
support in post-conflict situations. 
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The US Agency for International Development’s 
new Bureau of Policy, Planning, and Learning 
(PPL) can mitigate this shortcoming. Estab-
lished in 2010, the PPL is the strategic nucleus 
of USAID, infusing evidence and analysis into 
USAID policies, promoting innovation, and co-
ordinating its resources and relationships with 
other aid partners, such as the MCC.2 These 
resources include USAID’s field expertise in 
navigating varied political and economic en-
vironments. It has also previously partnered 
with MCC in MCC’s threshold aid programs.3 
USAID was instrumental in the implementation 
of agriculture and infrastructure themed thresh-
old programs.4 However, these partnerships 
occurred in countries that have self-initiated 
the reform process, rather than vulnerable, 
post-conflict states. Despite these different ex-
periences, the PPL and the MCC possess the 
capacities to bolster economic growth and po-
litical engagement, evaluated by transparent and 
robust metrics in post-conflict states. 

ANALYSIS
This initiative benefits all stakeholders involved, 
utilizing their strengths and mitigating their weak-
nesses.  Since its inception in 2004, MCC has 
consistently received praise for its evaluative 
criteria that effectively capture impact.5 Collect-
ed results are likewise captured in their Open 
Data Catalog that illustrates quality, scope, and 
accessibility. Accessible data would be invalu-
able in mitigating the challenges of participatory 
development initiatives,  such as scalability and 
adaptability. Its efficacy can be increased if the 
MCC finds the right amount of citizen participa-
tion, an issue it has yet to address. Its emphasis 
on “country ownership” predisposes the MCC 
to a hands-off approach that can affect the 
sustainability of its funded initiatives. Better co-
ordination with USAID could resolve this issue. 

USAID has developed a cadre of initiatives 
to foster accountability and transparent gov-

TALKING POINTS
• Post-conflict states are 
breeding grounds for 
extremism, but they are 
also an opportunity for 
inclusive nation rebuild-
ing that the US must 
facilitate to decrease 
the likelihood of ex-
tremism. 

• Economic develop-
ment and political 
engagement are vital to 
stabilization of post-
conflict states. The 
capacities of the MCC 
and USAID’s PPL can 
foster these facets in an 
inclusive manner. 

• Participatory city 
planning is the ideal 
environment to promote 
these forces, specifi-
cally the rebuilding of 
a state’s capital that 
is often the crux of 
political, economic, and 
cultural life in the state.
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ernance, coordinated by the PPL. Its knowledge of local sociocultural 
contexts and emerging civil society groups is invaluable. This knowledge will 
cultivate the benefits of participatory city planning, such as strengthened 
capacity of local citizens and better-informed development strategies. 

However, there have been calls for reforms, including increased local 
ownership of initiatives and greater transparency.6 This weakness  of the 
PPL is the strength of the MCC. As such, the PPL will also reap benefits, 
testing these reforms through a cooperative initiative. 

Lastly, a state’s citizens are engaged, rather than neglected, in the re-
building of its political and economic spheres. Citizen engagement is 
paramount to the success of development programs, which have tradi-
tionally practiced a top-down approach, devoid of information about local 
power relations and needs that would hamper  the progress of these 
development programs.7 
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http://www.cgdev.org/page/emerging-issues-mcc-moving-forward
4  Gitis, Julia. “Partnering on the Ground: USAID and the Millennium Challenge Corporation.” USAID.gov. November 8, 
2011. Accessed 28 November 2013, http://blog.usaid.gov/2011/11/partnering-on-the-ground-usaid-and-mcc/.
5 Leo, Ben. “How Open Are US Development Agencies? The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.” Center for Global 
Development, 24 October 2013. Accessed 28 November 2013, http://www.cgdev.org/blog/how-open-are-us-develop-
ment-agencies-good-bad-and-ugly.
6  Carothers, Thomas. “Effective U.S. Democracy Assistance Requires Reform at USAID.” The Carnegie Endowment for 
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Next Steps
With the potential for this proposed initiative to marry organic civic 
engagement and sustainable development, USAID’s PPL and the MCC 
should focus on a country’s capital. A country’s capital is the nexus of its 
political sphere and also home to influential cultural and economic forces 
that will redefine a state’s post-conflict identity. 

This opportunity for citizens to use their own agency to create and 
engage with the institutions that will shape the city’s identity will attract 
traditionally marginalized citizens. Moreover, increased opportunities for 
economic development will incentivize engagement. USAID’s PPL should 
use its existing expertise and resources to coordinate with civil society 
institutions that will shape political engagement with increased local 
sociocultural awareness. In addition to providing the necessary capital, 
the MCC should conduct evaluations every five years to monitor the 
efficacy and inclusivity of this proposed initiative. Further, they should 
publish these evaluations using their accessible open data catalog for best 
practice sharing to aid in further initiatives.  

Sexual Exploitation and United 
Nations Peacekeeping: A Culture 
of Impunity
Erin Sielaff, Georgetown University

To combat the sexual assault of civilians by peacekeep-
ers, the United Nations should update the 1990 Model 
Status of Mission Agreements to include a clause allowing 
for United Nations investigation and prosecution of allega-
tions of sexual exploitation and abuse. 

It is difficult to know exactly how many women, men, and children have 
experienced sexual assault at hands of the United Nations (UN) peace-
keepers designated to protect them. In 2013 alone, 61 allegations of sexual 
exploitation were levied against peacekeepers.1 However, widespread 
underreporting conceals the true extent of the problem. In Cambodia, 
scholars estimate that UN peacekeepers fathered 25,000 children, illus-
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trating much higher rates of abuse than those 
reported.2 Common offenses include sexual ha-
rassment, soliciting brothels, and propositioning 
children to exchange sex for food.3 

Though the sexual abuse problem in the UN De-
partment of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) 
has been widespread for many years, the UN 
has only recently made an effort to address the 
issue. In 2003, the UN created a “zero toler-
ance policy” on sexual exploitation and abuse. 
Although this seems like a strong stance, due 
to the Status of Mission agreements signed by 
member states, the policy only is enforced if the 
member state’s military decides to investigate 
the charges.4  Few cases are tried, and peace-
keepers often receive lenient sentences.

The DPKO has also implemented gender main-
streaming, which works to include women 
in peacekeeping missions, thereby changing 
the culture of peacekeeping, and hopefully 
reducing sexual violence.5  This approach aims 
to undermine some of the cultural and social 
biases surrounding women, gender, and sexual 
violence that peacekeepers carry with them on 
their missions.6 

ANALYSIS
The UN’s zero tolerance policy is currently 
an empty threat; even if the UN has evidence 
of sexual abuse by a peacekeeper, it has 
little recourse. This lack of accountability has 
far-ranging impacts on the legitimacy and ef-
fectiveness of peacekeeping missions. First, 
reporting and accounting of sexual violence 
suffers as a result of the immunity clause, and 
little official data is collected.7 In addition, sexual 
abuse destroys the legitimacy of peacekeeping 
missions. Peacekeepers are meant to protect ci-
vilians from violence, and in order to do so they 
must have both good standing in communities 
and the population’s trust. Sexual exploita-
tion undermines this relationship and hinders 

KEY FACTS
• While statistics suffer 
from underreporting, 
more than 60 allega-
tions of sexual violence 
have been brought 
against peacekeepers 
in 2013 alone.10 

• Rates of sex traffick-
ing and prostitution 
increase significantly 
with the arrival of 
peacekeepers. The 
number of prostitutes 
in Cambodia increased 
from 6,000 to 25,000 
during the DPKO 
mission.11  
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TALKING POINTS
• The UN’s zero toler-
ance policy is currently 
ineffective: the most 
severe punishment that 
the UN can administer 
to a peacekeeper is 
repatriation.12 

• The Status of Mission 
Agreement leaves 
punishment to member 
states, which in most 
cases do not investi-
gate claims, and, if they 
do, they give lenient 
sentences. In 2011, five 
Pakistani peacekeep-
ers were sentenced 
to just one year in jail 
after gang raping a 14-
year-old boy. 13

the ability of peacekeepers to protect civilians. 
Finally, peacekeepers often turn a blind eye to 
sexual abuse perpetrated by citizens, further ex-
acerbating the problem.8

1 “Statistics: Allegations for All Categories of Personnel Per Year 
(Sexual Exploitation and Abuse).” United Nations Conduct and Disci-
pline Unit. Accessed November 17, 2013, http://cdu.unlb.org/Statistics/
AllegationsbyCategoryofPersonnelSexualExploitationandAbuse/Allegations-
forAllCategoriesofPersonnelPerYearSexualExploitationandAbuse.aspx
2  Ndulo, Muna. “The United Nations Responses to the Sexual Abuse and 
Exploitation of Women and Girls by Peacekeepers During Peacekeeping 
Missions.” Cornell Law Faculty Publications, Paper 59 (2009): 127-161, pg. 157. 
3  Natalie Novick, “When those meant to keep the peace commit sexualized 
violence,” Women Under Siege, May 25, 2012. Accessed November 17, 2013, 
http://www.womenundersiegeproject.org/blog/entry/when-those-meant-to-
keep-the-peace-commit-sexualized-violence.
4  Novick. “When those meant to keep the peace commit sexualized violence.”
5  Dharmapuri, Sahana. “Just Add Women and Stir?” The US Army War College 
Quarterly Parameters, 41 (2011): 56-70, pg. 65.
6  Novick, “When those meant to keep the peace commit sexualized violence.”
7  Ibid. 
8  Ibid.
9  Spencer, Sarah. “Making Peace: Preventing and Responding to Sexual Exploi-
tation by United Nations Peacekeepers.” Journal of Public and International 
Affairs, 16, (2005): 168-181, pg. 177.
10  “Statistics: Allegations for All Categories of Personnel Per Year (Sexual Ex-
ploitation and Abuse).”
11  “Sexual Exploitation and Abuse of Children by Aid Workers and Peacekeep-
ers.” Save the Children. December 2009. Accessed November 17, 2013, http://
www.savethechildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/docs/Policy_Brief_-_Sexual_Ex-
ploitatiting_and_Abuse_1.pdf. 
12  Spencer. “Making Peace: Preventing and Responding to Sexual Exploitation 
by United Nations Peacekeepers.” pg. 177.
13  Novick. “When those meant to keep the peace commit sexualized violence.”

Next Steps
Despite the UN’s best efforts, lack of accountability persists in peacekeeping 
operations. Therefore, the UN should reform the 1990 Model for the Status 
of Mission Agreements to allow for UN prosecution of sexual violence 
by peacekeepers.9 Next, the UN should negotiate new Status of Mission 
Agreements with nations currently deploying peacekeeping forces to 
incorporate these changes. In addition, the UN Security Council should, 
working with the DPKO and the Office of Internal Oversight Services, 
establish a court in the form of an International Criminal Tribunal to try 
accused peacekeepers. By including a clause allowing for UN prosecution 
of sexual exploitation and abuse allegations, both the zero-tolerance policy 
and the gender mainstreaming approach will be made more effective.
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Who We Are
Established in the wake of the 2004 election, the Roosevelt Institute | 
Campus Network was formed by college students across the country in 
order to engage our generation as powerful actors in the policy process. 
They envisioned a movement in which young people could fill the critical 
ideas gap in their communities, generating new solutions for the nation’s 
greatest challenges.

We believe in the value of a robust and active democracy, one in which all 
citizens have the opportunity to positively impact communities they love. 
By giving students a platform to elevate their ideas for local, regional, and 
national change, we contribute to that vision. 

What 
You’re Holding 
Now in its sixth year, the 10 Ideas series promotes the most 
promising student-generated ideas from across our network. 
This year’s journals, which include submissions from 20 
different schools located from New York to Georgia to Cali-
fornia, stand as a testament to the depth and breadth of 
these student ideas. 

Entries in 10 Ideas are selected for publication on the basis 
that they are smart, rigorously researched, and feasible. 
Simply put, they’re darn good ideas.

How You Can Join 
As you explore these ideas, we encourage you to take special note of the 
“Next Steps” sections. Here our authors have outlined how their ideas can 
move from the pages of this journal to implementation. We invite you to 
join our authors in the process. 

Contact us on our website www.rooseveltcampusnetwork.org or by 
tweeting with us @Vivaroosevelt.

Thank you for reading and supporting student generated ideas. 
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WELCOME 

Dear Readers, 

December 2014 will mark ten years since a group of college students 
united behind a new model for engaging young people in the political 
process, a model that became the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network. 
Deeply grounded in the belief that young people have more to offer 
than just showing up on Election Day, the Campus Network has con-
tinued to evolve and grow from its visionary beginning into the nation’s 
largest student policy organization, with a membership capable of shifting 
dialogue and effecting policy at the local, state, and national levels. 

We believe that in the context of a stagnant public discourse and increas-
ing disillusionment with a political system incapable of tackling our complex 
collective challenges, it is more important than ever to invest in a genera-
tion of leaders committed to active problem-solving and concrete change 
in the public sphere. As the Campus Network expands to more than 120 
chapters in 38 states, we serve as a vehicle for fresh ideas, exciting talent, 
and real change. 

In these pages you will find some of those ideas – from reforming western 
water rights to supporting green infrastructure through progressive toll 
taxes, students are envisioning and acting on better solutions. It’s indic-
ative of our Network’s larger impact; in the past year, we’ve leveraged 
the effectiveness of our model to work with and inform dozens of other 
organizations on how to engage Millennials on critical issues, ranging 
from campaign finance to inequality to climate change. We’ve elevated a 
fresh, Millennial-driven vision for government in an otherwise stale public 
debate, and launched an initiative that taps into our generation’s unfet-
tered thinking and ambition to reimagine the role of citizens in shaping 
fairer and more equitable local economies. Our members have continued 
to substantively engage in local processes to shape and shift the policy 
outcomes that directly impact their communities, from introducing new 
mapping systems to improve health outcomes in low-income neighbor-
hoods to consulting local governments on flood prevention. 

These ideas are just the starting place, because ideas are only powerful 
when acted upon. Yet this work is occurring in a dramatically shifting 
political and social context. The ways citizens engage their government, 
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participate locally, and advocate for their communities are changing every 
day. As a vibrant, evolving network driven by our active members nation-
wide, we believe there is immense potential to capture these innovations 
and ensure better and more progressive ideas take hold. We believe that: 

• Millennials are turning away from traditional institutions and are 
looking to build new ones as vehicles for social change. We be-
lieve there is an opportunity to channel this reform-mindedness 
into building a healthier, more inclusive system that’s responsive 
to citizen engagement and evidence-based solutions.  

• To jump-start political engagement and combat disillusionment, 
the focus needs to be on pragmatic problem-solving and inter-
sectional thinking across key issues. We can no longer tackle 
economic mobility separately from climate change.  

• There is immense potential (and need) for scalable policy inno-
vation at the local and state levels, and much of the most effec-
tive and important policy change in the coming decade will be 
local. 

• With the shift from top-down institutions to networked ap-
proaches and collective problem-solving, it is more important 
than ever before to invest in the development of informed, 
engaged community leaders capable of driving engagement and 
action on ideas. 

As you engage with the ideas, ambitions, and goals in these journals, I 
encourage you to dig in and explore how our country’s future leaders are 
taking the initiative to create the change they know we desperately need. 
You won’t be disappointed. 

Happy Reading, 

Taylor Jo Isenberg, 
National Director 



6

Congratulations to
 

Liam Berigan
author of Abandoning Abandonment: 
Modernizing Western Water Rights

Nominee for
Policy Of The Year

A jury of Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network members, staff and 
alumni elevate one piece from each journal as a nominee for Policy 

Of The Year based off the quality of idea, rigor of research and 
ability to be implemented effectively. The cover design of this journal 

is themed to portray the above idea in visual form.    



7

8

11

14

16

19

22

24

28

32

35

Table of Contents
Abandoning Abandonment: 
Modernizing Western Water Rights
Liam Berigan

Eradicating Styrofoam Food Trays in 
New York Public Schools
Kelsey Clough

Farm-to-School Programs: 
Healthier Kids, Stronger Communities
Kinjo Kiema

Incentivizing Green Transit with Progressive 
Toll Collection
Brian Lamberta

Innovating Higher Energy Efficiency Via Rotating Federal 
Grant Competitions
Connor Lock, Jeff Raines, Orion Kobayashi, and Jimmy Liang 

A New Strategy for Conserving Water in the Flint River
Giovanni Righi

Turning Blight into Might: Local Empowerment through 
Changing Vacant Lot Ownership Policy
Lino Sanchez

Solar Sun-stainability: Cost-Effective Clean Power for 
Georgetown and Other District Universities
Sharanya Sriram

Reducing Garbage Collection Costs Through 
Green Innovation
Kudzai Tunduwani

A Collaborative Approach to Resource Management
Hilary Yu, Cornell University



8

Abandoning Abandonment: 
Modernizing Western Water Rights
Liam Berigan, Cornell University

By changing the concept of abandonment in Western 
water law, we can give farmers increased water security 
and make water conservation both simpler and more 
advantageous.

Water rights, which are the permissions required 
to withdraw water from aquifers and water 
bodies, have remained essentially the same in 
the Western United States since the 1940s. This 
region uses a system called prior appropriation 
water rights, which was originally used to dis-
tribute water rights to early Western settlers. 
Since the Western states have been fully settled 
(and the vast majority of these water rights have 
been claimed), these older methods of claiming 
water are largely irrelevant. Water redistribu-
tion methods, which would normally provide 
water rights to new users, are antiquated and 
ineffective, and act to actively discourage water 
conservation. 

Abandonment is one of the major problems 
with Western water law. This concept mandates 
that if a landowner fails to use the entirety of his 
or her water rights for several years in a row, the 
state can reduce or completely eliminate those 
rights. This outdated practice punishes farmers 
for reducing their water usage and makes water 
conservation incentives difficult to implement.

In 2011, Kansas passed HB 2451, which elimi-
nated abandonment in areas of the state where 
all water rights have been claimed.1 This modifi-
cation has been supported by natural resource 
districts and farmers’ associations in the past, 
but Kansas was the first state to translate these 

KEY FACTS
• The abandonment 
or reduction of water 
rights legally occurs 
after 3 to 5 years of 
reduced water use.

• The original water 
rights allocations for 
many farmers were 
determined over 100 
years ago.

• Many farmers will 
refuse to take water 
conservation measures 
out of fear that they 
may lose their full 
water rights.
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recommendations into law.2,3  Other western 
states should do the same.

ANALYSIS
Abandonment, originally intended to transfer 
unused water rights to those who needed 
them, serves little purpose today. Many water 
basins are closed to new claims, so abandon-
ment has very little role in modern water use 
regulations.4,5 Instead, this law discourages 
farmers from reducing their water use, as they 
fear that their water rights might be considered 
abandoned should they engage in conservation 
practices. In extreme cases, these farmers may 
even intentionally waste excess water out of 
fear that they might lose their ancestral water 
rights.6,7 Changing this law will provide agricul-
tural water security to the western United States 
and remove penalties for farmers who choose to 
engage in water conservation.

The elimination of water rights abandonment is 
politically acceptable to both agricultural and 
conservation groups. The Kansas Farm Bureau 
and the Sierra Club are both excellent examples 
of organizations that support these reforms.8 
Conservation and agricultural news sites are also 
praising the local water conservation initiatives 
that have emerged since the law was institut-
ed in Kansas.9,10,11 In addition, the elimination of 
abandonment in Kansas successfully allowed 
legislation to be passed that incentivized water 
conservation.12 Adopting this legislation nation-
wide could provide the same benefits to the 
entire Western United States.

The elimination of water rights abandonment 
would benefit both agricultural and conserva-
tion stakeholders. Agricultural stakeholders will 
no longer live with the threat of their water rights 
being revoked over changes in water use. Water 
conservationists will also be better able to insti-
tute water efficiency practices because of this 
law. Both of these groups acknowledged these 

TALKING POINTS
• Removing abandon-
ment from western 
water legislation would 
be a simple way to 
encourage farmers to 
conserve water.

• The abolition of aban-
donment is backed 
by both farmers and 
conservation groups.

• Kansas’s success-
ful implementation of 
this law is an excellent 
example of the positive 
effect that this legisla-
tion can have on water 
conservation efforts.
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benefits and lobbied for this law when it was passed in Kansas, demon-
strating a valuable instance of bilateral cooperation.13

ENDNOTES
1 Kansas Office of the Governor. “New Laws Will Conserve and Extend State Water.” 2011.
2 Swaffar, Steve M. “RE: HB 2451 an Act Concerning Water.” Kansas Farm Bureau Policy Statement. Kansas State Legisla-
ture. 2012.
3 “Testimony in Support of House Bill No. 2451, a Bill relating to Water Right Abandonment (repealing the “Use-It-or-Lose-
It” Statute).” Kansas Livestock Association. 2012.
4 Peck, John C., Leland E. Rolfs, Michael K. Ramsey, and Donald L. Pitts. “Kansas Water Rights Changes and Transfers.” 
The Governor’s Water Law Review Committee of South Carolina.
5 “Water Rights in Montana.” Montana DNRC. 2006.
6 Swaffar, “RE: HB 2451 an Act Concerning Water.”
7 Ward, Frank A., Ari M. Michelsen, and Leeann DeMouche. “Barriers to Water Conservation in the Rio Grande basin.” 
Journal of the American Water Resources Association 43 (1) (Feb 2007): 237-53.
8 Marso, Andy. “Consensus building around Water Conservation.” The Topeka Capital-Journal, January 2, 2012.
9 Griekspoor, P. J. “‘Use It or Lose It’ No Longer the Water Law for Kansas.” Kansas Farmer 2012.
10 Clayton, Chris. “Kansas: How Farmers preserve the Water Aquifer and Environment.” AgFax, August 23, 2013.
11 Parker, Alex. “Support grows for Kansas Water Policy Reforms. in Sunflower Horizons [database online].” Cited Nov 18 
2013. http://sunflowerhorizons.com/groups/for-the-future/2012/jan/3/support-grows-for-kansas-water-policy-re/.
12 Griekspoor, “‘Use It or Lose It’”
13 Ward, “Barriers to Water Conservation in the Rio Grande basin.” 

Next Steps
Kansas is the first of the Western states to pass legislation to abolish water 
rights abandonment. Other state legislatures should consider similar 
legislation to promote water conservation in their own states, the crux of 
which should be eliminating abandonment.

Agricultural and water conservation groups should begin by gathering 
support from farmers in Western states. Petitions and letters to 
representatives in the state legislature would be a great way to begin 
lobbying for individual states to embrace this legislation. The primary 
targets for this kind of change should be states that have water supply 
issues, or may have water supply issues in the near future. This includes 
the Ogallala aquifer states, which are also excellent targets because many 
of these states are promoting water conservation initiatives of their own. 
By promoting this legislation in as many states across the west as possible, 
groups can ensure that water conservation is appropriately incorporated 
into agricultural law.
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Eradicating Styrofoam Food Trays 
in New York Public Schools
Kelsey Clough, Cornell University

A sustainability education initiative in New York public 
schools that facilitates the gradual elimination of Styro-
foam trays will significantly reduce human exposure to 
chemical contaminants and ecosystem degradation.

KEY FACTS
• Public schools 
commonly use EPS 
food trays. 

• EPS trays significantly 
contribute to marine 
debris and land litter. 

• Humans and animals 
can ingest chemicals 
from EPS production, 
use, and disposal. 

• The continuous 
disposal of EPS trays 
cultivates a culture of 
unnecessary waste 
among students.

Public schools frequently use expanded 
polystyrene (EPS), or Styrofoam, trays. EPS 
manufacturing, involving petroleum and natural 
gas by-products through reactions of toxic 
chemicals, causes tropospheric ozone deple-
tion.1 Accordingly, environmental impact of this 
manufacturing process—based on energy con-
sumption, greenhouse gas emissions, and total 
environmental effect—ranks among the worst in 
the world.2 

Recycling EPS is almost impossible due to high 
cost, low availability of recyclers, and difficulty 
recycling contaminated EPS.3 For example, in 
California, 0.2 percent of EPS gets recycled.4 
EPS trays, which do not biodegrade, instead 
collect and remain in landfills.5 Also, “throwing 
away” trays, teaches young people to accept un-
sustainable practices.

While plastics account for 90 percent of all land-
based ocean debris, EPS, cited as the second 
most abundant form of beach debris, remains 
particularly obstructive.6,7 EPS, easily transport-
ed by air and water, is ingested by marine and 
avian species, causing suffocation, dehydration, 
reduced body weight, starvation, and increased 
risk of disease and mortality.8, 9

Ingestion of EPS chemicals—such as styrene, 
toluene, methyl chloride, benzene, and formal-
dehyde—amplifies risks of many forms of cancer, 
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as well as respiratory and neurological disor-
ders.10, 11 Both EPS leaching into food on trays 
and ingestion of EPS by fish increase risk of 
human absorption of toxic chemicals through 
the food chain.12

Nationally, cities and counties maintain ordi-
nances banning EPS in commercial businesses.13 
While many schools advocate for the termina-
tion of EPS trays, no statute exists.

ANALYSIS
Implementation of sustainability education ini-
tiatives to guide the 5-year phasing out of EPS 
trays provides the possibility of reduced envi-
ronmental and health degradation. First, New 
York students, educators and environmental-
ists should collaboratively develop criteria 
for environmental sustainability curriculums. 
These criteria may involve faculty training on 
classroom sustainability, syllabus amendments, 
conceptions of courses, or extra-curricular 
clubs. The purpose of this initiative, to culti-
vate sustainability and proper waste disposal 
knowledge, will guide EPS eradication because 
education fortifies maintainable change.14 Next, 
over the 5-year period, schools should gradu-
ally purchase reusable trays and tray sanitizing 
apparatuses.

Opponents of this plan cite the high cost of 
switching to alternative trays.15 These cost 
estimates, however, often use price compari-
sons with different disposable trays.16 Also, the 
predicted 94 percent cost increase for tray 
conversion does not take into account gradual 
implementation for defraying the costs’ overall 
magnitude.17 Opposing cost benefit analysis fails 
to consider long-term savings of waste disposal 
fees, and continuous EPS tray replacement. An 
education initiative, moreover, would increase 
the probability of grants and donations to fund 
this proposal. 

TALKING POINTS
• Eliminating EPS trays 
in New York public 
schools will increase 
the health of marine, 
avian and terrestrial 
ecosystems. 

• Decreasing EPS 
use will diminish the 
probability of human 
exposure to chemical 
contaminants. 

• A sustainability 
curriculum will guide 
young people toward a 
culture of environmen-
talism. 
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Reduction in EPS would fortify the economy. Overall EPS reduction de-
creases ocean debris and land litter, ensuring sustainable seafood sources, 
increased water quality, and enhanced tourism opportunities. Also, the 
likelihood of chemical contaminant exposure dramatically decreases.

STAKEHOLDERS
Executing this proposal required the involvement of a variety of stake-
holders. Students of the approximately 4,529 schools in New York will 
be subject to a discourse on environmental sustainability, an increasingly 
important topic in society.18 With this initiative, the students and faculty 
will work to create a more sustainable community. Allocating funds for 
the implementation of this plan involves the New York State Education 
Department, district school committees, town councils and other associa-
tions responsible for school budgeting.

Public schools within New York, especially the New York City Depart-
ment of Education, which serves the largest system of public schools in 
the country, paradigmatically lead the nation with progressive policies and 
initiatives. Therefore, the successful implementation of this proposal will 
likely guide other states to adopt similar policies. Furthermore, EPS bans 
in other state accommodations, such as correctional and medical care 
facilities, can be modeled after this proposal. 

ENDNOTES
1 NYS Education Department. “Children Receiving Free or Reduced-price School Lunch - Public Schools.” http://www.
nyskwic.org/get_data/indicator_narrative_details.cfm?numIndicatorID=31 (accessed November 18, 2013).
2 Nguyen, Linda. “An Assessment of Policies on Polystyrene Food Ware Bans.” SJSU ScolarWorks, San Jose State Uni-
versity, 2012.
3 Bui, Lynh. “It ’s not easy to replace foam lunch trays with greener options, school officials say.” The Washington Post, 
December 8, 2012, sec. Education. http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2012-12-08/local/35701405_1_foam-trays-polysty-
rene-food-containers-david-binkle (accessed November 15, 2013).
4 Nguyen. “An Assessment of Policies on Polystyrene Food Ware Bans.” 
5 “Facts about Styrofoam® Litter.” Clean Water Action: California. http://www.cleanwater.org/files/publications/ca/cwa_
fact_sheet_polystyrene_litter_2011_03.pdf (accessed November 15, 2013).
6 “Water Marine Debris.” United States Environmental Protection Agency. Web. http://water.epa.gov/type/oceb/marined-
ebris/factsheet_marinedebris_debris.cfm
7 “Facts about Styrofoam® Litter.” 
8 Stufflebean, John. “Reducing Polystyrene Foam in the Waste Stream.” City of San Jose Memorandum. http://www3.
sanjoseca.gov/clerk/CommitteeAgenda/TE/20100503/TE20100503_d2.pdf (November 15, 2013).
9 “Water Marine Debris.” 
10 “Polystyrene & Children’s Health.” SOSNYC. http://sosnyc.org/index.html (accessed November 15, 2013).
11 “Environmental Impact.” SOSNYC. http://sosnyc.org/index.html (accessed November 15, 2013).
12 Green Restaurant Association. “Polystyrene Foam Report.” Earth Resource Foundation. http://www.earthresource.org/
campaigns/capp/capp-styrofoam.html (accessed November 18, 2013).
13 Stufflebean, John. “Reducing Polystyrene Foam in the Waste Stream.” 
14 Nguyen. “An Assessment of Policies on Polystyrene Food Ware Bans.” 
15 “Fiscal & Economic Impacts of  a Ban on Plastic Foam Foodservice  and Drink Containers in  New York City.” MB 
PUBLIC AFFAIRS, INC. http://plasticfoodservicefacts.com/Pages/Fiscal-Economic-Impacts-of-a-Ban-on-Plastic-Foam-
Foodservice-and-Drink-Containers-in-New-York-City.pdf
16 “Fiscal & Economic Impacts of  a Ban on Plastic Foam Foodservice  and Drink Containers in  New York City.”  
17 New York State Education Department. “Number of Public Schools by Level: New York State.” http://www.p12.nysed.
gov/irs/statistics/enroll-n-staff/TABLE6.pdf (accessed November 15, 2013).
18 New York City Department of Education. “About Us.” http://schools.nyc.gov/AboutUs/default.htm (accessed November 
15, 2013).
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Farm-to-School Programs: 
Healthier Kids, Stronger Communities
Kinjo Kiema, George Washington University

By linking Fairfax County Public School cafeterias with 
local farms to provide fresh produce, we can provide 
more nutritious food to public school children, while 
strengthening local and regional food systems.

Next Steps
Several steps are required to achieve the overall goal of reducing EPS 
through the introduction of reusable trays. First, school districts must 
begin collaboration with environmental agencies, faculty, and students for 
the creation of a realistic and meaningful sustainability education initiative. 
With this conception, school districts and counties possess an effective 
advocacy platform for arguing the merits of reusable tray use. Increasing 
knowledge of the negative consequences of EPS trays motivates the 
creation of community ordinances by local politicians. Evidence of 
successful EPS eradication ordinances should then be documented to 
support statewide legislation.

In 1997, the US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) started connecting schools with local 
farms. Since then, the USDA has implemented 
several more related policies, and states and 
counties nationwide have created Farm-to-
School programs. The extension of these policies 
includes the USDA awarding up to $5 million in 
grants a year to districts for these programs. In 
2007, the Virginia General Assembly created 
a “Farm-to-School Task Force” to research the 
issue, and in 2010, it designated the second 
week of November as “Farm-to-School Week.”1,2

Food and Nutrition Services (FNS) is the 
program within Fairfax County Public Schools 
(FCPS) that is in charge of providing food to 

TALKING POINTS
• Fairfax County Public 
Schools does not 
require contracted 
companies to purchase 
a certain percentage 
of fresh food from 
Virginia farms.

• Farm-to-School 
programs enable 
schools to invest in 
their local commu-
nity, while providing 
students with fresh and 
nutritious options.



15

students. Neither FNS nor FCPS has policies 
that specify that contracted companies purchase 
from local farmers. The largest produce contrac-
tor in FCPS, Keany Produce, does purchase 
from neighboring states, but the region it pur-
chases from extends all the way to New Jersey 
and Pennsylvania.

ANALYSIS
Only 2 percent of children in the United States 
get the recommended amount of fruits and veg-
etables per day, but adding more fresh food to 
meals provided by schools could be a remedy.3 
Additionally, connecting schools with local farms 
gives farmers a larger market and more economic 
opportunities. Findings from Farm-to-School 
programs in other states have demonstrated an 
average increase in income of 5 percent for in-
dividual farmers.4 Overall, engaging schools with 
local farms creates opportunities for meaningful 
investments that will lead to healthier students 
and a more vibrant local economy.

A statewide Farm-to-School policy would have 
to take into account the varying budgets of 
many different communities, while a more local 
one would be more precise. FCPS is a prime 
candidate for a Farm-to-School program. It 
has 184,000 students and is the largest school 
division in the state, so it would have a large 
positive impact on the state as a whole. Over 
$30.7 million dollars would be brought back 
into Virginia’s economy if just $0.25 a day per 
student were used to purchase produce grown 
in Virginia.5

Within the last two years, 29 percent of FCPS 
produce purchases have been considered 
“locally grown.”6 FCPS should establish a policy 
with guidelines for produce to be bought within 
Virginia, and should aim to purchase at least 50 
percent of its fresh produce from within these 
boundaries in the next 5 years.

KEY FACTS
• Fairfax County Public 
Schools has 184,000 
students and is the 
largest school division 
in the state.8

• Over $30.7 million 
dollars would be 
brought back into 
Virginia’s economy if 
just $0.25 a day per 
student were used 
to purchase produce 
grown in Virginia.9

• Farm-to-School 
programs are proven 
to increase consump-
tion of fruits and 
vegetables from 0.99 
to 1.3 servings a day 
on average, which is 
important in combating 
obesity and overweight 
issues that currently 
affect one-third of 
America’s youth.10
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Next Steps
The successful implementation of a Farm-to-School Program will require 
FCPS to determine what is considered “local.” The School Board will 
need to conduct an assessment of Virginia farmer’s capacity to provide 
50 percent of fresh produce, and the change in marginal costs. Afterward, 
the definition of “local” should be readjusted if necessary, and then the 
division’s contracts and policy need to be changed accordingly. FCPS 
can also apply for a USDA Farm-to-School grant, similar to the ones 
other programs in Virginia have received, to cover costs.7  Goals for the 
amount and types of local produce that will be purchased need to be 
set. Community support needs to be built around the policy after it is 
proposed. A crucial part of this process will be building relationships with 
farmers to establish this program.

Incentivizing Green Transit with 
Progressive Toll Collection
Brian Lamberta, Macaulay Honors College at the 
City University of New York

Incentivizing use of environmentally responsible transit 
by basing tolls on vehicle environmental cost and using 
the surplus to fund the development of mass transit.

Regional transit policy in the US has created an auto-dependent system 
that is destructive to the environment. According to the US Environmen-

ENDNOTES
1 Senate Joint Resolution No. 347. Virginia State Senate. 2007.
2 House Joint Resolution No. 95. Virginia House of Delegates. 2010.
3 Farm to School. “The Benefits of Farm to School.” 2013.
4 Farm to School. “The Benefits of Farm to School.”
5 Virginia Tech. “Cultivating Virginia Farm-to-School: Growing from Grassroots.” 2010.
6 Fairfax County Public Schools. 2013. “News Release: Percentage of Local Produce.” 2013.
7 Pipkin, Whitney. “USDA’s new Farm to School grants to benefit D.C. area programs.” Washington Post. 2013. “ USDA’s new 
Farm to School grants to benefit D.C. area programs.”
8 Fairfax County Public Schools. “About FCPS.” http://www.fcps.edu/about/ (accessed November 25, 2013)
9 Virginia Tech. “Cultivating Virginia Farm-to-School: Growing from Grassroots.”
10 Farm to School. “The Benefits of Farm to School.”
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TALKING POINTS
• A robust transit 
system protects the 
environment and 
ensures that all people 
can reach the functions 
of life. 

• This method of 
toll collection is not 
regressive and will not 
burden the poor.

• All toll revenue is 
cycled back into transit 
infrastructure.

tal Protection Agency (EPA), driving accounts 
for more than one-third of air pollution in the 
US—far higher than in any other country.1  The 
problem can be traced to two sources: a lack 
of mass transit options and the preferences 
of wealthier Americans to drive less efficient 
vehicles. 

Seventy-five percent of Americans drive to all 
functions of life, including school, work, and social 
functions.2 In 2012, Federal and state cuts have 
forced 51 percent of regional transit agencies to 
cut service, raise fares, or both, which has dis-
couraged transit usage.3 Ideally, public policy 
should support a multi-modal system in which 
both auto use and mass transit are supported.

Wealthier Americans tend to drive vehicles with 
lower fuel efficiency, such as luxury cars and 
sport utility vehicles.4 The US Department of 
Energy affirms that income correlates with less 
efficient car ownership. According to recent 
analysis, a family of four living below the poverty 
line consumes about half of the vehicle fuel as 
a family living at 150 percent of the poverty line 
largely due to fuel economy.5

Though often proposed, taxing all drivers to 
subsidize transit is regressive, hitting people 
with lower incomes the hardest. A better 
solution is to base tolls on the environmental 
cost of cars. Due to the relationship between 
driving habits and income, this would help the 
environment without burdening lower income 
families. London implemented a comparable 
plan, levying a $50 toll on big cars, which slashed 
emissions by 15 percent.6 In the US, a similar 
system would reduce emissions and strengthen 
our mass transit infrastructure without imposing 
a regressive tax.

ANALYSIS
The New York metropolitan region is an ideal 
location to test this policy, because it is least 

KEY FACTS
• Forty-five percent of 
people have no access 
to mass transit, leaving 
the one-third of Ameri-
cans who do not drive 
disconnected from the 
world.12 

• According to the US 
Department of Energy, 
a family of four living 
below the poverty line 
consumes about half 
of the vehicle fuel as 
a family living at 150 
percent of the poverty 
line. This is linked to 
fuel economy.13 

• Due to cuts in federal 
and state subsidies 
in 2012, 51 percent 
of regional transit 
agencies cut service, 
raised fares, or both.14 
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likely to burden individuals with low incomes and because it is technically 
feasible due to the E-ZPass system. 

Because of the region’s existing mass transit infrastructure, most individu-
als with an annual income below $15,000 do not drive to work. As with all 
US metropolitan regions, income correlates with likelihood to drive.7
 
A state-funded public benefit corporation called The Metropolitan Trans-
portation Authority (MTA) manages tolls on the region’s bridges and 
tunnels. The MTA collects most tolls via E-ZPass, which is an electronic 
toll collection service. When collecting a toll, E-ZPass connects data re-
garding the vehicle to an account and charges the owner. Drivers without 
E-ZPass have their license plate numbers associated with a vehicle model. 
This system leaves room for different models to easily be charged different 
amounts.8 The MTA could order that tolls be based on the EPA rating of 
each vehicle.

The EPA ranks all vehicles on a one to ten scale based on emissions stan-
dards with ten being the most efficient. Following expert analysis, the MTA 
could set the toll increase so cars with lower ranks pay higher tolls.9 The 
changes could raise over $300 million—nearly 11 percent of the budget 
for commuter rail.10 The funding would be used to develop new mass 
transit options in un-served and underserved neighborhoods as well as to 
increase service where it already exists.

ENDNOTES
1 Office of Transportation and Air Quality. “Green Vehicle Guide.” U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2013. Accessed 
November 1, 2013, http://www.epa.gov/greenvehicles/Wcyd.do.
2 Istrate, Emilia et al., “Commuting.” Brookings Institution. Accessed November 1, 2013, www.brookings.edu/~/media/
Series/MetroAmericaChapters/metro_america_commuting.PDF.
3 “Impact of the Recession on Public Transit Agencies.” American Public Transit Association. Accessed November 1, 2013, 
http://4 McIntyre, Douglas.“The Biggest Gas Guzzlers on the Road.” Fox Business. September 6, 2012, http://www.foxbusi-
ness.com/industries/2012/09/06/biggest-gas-guzzlers-on-road.
5 Energy Information Administration. “Average Vehicle Fuel Consumption by Family Income and Poverty Status.” US De-
partment of Energy. Accessed November 1, 2013, http://www.eia.gov/emeu/rtecs/nhts_survey/2001/tablefiles/table-a10.
6 Hundley, Tom. “London Rolls Out $50-a-day SUV Tax.” Chicago Tribune. August 11, 2007. http://articles.chicagotribune.
com/2007-08-11/news/0708100816_1_red-ken-london-mayor-mayor-ken-livingstone.
7 Cox, Wendell. “How Lower Income Citizen Commute.” New Geography. Accessed November 1, 2013, http://www.new-
geography.com/content/002666-how-lower-income-citizens-commute.
8 “E-ZPass Info.” E-ZPass New York Service Center. Accessed November 1, 2013, https://www.e-zpassny.com/en/about/
about.9 Stantec. “History and Projections of Traffic, Toll Revenue, and Expenses.” Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority.
10 “2013 Adopted Budget.” Metropolitan Transportation Authority. Accessed November 1, 2013, http://www.mta.info/mta/
budget/pdf/Adopted_Budget_Feb_Financial_Plan2013-16.pdf.
11 “E-ZPass Info.”
12 “2013 Report Card for America’s Infrastructure: Transit.” American Society of Civil Engineers. Accessed November 1, 
2013, http://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/transit.
13 Energy Information Administration. “Average Vehicle Fuel Consumption by Family Income & Poverty Status.”
14 “Impact of the Recession on Public Transit Agencies.”
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Next Steps
The MTA Board, a group of executives appointed by the governor, sets tolls 
in the region. Approval of the MTA Board is key. A coalition of interested 
partner organizations, such as NYPIRG and the Sierra Club, can unite 
and target sympathetic members of the board and state legislators with 
this proposal. Though less likely, the New York state legislature could 
mandate this policy change. Still, garnering endorsement from legislators 
may influence the board and raise public awareness. 

As this plan is implemented, analysts must monitor its impact. Analysts 
should identify the toll revenue, change in mass transit ridership, influence 
on driving habits, and the reduction in environmental damage. The amount 
of each toll and the way revenue is spent should be adjusted accordingly.

Based on the plan’s success in New York, it could easily be replicated in 
other regions that use electronic toll collection. This includes most states 
in New England, the Midwest, and the Mid-Atlantic.11 Others regions may 
set tolls differently (such as by legislative process or public referendum) 
and have different infrastructure, so strategies and implementation must 
be adapted to fit each region. 

Innovating Higher Energy
Efficiency Via Rotating Federal 
Grant Competitions
Connor Lock – Georgetown University, Jeff Raines – American Uni-
versity, Orion Kobayashi – University of Delaware, and Jimmy Liang 
– American University

The US Department of Energy (DOE) should combine 
the strengths of public funding with private ingenuity 
to create a specific grant competition that can advance 
energy efficiency to help tackle our current environmen-
tal problems.

As the debate over public versus private sector efficiency continues, 
there is a critical aspect of the American economy being left overlooked: 
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TALKING POINTS
• Federally-supported 
private entrepreneur-
ship will help small 
companies and individ-
uals overcome barriers 
of scale to turn proto-
types into marketable 
products.

• In rotating the com-
petition’s topic every 
year, companies from a 
diverse array of fields 
will have a strong in-
centive to participate, 
as they can plan for 
their specific competi-
tions years in advance.

• The grants will help 
ease start up costs, 
while the competition 
itself will draw public-
ity and investments 
toward targeted scien-
tific fields.

innovation. The government currently leaves 
the most innovative of the private sector—entre-
preneurs and startups—without the resources 
to create new products and be competitive. 
The DOE should increase opportunities for 
entrepreneurs and startups to update archaic 
technologies by making improvements to its de-
partmental grant program.

ANALYSIS
The federal grant process was established 
in 1952, but has never been a sufficiently high 
priority for government, receiving only 3.9 
percent of the annual budget in recent years.1  
In 2011, the DOE started a grant competition 
called “America’s Next Top Innovator” that gave 
innovators access to US patented technology 
to turn their ideas into products.2  America’s 
Next Top Innovator failed to designate innova-
tion for any specifically needed fields, however, 
and instead focused on streamlining the patent 
process for startups in general.

A notable targeted innovation challenge from 
the private sector is the 1996-2004 Ansari X 
Prize spacecraft competition. This competition, 
which only offered a $10 million first-place prize, 
drew publicity and development that helped 
bring $1.5 billion in investments to the private 
spaceflight industry by 2009.3  This targeted in-
vestment helped grow a nascent industry into 
a competitive large-scale marketplace, showing 
the large area for improvement that exists in 
the federal government’s current innovation 
programs.  

The DOE currently only shows occasional 
support for public-private innovation—through 
projects such as its $16.5 million grant to improve 
biofuels and algae biofuels by 2022—but  lacks 
a permanent, dedicated vehicle for such en-
deavors.4  This type of project can incentivize 
innovators to increase their efforts in improving 
public goods, while still marketing their solu-
tions. 
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KEY FACTS
• The DOE received 
$1.924 billion for grants 
out of the $538.6 
billion the US allocated 
for federal grants in 
the FY12 budget.

• Only 7 percent of 
DOE’s entire budget is 
allocated for grants.

• Many energy-related 
startups need funding 
in the vicinity of $10 
million to create their 
product and take it to 
market. 6,7,8

• Only 15 out of 2025 
grants on grants.gov 
are available for entre-
preneurs.
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Next Steps
As part of its next budget proposal, the DOE should refocus a portion 
of available grant-allocation resources into one grant competition. This 
competition would continue to supply similar types of opportunities and 
resources as “America’s Next Top Innovator,” but would aim to solve a 
specific environmental challenge every year. By rotating topics annually, 
the DOE can continue to promote the work of innovators while creating 
leading-edge solutions to today’s environmental problems.5  
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A New Strategy for Conserving 
Water in the Flint River
Giovanni Righi, University of Georgia

The Georgia Environmental Protection Division should 
develop a volumetric water pricing system to conserve 
water on the Flint River and dedicate it to a fund that 
reduces water usage during droughts.

KEY FACTS
• The health of the 
riparian ecosystem 
supports agriculture, 
municipalities, and 
the species living 
in the river, and the 
water available to this 
ecosystem has become 
more strained in the 
last 40 years.

• Droughts cost the 
agricultural community 
hundreds of millions 
of dollars,5 so there 
needs to be a structure 
that allows for overall 
reduction in irrigation 
along with financing 
for drought irrigation 
reduction.

• Current efforts by 
the Appalachicola-
Chattahoochee-Flint 
Stakeholders will help 
define appropriate 
target water levels.

Since the advent of center-pivot irrigation in 
the 1970s, the number of acres under irrigation 
in Georgia has nearly doubled.1 This has been 
the largest contributor to low flows in the Flint 
River Basin, where streams have begun to run 
dry. Meanwhile, data suggest that Georgia will 
face more frequent droughts,2 exacerbating the 
water limitation.

The Flint River Drought Protection Act (2000) 
directed the Environmental Protection Division 
(EPD) to develop an auction process that would 
provide incentives for farmers to reduce water 
usage in the Flint River Basin (FRB) during years 
when the Director of the EPD declares drought 
conditions. However, the auctions were deemed 
ineffective at reducing drought, and there are no 
more funds available for auctions. As a result, 
the EPD lacked policy tools to cope with the 
drought of 2012.

Under Georgia statutes, any person who needs 
to withdraw more than 100,000 gallons per day 
of water must obtain ground water or surface 
water use permits from the EPD. Since July 30, 
2012, there has been a moratorium on new with-
drawal permits in the Lower FRB.3 The agency 
is at an impasse unless it can pass the legisla-
tion necessary for the continuation of an aquifer 
water storage project, which is not certain to
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TALKING POINTS
• The amount of water 
available to users 
on the Flint River is 
becoming increasingly 
precarious as surface 
waters in the basin are 
beginning to dry during 
droughts. 

• Past strategies for 
managing the Flint 
River, including irriga-
tion reduction auctions 
and a new water plan, 
have not taken effec-
tive steps to forestall 
the effects of droughts.

• A volumetric pricing 
or user-fee program 
implemented by the 
Georgia EPD would 
provide the flexibility 
and costs needed to 
reduce water usage to 
target levels, particu-
larly in drought years.

succeed and does nothing to address the un-
underlying problem of drought.

ANALYSIS
The root of the problem lies in the rules of the 
game by which farmers on the Flint River must 
make decisions regarding their livelihood. Water 
is very cheap; the only costs for farmers are 
the cost of pumping energy and payments on 
capital such as irrigation systems. Thus “the fact 
that water is scarce does not affect farmers’ de-
cisions about whether to irrigate and how much 
water to use.”4 Crop prices for water intensive 
crops, on the other hand, are high enough that 
farmers are able to make substantial profits. Fur-
thermore, there is currently no public goal for 
water levels. So while Flint River farmers may 
fear surpassing “reasonable use” or “sustainable 
yield,” the prevailing economic conditions may 
force them to do so.

A user-fee water pricing scheme can make 
farmers account for the cost of water, which 
would change in response to crop prices and 
climate. To reduce risk, publishing pricing in-
formation at the beginning of a growing season 
would ensure that the price is taken into account 
even if costs are paid at the end of the growing 
season. This would both reduce water usage to 
a necessary base target rate and give the EPD 
sufficient authority to influence the outcome of 
droughts. Collected fees would a fund further 
water planning or irrigation reduction auctions. 

STAKEHOLDERS
Agriculture makes up the largest portion of 
consumptive water use on the lower Flint River 
Basin, so the majority of interaction will need to 
occur between these communities and the Envi-
ronmental Protection Division.

ENDNOTES
1 Pierce, Robert, Nancy Barber, and Harold Stiles. Georgia Irrigation, 1979-80, 
A Decade of Growth United States Geological Survey, WRI 83-4177. Doraville, 
Georgia, 1984. 



24

Next Steps
The Georgia General Assembly should authorize the EPD to collect and 
disburse funds. The cost of water will have to be identified with respect 
to variables such as farm revenues and crop prices. The EPD can then 
develop a model relating water cost with water projections. The EPD 
needs to set a water target for ground and surface water usage and 
develop a program to return the funds to the community in the event of 
drought. Local meetings on the Lower Flint River should be developed to 
encourage communication with stakeholders.

2 Cook, Edward et al. “Drought reconstructions for the continental United States.” Journal of Climate 12 1999: 1145–1162. 
3 Turner, Judson. “Suspension of Consideration of Agricultural Withdrawal Permits in portion of the Lower Flint and Chat-
tahoochee River Basins [Public Announcement].” Georgia Department of Natural Resources, 30 July 2012. http://www.
gaepd.org/Files_PDF/news/20120730113433.pdf.
4 Gonzalez-Alvarez, Yassert, Andrew Keeler, and Jeffrey Mullen. “Farm-level irrigation and the marginal cost of water use: 
Evidence from Georgia.” Journal of Environmental Management 80 (2006): 311-317. 
5 Knox, Pam. “Agricultural Impacts of Drought on the Southeast US.” Presentation to the USDM Forum. April 2013. http://
drought.unl.edu/Portals/0/docs/workshops/USDM%20Forum%202013/Wednesday/Knox.pdf.

Turning Blight into Might:
Local Empowerment through Changing 
Vacant Lot Ownership Policy
Lino Sanchez, Humboldt State University

In exchange for a tax-write off, delinquent property 
owners can open up vacant lots in low-income urban 
areas for public projects to reverse the adverse effects 
vacant lots inflict on the surrounding communities.

Vacant lots are spaces of abandoned, dilapidated, unused or underper-
forming residential and commercial properties.1 These neglected sites are 
detrimental to the low-income neighborhoods they are often found in. 
Vacant lots negatively affect public health and cause community distress 
by fostering a lack of neighborhood pride and community engagement.2 
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KEY FACTS
• There are more than 
10 million vacant lots in 
the US.11

• Vacant lots are a 
leading cause of fires 
in the US, resulting in 
more than 12,000 inci-
dents per year, costing 
local governments $73 
million each year to 
compensate property 
damage.12

• Vacant lots create a 
loss in property tax 
revenue taken by local 
government, ranging 
from $3 billion to $6 
billion annually.13

Vacant lots often contain such harmful sub-
stances as lead, cadmium, arsenic, and asbestos; 
they are also a fire hazard when abandoned 
buildings are present.3,4 Efforts by municipalities 
to address these various detriments use an ex-
cessive amount of taxpayer dollars, which could 
be better spent on the community. These vacant 
lots also levy heavy costs for dealing with the 
crime that they attract, by creating a space for 
such illegal activity as drug dealing and gang-
related graffiti.5

Vacant lots are generally located in low-income 
areas and they exact a high social and economic 
cost on the surrounding communities. Property 
owners hold onto vacant lots hoping property 
values will rise, and fail to renovate because 
it is not profitable. They are typically not resi-
dents of the neighborhoods that house vacant 
lots, and therefore have little incentive to clean 
up these spaces. Lack of initiative and proper 
recourse remain prevalent factors of urban 
blight in low-income communities where there 
is little effort by local government to remediate 
vacant lots. Efforts to reclaim neglected spaces 
by local government through eminent domain 
do not sufficiently address the problem of revi-
talizing vacant lots, as they will still often remain 
vacant. Any efforts to utilize vacant and aban-
doned spaces by the public for revitalization 
projects, such as community gardens or educa-
tion centers, are prevented by laws that protect 
a property owner’s right to own vacant lots. In 
order to take back the land, local governments 
should revise or create a vacant lot policy that 
both penalizes neglectful property owners and 
creates opportunities for vacant lots to be used 
for public projects.

ANALYSIS
Local governments should make stronger efforts 
to reclaim vacant spaces for communities by 
citing property owners for problems caused by 
their vacant lots. Blighted cities, such as Detroit, 
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sometimes have over 100,000 vacant lots within 
their borders.6 Remediating these lots often 
results in large expenditures. For example, the 
city of Chicago spent $875,000 on vacant lot 
maintenance in 2010 and Philadelphia spends 
a total of $1,846,745 each year.7,8 In addition to 
creating a space for unsafe practices, vacant lots 
also depress the property value for surrounding 
houses. Urban housing values nationally have 
dropped by an average of $8,600 to $17,000 as 
a result of nearby vacant lots.9 Drops in property 
values translate to lower property tax revenue 
for local governments.

California’s Urban Incentive Zones Act (AB551) 
addresses the issue of vacant lots by lowering 
property taxes for landowners if the land is 
used for urban agriculture, but more must be 
done nationally.10 If property owners are reluc-
tant to renovate their vacant lots, they should 
be required to open their properties up to 
the community for the development of public 
projects in exchange for a reduction in property 
taxes. The negative effects of vacant lots on the 
community  need to be factored into vacant lot 
owners’ property taxes to ensure that taxpayers 
are not being held accountable.

In addition, a detailed definition of what consti-
tutes blight must be drafted by local ordinances 
to make sure it includes the resulting gloom and 
neighborhood pessimism that cannot be quanti-
fied through fiscal means. Property owners need 
to understand how their land is affecting the 
surrounding community and will be required to 
make the vacant lot safe. If property owners are 
unresponsive for an extended period of time, 
then local government should seize the vacant 
lot through eminent domain. If property owners 
can be contacted, then they will be given the 
option of opening the vacant lot up to the public 
for a reduction in property taxes, or begin reno-
vating it themselves immediately. If the vacant 
lot is opened up to the public, projects such as 

TALKING POINTS
• Vacant lots negatively 
affect the health and 
safety of low-income 
communities. They also 
harm the economy and 
aesthetics of an area.

• Property owners 
neglect their legal obliga-
tions, thus leaving vacant 
lots abandoned to gather 
trash and serve as a 
hotspot for crime.

• Property owners should 
be held accountable, and 
thus given the option 
to either immediately 
renovate the vacant lot, 
or open it up for public 
use.
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Next Steps
First, local government must change its policies on vacant lots to prevent 
property owners from leaving them abandoned. Next, all potential spots 
for public projects must be mapped out in low-income urban environments 
where vacant lots exist. Owners of vacant lots must then be contacted to 
alert them of how their property is affecting the surrounding community. A 
rigorous assessment of the costs that vacant lots impose will be presented 
to property owners, holding them accountable and requiring them to make 
the land safe. Property owners will then be given the option of opening 
the vacant lot up to public use as a tax write off or immediately begin 
renovating it themselves. Lastly, communities will vote upon how to best 
use the vacant lot if the land is opened up to public use.

community gardens and education centers will be proposed and voted 
upon by members of the community. 

The primary stakeholders in this initiative will be members of the local 
community who have been plagued by the negative aspects vacant lots 
have brought to their neighborhood. In addition, vacant lot owners serve 
as stakeholders because they will make the ultimate decision as to what is 
to be done with their land. Community members will either benefit from 
public projects or the removal of urban blight, while property owners may 
receive a reduction in property taxes.
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Over the past eight years, Georgetown Uni-
versity has been working to reduce its carbon 
footprint, but the effects are not significant. 
Between FY 2006 and FY 2010, the university 
eliminated 19.8 percent of its greenhouse gas 
emissions by encouraging conservative proce-
dures and practices within its community. These 
include (but are not limited to) efficient heating 
and cooling systems, awareness initiatives at 
different resident halls, changing energy inputs 
from local companies to reflect “green” proce-
dures and, most importantly, the university’s 
first LEED-certified building. 

However, with all these changes, the issue still 
remains that Georgetown is not using its re-
sources to make a transition to clean power. 
Statistics from FY 2011 indicate that 68.1 percent 
of Georgetown’s energy emissions came from 
electric energy while a further 30.4 percent 
stemmed from natural gas resources.1  George-
town’s current plan for future reduction of 
its carbon footprint is to reduce cooling and 
heating needs by upgrading current machinery 

TALKING POINTS
• Georgetown has 
fallen behind local 
universities in using 
clean energy. Instead 
of changing each 
energy-consuming 
machine inside build-
ings, Georgetown can 
make use of its ample 
rooftop space to install 
solar panels.

• Solar panels will help 
meet the university’s 
commitment to clean 
and renewable energy, 
a mission that is not 
yet impactful with the 
current energy use on 
campus.

Solar Sun-stainability: 
Cost-Effective Clean Power
for Georgetown and 
Other District Universities
Sharanya Sriram, Georgetown University

Georgetown University, modeling other local university 
plans, should transition to rooftop solar paneling instead 
of upgrading existing machinery to save money and 
decrease energy consumption. By introducing citywide 
cost-effective initiatives, Georgetown can encourage 
university campuses in D.C. to place more emphasis on 
clean energy projects.
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KEY FACTS
• Georgetown’s clean 
energy policy is 
outdated in compari-
son to its commitment 
to green initiatives.

• Revamping univer-
sity facilities will not 
be cost-efficient in 
comparison to the 
installation of rooftop 
solar panels.

• Solar panel use 
will help to achieve 
Georgetown’s presi-
dent’s pledge to 
reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions by 50 
percent by the year 
2020.

• Net-metering and 
municipal bonds, if 
implemented, will 
provide Georgetown 
and other local institu-
tions and companies 
an easy way to pursue 
solar power in a cost-
effective manner.

to increase “operational efficiency and building 
efficiency.”

Unfortunately, Georgetown’s current usage of 
solar energy is limited to one building, the Inter-
cultural Center; only 6 percent of energy used 
in this building (0.18 percent at Georgetown 
overall) is attributed to these panels. While the 
university claims these panels serve as George-
town’s commitment to forward-looking energy 
sources, there has been no capitalization on this 
policy. As the oldest large-scale solar project 
in the country, established in 1984, the solar 
technology in the panels is quickly becoming 
obsolete, as scientists in recent years have de-
veloped more efficient photovoltaic cells.2 

The panels, due to grime and age, reduced 
production from around 360,000 kWh/year to 
lows around 100,000 kWh/year. Repairs done 
in 2007 increased functionality to 200,000 
kWh/year, which is still significantly less than its 
potential. In comparison, other universities in 
Washington, D.C., have clear, current commit-
ments to solar energy. Both American University 
(AU) and George Washington University (GWU) 
have installed rooftop solar paneling.3 Fur-
thermore, AU uses solar power to heat water 
supplies to certain residence halls and dining 
halls, while GWU is experimenting with solar 
walkway installations.4 To promote green energy 
and stay on track with the commitment that Uni-
versity President John DeGioia made toward 
cutting greenhouse gas emissions by 2020, 
Georgetown must model the solar energy plans 
of fellow institutions in a cost-effective manner.

ANALYSIS
If Georgetown aims to update its current utili-
ties to reflect minimized heating and cooling 
needs, it has to revamp all facilities beginning 
with each residence hall and eventually extend-
ing to regular-use buildings as well. Furthermore, 
the university’s sustainability campaign of advo-
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cating a campus-wide reduction of personal energy use is not reliable 
in that the energy use of each individual student cannot be monitored 
and recorded. These projects, while disrupting regular university life and 
creating unnecessary and irrelevant costs because of the vast physical 
body of the university, will ultimately be outweighed by the benefits rising 
from implementing renewable energy initiatives such as rooftop solar 
panels. 

Georgetown’s main campus buildings have a large amount of unused 
rooftop space; residence halls such as Village A and New South have suf-
ficient rooftop space to test areas for the efficacy of solar power on a 
building’s energy use. If implemented and tested successfully, the univer-
sity can begin to expand the use of solar power to other buildings on 
campus.

Initially, this project will be more costly than the original plan of solely 
promoting awareness initiatives and updating current machinery, but in 
the long run, the solar panels will save the university a large amount of 
money by reducing electricity costs. If the university gradually introduces 
solar panels—one rooftop at a time to facilitate the allocation of renova-
tion funds—then it can still continue to spread the idea of students saving 
energy, while supporting its mission statement with the introduction of 
clean energy sources. This would also be a huge step to reaffirm Presi-
dent DeGioia’s pledge to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent per 
square foot by 2020. 

The Office of Sustainability and campus officials will be the main parties 
involved in the implementation of these ideas. While construction may 
affect the living situation of students in the chosen residence halls, it 
would be around or less than the amount of disturbance that would be 
caused by the repairs and installation of new machinery for the heating 
and cooling systems. This proposal would satisfy Georgetown’s desire to 
stay current with renewable energy sources and would provide students 
with the ability to live on a more sustainable campus, which is a point of 
advocacy for many student groups. Georgetown’s implementation of cost-
effective policies in the District would aid other local universities in their 
mission to commit to clean energy by making it cheaper for them to invest 
in new solar projects.

ENDNOTES
1 “Carbon Footprint.” Sustainability at Georgetown University. http://sustainability.georgetown.edu/initiatives/carbon-
footprint/ (accessed November 29, 2013).
2 “Carbon Footprint.” Sustainability at Georgetown University. 
3 American University. “Energy & Climate.” Energy & Climate. http://www.american.edu/finance/sustainability/Energy.
cfm (accessed November 29, 2013).
4 The George Washington University. “Climate & Energy | Sustainability at GW | The George Washington University.” 
Climate & Energy | Sustainability at GW | The George Washington University. http://sustainability.gwu.edu/climate-energy 
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Next Steps
To implement a clean, cost-effective strategy to incorporate the maximized 
use of solar-panels at universities in Washington D.C., a two-step plan 
must be enacted. First, Washington, D.C., or specific wards such as Ward 
2 (where Georgetown University is located) should implement the creation 
of municipal bonds for local solar projects. 

Cities such as San Jose and Berkeley in California plan to use these 
bonds to create low-risk, local initiatives for solar power reformatting 
for energy efficiency, using the state’s Property Assessed Clean Energy 
program.5  Although this Californian law is currently under constraints from 
the Federal Housing Finance Agency, the state government is currently 
working to set up a reserve fund that would render PACE acceptable.6  
Once this policy is reviewed and approved in California, D.C. can follow 
its lead and facilitate the cost-effective installation of rooftop solar panels 
or other clean energy initiatives. 

This policy would be in addition to the Washington, D.C., council’s 
recent legislation enabling virtual net-metering to the District through the 
Community Renewables Energy Act.7  Net-metering is the idea of reducing 
an electricity bill by selling or crediting the energy used by solar facilities 
back to the electricity company grid. By taking advantage of these two 
possibilities, District universities can maximize their clean energy use, 
eliminating an unhealthy dependency on electricity, which suffers from 
both continually rising prices and rising greenhouse gas emissions.

(accessed November 29, 2013).
5 “The Seven Ways To Solve The Energy Problem.” Business Insider. http://www.businessinsider.com/the-seven-areas-to-
focus-for-solving-the-energy-problem-2009-7#rooftop-solar-pv-2 (accessed November 29, 2013).
6 Webster, Keeley. “California Tries New Tack Seeking FHFA Support of PACE.” National Mortgage News RSS. http://
www.nationalmortgagenews.com/dailybriefing/California-Tries-New-Tack-Seeking-FHFA-Support-PACE-1039067-1.html 
(accessed January 13, 2014).
7 “Washington D.C. Just Massively Expanded Its Residents’ Ability To Participate In Solar Power.” ThinkProgress RSS. 
http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2013/10/03/2727921/washington-dc-just-massively-expanded-its-residents-ability-to-
participate-in-solar-power/ (accessed November 29, 2013).
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Reducing Garbage Collection 
Costs Through Green Innovation
Kudzai Tunduwani, CUNY City College

Using proven technology, the issues of soaring garbage 
collection costs and garbage pile-ups in Harlem can be 
resolved, and savings from reduced collection may be 
used for community beautification and local employment. 

KEY FACTS
• Philadelphia saved 
$1 million during the 
first year of usage of 
BigBelly receptacles8, 
not including improve-
ments in quality of 
life, investment and 
tourism. 

• BigBelly Receptacles 
store 5 times as much 
garbage as a regular 
receptacle and notify 
users when collection 
is necessary.5

• Traditional recepta-
cles cost about $4,000 
a year to maintain 
compared to yearly 
costs of as low as $50 
for BigBelly recep-
tacles.10           

New York City’s garbage collection costs have 
ballooned by more than 90 percent in under 8 
years to almost 1.3 billion dollars, largely due to 
increased transport costs.1 In the same period, 
fuel prices have nearly doubled.2 Integral to 
the wasteful collection system are trucks that 
collect garbage from sidewalk receptacles. 
These trucks are extremely fuel inefficient 
with ratings of 2.8 gallons per mile.3 In order to 
mitigate the effects of frequent garbage collec-
tion, BigBelly trash receptacles can be utilized. 
BigBelly receptacles are solar powered garbage 
cans that compact waste and notify users when 
collection is necessary. BigBelly receptacles are 
in use in more than thirty countries as well as 
in Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, Arizona, and 
New York.4 The receptacles limit garbage col-
lection by storing five times as much garbage as 
traditional receptacles and by providing an alert 
when collection is necessary, eliminating ineffi-
cient garbage collection practices.5 Philadelphia 
officials have noted that BigBelly receptacles 
also keep trash from blowing out of recepta-
cles during windy conditions because they are 
enclosed.6 Funding for the receptacles in Phila-
delphia comes from Pennsylvania’s Department 
of Community and Economic Development and 
the City of Philadelphia Commerce Depart-
ment.7



33

TALKING POINTS
• Installation of 
BigBelly receptacles 
will spur improvements 
to quality of life and 
increases in tourism 
and investment.

• Savings generated 
can be redirected to 
community improve-
ment programs and the 
employment of local 
youth and the home-
less.                            

ANALYSIS
BigBelly receptacles saved Philadelphia almost 
$1 million in their introductory year.8 This amount 
does not account for increased investment and 
tourist activity resulting from cleaner streets, 
improved quality of life, and reduced garbage 
truck emissions. Philadelphia officials have stated 
that the receptacles reduced collections from 17 
to 5 times a week.9 While each receptacle can 
cost up to $4,000, when compared with the 
$150 hourly cost of operating a garbage truck10 
and the up to $4,000 yearly cost of maintain-
ing a traditional receptacle11, the investment has 
been projected to save Philadelphia $12.9 million 
over 10 years.12 

Garbage receptacles are daily filled to several 
times capacity in Harlem.13 Overflowing trash 
cans have the immediate effect of rendering 
the immediate area unattractive, undermining 
tourism efforts, reducing property values, and 
adversely affecting businesses.14 By installing 
BigBelly receptacles in Harlem, overflow would 
be eliminated, garbage collection, sometimes 
as often as twice a day 15, would be reduced by 
70 percent16, health risks associated with over-
flowing trash would be mitigated, community 
appeal and marketability would improve, and 
funds would be saved that could be used for 
community beautification initiatives and the em-
ployment of local youth.

This program could be funded through a part-
nership between the Mayor’s office, the Harlem 
Chamber of Commerce  (HCOC) and the New 
East Harlem Merchants Association (NHEMA). 
Funds for beautification initiatives would be 
directed for use as grants for initiatives that 
engage and employ youth in Harlem, providing 
a source of income and instilling a personal in-
vestment in the upkeep of the neighborhood. 
The startup cost of purchase and installation 
of thirty receptacles would be approximately 
$120,000, with potential savings of $250,000 in 
less than 8 years.12
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Next Steps

The HCOC and NHEMA should partner with the Mayor’s Office to invest 
in BigBelly receptacles and establish a fund with NHEMA for savings that 
will be directed towards Harlem beautification initiatives. NHEMA should 
analyze data from the City of New York Sanitation Department (DSNY) to 
calculate savings from reduced garbage collection in Harlem and request 
funds from DSNY commensurate with calculated savings. Savings should 
be directed to an annually replenished NHEMA fund for beautification 
initiatives. Requests for project proposals should be disseminated, once 
savings have been calculated, to local organizations, with the requirement 
that any proposals engage and provide a source of income for youth and 
the homeless.
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A Collaborative Approach to 
Resource Management                
Hilary Yu, Cornell University

Co-management expands participation in the resource 
management process and can be a more effective and 
equitable way to manage well-defined common-pool re-
sources, such as fish stocks, across the nation.

KEY FACTS
•As of 2009, ap-
proximately one-third 
of global fish stocks 
are overexploited or 
depleted.8

• Although co-man-
agement is “enhanced 
by strong central 
governance systems,” 
attributes of the 
local community are 
also “necessary for 
success.”9

• The co-management 
law in Maine resulted 
in the passage of trap 
limits and limited-entry 
laws, both of which 
had long proved to be 
intractable issues in 
the Maine legislature.10

Co-management, wherein responsibility for 
specified natural resources is shared between 
resource users at the local level and authorities 
at the state or national level, emphasizes col-
laboration and dialogue between stakeholders.1 

Co-management supports participatory gov-
ernance by engaging local users in resource 
management, increasing peer monitoring, and 
encouraging users to share knowledge of re-
sources they interact with directly, such as fish 
stocks. Co-management most effectively ad-
dresses shared resource exploitation and was 
historically implemented within fisheries man-
agement.2

The current US Regional Fishery Management 
Council system is one form of co-management. 
Critics argue it has failed to produce more sus-
tainable fisheries, but this is likely because it 
divides the country into eight broadly-managed 
regions.3 Since divergent interests are still likely 
to exist regionally, fisheries management is 
better implemented at state and local levels. 

On a state level, the Maine legislature in 1995 
enacted a “zone management law” for their 
lobster industry. The law established a frame-
work for its Commissioner of Marine Resources 
to create lobster policy management zones, with 
each zone managed by an elected council of 
lobster-fishing license holders. The law also 
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The process of infrastructure building requires 
significant investments, particularly as a result 
of site-specificity, but taking the time to do so 
expands participation and thus cooperation 
in decision-making. This can lead to concrete 
results by reducing community opposition to 
legislative proposals. Co-management also 
takes advantage of a community’s proximity to 
a resource to enable peer monitoring and local-
level knowledge, such as regarding population 
dynamics. This can reduce costs of additional 
research and monitoring by central government 
entities often several levels removed from the 
resource in question. In Maine, fishermen help 
to reduce costs of scientific research on fish 
stocks by logging all species in their catch, as 

TALKING POINTS
•Co-management of 
natural resources 
expands participation 
from typical central 
state actors to local 
community members, 
creating a more equi-
table decision-making 
framework.

• Participation encour-
ages cooperation 
between state and 
local actors and 
takes advantage of 
resources available at 
the local level, such as 
intimate knowledge of 
a resource, to facilitate 
sustainable resource 
management.

• The strategy is most 
successful where 
important community 
members are identi-
fied, social cohesion 
exists, and incentives 
are clearly established.

granted zone councils to propose rules on a) 
maximum trap limits, b) number of traps to be 
fished on a single line, and c) allowable time 
of day for fishing. Prior to the 1995 law, seven-
teen state legislatures were unable to pass trap 
limit bills due to significant opposition from the 
lobster industry. By 1998, with local input fa-
cilitated by co-management, trap limits were 
passed in all seven zones.4 Co-management has 
also been used in other states, such as Alaska, 
to allow native organizations to participate in the 
decision-making process on subsistence man-
agement of marine mammals.5

ANALYSIS
Developing the infrastructure for co-manage-
ment must be done on a site-specific level. For 
co-management to be successful, prominent 
community leadership, social cohesion, and clear 
incentives are key.6 In situations where these may 
not be immediately apparent, resources should 
be leveraged such that community leaders are 
identified and social capital built up. Methods 
may involve a series of government-facilitated, 
open community meetings. Exact costs involved 
are difficult to estimate, as policies should be 
resource and community specific. 
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well as specific amounts and time of year of catch.

When properly implemented, co-management can also effectively support 
sustainable resource management.7 Considering the environmental and 
future costs of overfishing, sustainable management of our current fisher-
ies is both ecologically and economically important.
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Kosaka.pdf.
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Next Steps

Co-management is already in place in some states but can be expanded 
significantly. For example, while co-management exists for Maine’s lobster 
industry and Alaska’s marine mammals, other states with fishing industries, 
such as Louisiana and Florida, are lacking in co-management mechanisms 
beyond those of the less effective regional fishing councils. 

States with major aquatic resources such as those mentioned above 
should support fisheries co-management by providing the resources and 
infrastructure to identify the key community leaders associated with a 
specific resource, such as lobster fishing in Maine, and to determine which 
incentives will be effective to encourage community involvement. This will 
likely involve communicating with local associations of resource users, 
for example, the non-profit Cape Cod Commercial Hook Fishermen’s 
Association. In instituting a system of co-management, government 
recognition of local authority is also crucial, as is establishing a nested 
hierarchy of constant communication between community actors, local 
government, state government, and at times, the national government.
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Who We Are
Established in the wake of the 2004 election, the Roosevelt Institute | 
Campus Network was formed by college students across the country in 
order to engage our generation as powerful actors in the policy process. 
They envisioned a movement in which young people could fill the critical 
ideas gap in their communities, generating new solutions for the nation’s 
greatest challenges.

We believe in the value of a robust and active democracy, one in which all 
citizens have the opportunity to positively impact communities they love. 
By giving students a platform to elevate their ideas for local, regional, and 
national change, we contribute to that vision. 

What 
You’re Holding 
Now in its sixth year, the 10 Ideas series promotes the most 
promising student-generated ideas from across our network. 
This year’s journals, which include submissions from 20 
different schools located from New York to Georgia to Cali-
fornia, stand as a testament to the depth and breadth of 
these student ideas. 

Entries in 10 Ideas are selected for publication on the basis 
that they are smart, rigorously researched, and feasible. 
Simply put, they’re darn good ideas.

How You Can Join 
As you explore these ideas, we encourage you to take special note of the 
“Next Steps” sections. Here our authors have outlined how their ideas can 
move from the pages of this journal to implementation. We invite you to 
join our authors in the process. 

Contact us on our website www.rooseveltcampusnetwork.org or by 
tweeting with us @Vivaroosevelt.

Thank you for reading and supporting student generated ideas. 
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WELCOME 

Dear Readers, 

December 2014 will mark ten years since a group of college students 
united behind a new model for engaging young people in the political 
process, a model that became the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network. 
Deeply grounded in the belief that young people have more to offer 
than just showing up on Election Day, the Campus Network has con-
tinued to evolve and grow from its visionary beginning into the nation’s 
largest student policy organization, with a membership capable of shifting 
dialogue and effecting policy at the local, state, and national levels. 

We believe that in the context of a stagnant public discourse and increas-
ing disillusionment with a political system incapable of tackling our complex 
collective challenges, it is more important than ever to invest in a genera-
tion of leaders committed to active problem-solving and concrete change 
in the public sphere. As the Campus Network expands to more than 120 
chapters in 38 states, we serve as a vehicle for fresh ideas, exciting talent, 
and real change. 

In these pages you will find some of those ideas – from reforming western 
water rights to supporting green infrastructure through progressive toll 
taxes, students are envisioning and acting on better solutions. It’s indic-
ative of our Network’s larger impact; in the past year, we’ve leveraged 
the effectiveness of our model to work with and inform dozens of other 
organizations on how to engage Millennials on critical issues, ranging 
from campaign finance to inequality to climate change. We’ve elevated a 
fresh, Millennial-driven vision for government in an otherwise stale public 
debate, and launched an initiative that taps into our generation’s unfet-
tered thinking and ambition to reimagine the role of citizens in shaping 
fairer and more equitable local economies. Our members have continued 
to substantively engage in local processes to shape and shift the policy 
outcomes that directly impact their communities, from introducing new 
mapping systems to improve health outcomes in low-income neighbor-
hoods to consulting local governments on flood prevention. 

These ideas are just the starting place, because ideas are only powerful 
when acted upon. Yet this work is occurring in a dramatically shifting 
political and social context. The ways citizens engage their government, 
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participate locally, and advocate for their communities are changing every 
day. As a vibrant, evolving network driven by our active members nation-
wide, we believe there is immense potential to capture these innovations 
and ensure better and more progressive ideas take hold. We believe that: 

• Millennials are turning away from traditional institutions and are 
looking to build new ones as vehicles for social change. We be-
lieve there is an opportunity to channel this reform-mindedness 
into building a healthier, more inclusive system that’s responsive 
to citizen engagement and evidence-based solutions.  

• To jump-start political engagement and combat disillusionment, 
the focus needs to be on pragmatic problem-solving and inter-
sectional thinking across key issues. We can no longer tackle 
economic mobility separately from climate change.  

• There is immense potential (and need) for scalable policy inno-
vation at the local and state levels, and much of the most effec-
tive and important policy change in the coming decade will be 
local. 

• With the shift from top-down institutions to networked ap-
proaches and collective problem-solving, it is more important 
than ever before to invest in the development of informed, 
engaged community leaders capable of driving engagement and 
action on ideas. 

As you engage with the ideas, ambitions, and goals in these journals, I 
encourage you to dig in and explore how our country’s future leaders are 
taking the initiative to create the change they know we desperately need. 
You won’t be disappointed. 

Happy Reading, 

Taylor Jo Isenberg, 
National Director 
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Congratulations to
 

Michael Umbrecht, 
Hannah Barnes, 

and Caitlin Miller
authors of Jailbreak: Parting with Profit 

Pressure in Prison Managment

Nominee for
Policy Of The Year

A jury of Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network members, staff and 
alumni elevate one piece from each journal as a nominee for Policy 

Of The Year based off the quality of idea, rigor of research and 
ability to be implemented effectively. The cover design of this journal 

is themed to portray the above idea in visual form.    
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Microstamping: Solving Crime 
through the Barrel of the Gun
Alex Chakrin, Cornell University 

Ballistic imprinting, or microstamping, should be required 
on all new firearms to aid police in solving crimes while 
holding criminals responsible for their actions. 

In the United States, over 68 percent of all ho-
micides are gun related, amounting to 11,078 
deaths in 2010.1 With so much gun violence 
in our society, citizens should expect these 
murders to lead to criminal action in every case. 
However, there are only a limited number of 
tools police can use to link a crime to a suspect. 
In many cases this is due to a lack of evidence. 
Typically only the shells fired are found at the 
scene of the crime. 

Microstamping is a process in which when a 
shell is ejected when a gun is fired, it is imprinted 
with a unique stamp. In a state with microstamp-
ing laws, a small pin would be inserted at the 
tip of the firing pin of each new firearm sold. 
When the gun is fired, the pin would leave a mi-
croscopic stamp on the casing of the fired shell 
that would be traceable at the crime scene. This 
allows law enforcement to link shell casings to 
the original purchaser of the gun. 

The National Rifle Assocation (NRA) has gone 
on record opposing the legislation. It is joined 
by gun manufacturers opposed to increased 
manufacturing costs. However, groups such 
as Mayors Against Illegal Guns along with the 
American Bar Association support microstamp-
ing, believing the technology to be a useful tool 
to catch criminals.2

ANALYSIS
Gun owners are concerned that microstamp-

KEY FACTS
• More than 35.2 
percent of all homicide 
cases go unsolved.5

• Finding one micro-
stamped casing at 
a crime scene gives 
police a 54 percent 
chance of identifying 
the gun owner.6
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ing will place an unnecessary burden on them. 
According to the manufacturer, having ballistic 
imprinting mechanisms in each new gun sold 
could potentially cost consumers anywhere 
between $0.50 and $6 a gun.3 The cost of im-
plementation should be weighed against the 
efficacy of the policy.  

Microstamping is not a perfect solution; 
however, it is a step in the right direction. With 
current technological processes, microstamping 
bills would marginally increase the cost of pur-
chasing guns. However, gun manufacturers and 
owners have avoided paying for the true cost of 
gun ownership, which includes the cost of gun 
violence. Similar to secondhand smoking, gun 
ownership has a cost to society that would be 
more fairly distributed to those people directly 
responsible it. In a sense, this is forcing gun 
owners and manufacturers to “pick up their tab” 
and help reduce the cost of police investigations 
while increasing their effectiveness. 

ENDNOTES
1.  Factcheck.org. “Gun Rhetoric vs. Gun Facts.” Accessed November 18, 2013. 
http://www.factcheck.org. http://www.factcheck.org/2012/12/gun-rhetoric-vs-
gun-facts/.
2. Mayors Against Illegal Guns. “Ballistics Idenitification Technology.” Accessed 
January 16, 2014. http://www.mayorsagainstillegalguns.org/. http://www.mayor-
sagainstillegalguns.org/html/local/ballistics-id.shtml.
3. Cohen, Adam. “The Latest Crime-Solving Technique the Gun Lobby Doesn’t 
Like.” Time, June 18, 2012. http://ideas.time.com/2012/06/18/the-latest-crime-
solving-technique-the-gun-lobby-doesnt-like/ (accessed November 15, 2013). 
4. Goode, Erica. “Method to Track Firearm Use Is Stalled by Foes.” The New 
York Times, June 12, 2012. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/13/us/code-on-
shell-casings-sparks-a-gun-debate.html?_r=0 (accessed November 16, 2013).
5. Federal Buraeu of Investigation. “Percent of Offenses Cleared by Arrest or 
Exceptional Means.” Accessed November 15, 2013. http://www.fbi.gov. 2010. 
http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2010/crime-in-the-
u.s.-2010/tables/10tbl25.xls.
6. Krivosta, George. “NanoTag Markings From Another Perspective.” Associa-
tion of Firearm and Toolmark Examiners, 2006: 41-47.  http://www.nssf.org/
share/legal/docs/AFTEVol38No1KrivostaNanoTag.pdf. (accessed November 
15, 2013).

TALKING POINTS
• At a minimal cost 
to gun owners, mi-
crostamping can link 
gun shells found at a 
crime scene to a gun’s 
original purchaser.

• This gives an ad-
vantage to law 
enforcement to catch 
suspects who might 
otherwise be untrace-
able.

• This policy may help 
hold gun manufactur-
ers responsible for the 
end uses of their guns. 
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Next Steps
In 2007, California Republican Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed 
a microstamping bill that would go into effect when the technology patent 
expired.4 Even though this law has passed several key hurdles in California, 
there is still a long way to go towards implementing this technology 
nationwide. States that have recently passed expansive gun control 
measures, such as New York and Connecticut, have seen microstamping 
specific language fail under pressure from state gun manufacturers and 
the NRA. Politicians are too willing to concede gun regulation as a losing 
issue at the polls.

To pass microstamping legislation, advocates can decide to first implement 
a study period, providing an assurance of future implementation of the 
technology. Another consideration which might slow the transition to 
microstamped firearms is to allow previously existing firearms without 
the technology to either be slowly phased out or grandfathered into the 
system as has been done in California. In addition, lobbying efforts are 
needed at the state and national level to push the legislation forward. 
Democrats and Republicans need to know that there is a political price 
to be paid for willful ignorance of common sense solutions. There is too 
much at stake for gun politics to determine the fate of this crime-fighting 
technology.

Ending Extreme Isolation: 
Alternatives to Solitary 
Confinement in New York State
Matthew Clauson and Garrison Lovely, Cornell University 

Due to the harmful social and psychological effects of 
solitary confinement, new measures must be imposed to 
prevent the overuse of special housing units (SHUs) in the 
New York State correctional system.

As the prison population continues to grow, solitary confinement is increas-
ingly used as a tool for punishing and separating prisoners.1 At present, 
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KEY FACTS
• With approximately 
4,500 inmates housed 
in SHUs, New York cur-
rently has the highest 
percentage of its 
inmates incarcerated in 
conditions of extreme 
isolation. 15

• In New York, solitary 
confinement is cur-
rently used at a rate 
37 percent higher than 
the national average. 16

• Nearly 30 percent 
of all suicides in the 
New York correctional 
system occur in solitary 
confinement. 17

more than 80,000 inmates in the United States 
are in solitary confinement.2 Within the cor-
rectional system, solitary confinement cells are 
referred to as special housing units (SHUs). 
With approximately 4,500 inmates housed in 
SHUs, hundreds of whom are under the age of 
21, New York currently has the highest percent-
age of its inmates incarcerated in conditions 
of extreme isolation.3  Between 2007 and 2011, 
New York issued more than 68,100 SHU sen-
tences, of which the average length was five 
months.4  About 50 percent of these inmates live 
in complete isolation, while the other 50 percent 
share quarters with another inmate.5  

According to former New York Prison Com-
missioner Glenn Goord, SHUs are designed 
“to house inmates who assault staff and disrupt 
our facilities.”6 In most cases, inmates are sent to 
SHUs as punishment (disciplinary segregation) 
or because they have been deemed a risk to 
the safety of other inmates or staff (administra-
tive segregation). To minimize contact between 
prisoners and personnel, inmates often spend 
23 hours a day within the confines of the SHUs, 
with one hour for mandated outdoor recreation.7  
Moreover, they have limited access to voca-
tional training, education courses, and therapy 
sessions.8  There is no clear evidence, however, 
that extreme isolation reduces incidences of 
violence in prisons.9  In fact, critics argue that 
extreme isolation increases the risk of violence 
by contributing to psychological and social de-
terioration.10 

Studies also show that solitary confinement ag-
gravates the onset of mental illness. Even those 
who do not develop mental illness commonly 
experience significant psychological pain, 
which makes it severely difficult to adapt to the 
broader prison environment and reintegrate 
into society following their release.11  Yet, in New 
York, nearly 2,000 people are released directly 
from SHUs each year.12  Due to the intense social 
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and psychological effects of extreme isolation, 
combined with the complete lack of reha-
bilitative and transitional programming, these 
prisoners are likely to commit new crimes 
sooner than prisoners who are transferred from 
SHUs to the general prison population prior to 
their release.13

ANALYSIS
Changing the criteria that state correctional 
systems use to determine whether inmates 
require either disciplinary or administrative seg-
regation would effectively reduce the number 
of inmates subject to extreme isolation. This 
would improve correctional standards and 
lower incarceration rates, resulting in savings 
to the state and a more just prison system in 
the long-term. In Mississippi, for example, new 
criteria determined that 80 percent of the 
inmates in administrative segregation did not 
need to be isolated, which led to the transfer of 
800 inmates from SHUs to the general prison 
population and a demonstrated 70 percent 
decrease in violent incidents.14 

Further restrictions on the use of solitary con-
finement are needed in the New York State 
correctional system. SHU sentences should be 
limited to a maximum of ten days and used only 
to isolate inmates who have acted violently 
while in prison. Inmates who are particularly 
high-risk or vulnerable should be separated 
from other inmates, but not barred from all 
human interaction. Rehabilitative and transi-
tional programming should remain available 
to inmates housed in SHUs, and a graduated 
system of rewards and punishments should be 
implemented to incentivize desired behaviors. 
Inmates currently housed in SHUs should be 
reclassified according to these new standards. 

ENDNOTES
1 “Cruel Isolation.” The New York Times, August 1, 2011. http://www.nytimes.
com/2011/08/02/opinion/cruel-isolation-of-prisoners.html?_r=0.
2 Kysel, Ian. “International Body Slams U.S. Solitary Confinement Practices.” 

TALKING POINTS
• Extended stays in 
solitary confinement 
is considered torture 
and outlawed by the 
Geneva Conventions.18 

 
• Permanent psycho-
logical harm can occur 
after 15 days in solitary 
confinement.19
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American Civil Liberties Union, April 9, 2013. https://www.aclu.org/blog/prisoners-rights-human-rights-criminal-law-
reform/international-body-slams-us-solitary.
3 Pendergrass, Taylor Pendergrass and Elena Landriscina. “Written Testimony of the New York Civil Liberties Union 
Regarding United States’ Use of Solitary Confinement as Practiced in New York State Prisons.” New York Civil Liberties 
Union, March 12, 2013. https://www.aclu.org/files/assets/nyclu_testimony_for_iachr_thematic_hearing_on_solitary_confine-
ment.pdf.
4 Kim, Scarlet, Taylor Pendergrass, and Helen Zelon. “Boxed In: The True Cost of Extreme Isolation in New York’s 
Prisons.” New York Civil Liberties Union, October 12, 2012. http://www.nyclu.org/files/publications/nyclu_
boxedin_FINAL.pdf.
5 Kim. “Boxed In.”
6 New York State Department of Correctional Services. “DOCS Opening Eight Maximum-Security Disciplinary Housing 
Units.” May 26, 1998. http://www.doccs.ny.gov/PressRel/1998/greenemax.html.
 7 Kim. “Boxed In.”
 8 Kim. “Boxed In.”
 9 Weir, Kirsten. “Alone, in the ‘hole’: Psychologists Probe the Mental Health Effects of Solitary Confinement.” Monitor on 
Psychology, May 2012. http://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/05/solitary.aspx. 
10  Correctional Association of New York. “Isolated Confinement: The Facts.” October 1, 2012. 
http://www.correctionalassociation.org/news/isolated-confinement-the-facts.
11  Grassian, Stuart. “Psychiatric Effects of Solitary Confinement.” Washington University Journal of Law and Policy 22, 
(2006): 329. http://law.wustl.edu/journal/22/p325grassian.pdf.
12  Kim. “Boxed In.”
13  Weir. “Alone, in the hole”
14  National Alliance on Mental Illness. “Solitary Confinement Fact Sheet.” Accessed November 25, 2013. http://
www.nami.org/Template.cfm?Section=Issue_Spotlights&Template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.
cfm&ContentID=147299.  
15  Kim. “Boxed In.”
16  Kim. “Boxed In.”
17  Center for Constitutional Rights. “Torture: The Use of Solitary Confinement in U.S. Prisons.” Accessed November 26, 
2013. http://ccrjustice.org/solitary-factsheet.
18  The New York Times. “Cruel Isolation.” 
19  Center for Constitutional Rights. “Torture: The Use of Solitary Confinement in U.S. Prisons.”

Next Steps
Evidence of the detrimental social and mental health effects of 
extreme isolation must be brought to the attention of the New York 
State Legislature. Members of the New York State Assembly Standing 
Committee on Correction and the New York State Senate Standing 
Committee on Crime, Crime Victims, and Correction should be pressured 
through petitions and letter writing campaigns to hold hearings on this 
issue. Additionally, human rights and public interest organizations should 
make ending solitary confinement a priority in awareness and outreach 
efforts. Advocacy groups currently engaged in this area of work such as 
the New York Campaign for Alternatives to Isolated Confinement and 
the Correctional Association of New York should work together to build 
a cohesive, statewide campaign. As solitary confinement becomes less 
commonplace in New York State prisons, funding must also be made 
available to convert SHUs into traditional cells to account for the reduced 
number of prisoners in isolation. 
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No-Excuse Absentee Voting By 
Mail in Virginia
Caitlin Highland, Claremont McKenna College

Allowing no-excuse absentee voting by mail in Virginia 
would increase voter turnout, particularly among those 
who work long hours or care for young children.

Absentee voting has been evolving since the 
Civil War, when states began to enact absentee 
voting measures for soldiers.1  Civilians were first 
permitted to vote absentee in Vermont in 1896.2 
Since this time, absentee voting has expanded 
for a variety of purposes, including work, travel, 
attending a university away from home, and 
illness.

California was the first state to allow for no-
excuse absentee voting, starting with the 1978 
election. No-excuse absentee voting by mail 
allows voters to register absentee without an 
excuse. No-excuse absentee voting by mail 
has not been tried in Virginia, although a bill 
allowing for in-person no-excuse early voting 
was introduced in the Virginia House of Dele-
gates in 2013 as HB 1937, where it did not pass. 3

ANALYSIS
Many studies have found that no-excuse 
absentee voting increases voter turnout.  The 
cost to voters is minimal: although they must 
fill out an extra form to apply for an absentee 
ballot, they do not need to waste gas mileage 
or time to go to the polls. The drive to the polls 
can prove a powerful deterrent: in one study, a 
five-mile drive decreased likelihood to vote by 
3.1 percent.5  Moreover, in 2012, Virginia had one 
of the highest waiting times once at the polls, 
close to 45 minutes.6  In Florida, the state with 
the longest wait average at exactly 45 minutes,

TALKING POINTS
• No-excuse absentee 
voting is a cost-
effective system that 
allows for all people 
to have the time to 
vote, even in Virginia, 
where employers are 
not required to let 
employees take time 
off and many low-wage 
workers cannot afford 
it. This alternative 
does not hurt wages 
or business hours, and 
still increases access to 
the polls.

• No-excuse absentee 
voting benefits voters 
who can make it to the 
polls as well, as some 
voters will choose 
to vote absentee, 
shortening lines at 
precincts.
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more than 200,000 voters left precincts due to 
the wait.7  

Furthermore, in Virginia, 48,000 workers make 
the federal minimum wage, and 75,000 make 
even less.8  Because of the lack of a law requir-
ing employers to give employees time off to vote, 
no-excuse absentee voting would allow voters 
to not lose valuable hours when they are already 
making so little. Some workers work long hours 
and care for children or elders, making visiting 
the polls nearly impossible.

According to several studies, cost to the state 
to implement no-excuse absentee voting is 
minimal. It is significantly cheaper than the al-
ternative, allowing early in-person voting, which 
would require hiring appropriate workers and 
finding space. It also does not affect business, 
as requiring employers to give time off to vote 
would. Thus, it is the most economically sound 
option.

STAKEHOLDERS
Voting organizations, including but not limited 
to the American Civil Liberties Union Voting 
Rights project, Rock the Vote, Project Vote, and 
the Virginia League of Women Voters, would 
advocate for the policy. The Virginia House of 
Delegates and the Senate of Virginia would 
need to pass a bill, with Republican support. 
Governor Terry McAuliffe would need to sign 
the bill. The Virginia State Board of Elections, 
the Secretary of the Commonwealth, and the 
Attorney General would be instrumental in the 
implementation of this policy. Voters would see 
a decrease in waiting time at the polls. Employ-
ees with hourly wages would not have to choose 
between voting and their paycheck. Employees 
not let out of work to vote would still be able to 
cast their ballot.

ENDNOTES
1  Kenski, Kate. “Absentee Voting.” In Sabato, Larry J., and Howard R. Ernst. 
Encyclopedia of American Political Parties and Elections. New York: Facts 
On File, Inc., 2006. American History Online. Facts On File, Inc. http://www.
fofweb.com/activelink2.asp?

KEY FACTS
• In states with no-ex-
cuse absentee voting, 
23.5 percent of voters 
voted before Election 
Day.10 

• Virginia had a 66.4 
percent turnout for the 
2012 election, and a 
37 percent turnout for 
the 2013 gubernatorial 
election.11

• Virginia does not 
require employers to 
allow for time off on 
Election Day.12

• Virginia also does not 
allow early voting or 
permanent absentee 
status.13 

• Twenty-seven states 
and D.C. allow no-ex-
cuse absentee voting.14 
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Next Steps
The conservative Virginia General Assembly may not pass a law expanding 
voting access and instituting no-excuse absentee voting unless the general 
public advocated strongly for it. Therefore, the aforementioned voting 
rights organizations must galvanize their members and other grassroots 
leaders to pressure the legislature. They should organize letter-writing 
campaigns, visits to elected officials, social media efforts, and more. One 
or more of the groups should also draft a bill and find a sympathetic 
delegate or senator, such as Delegates Alfonso Lopez or Rob Krupicka, 
who introduced HB 1937. The legislature must then write and pass a bill, 
to be signed by Governor McAuliffe.

The State Board of Elections, with help from the Secretary of the 
Commonwealth and the Attorney General, would then need to implement 
the change. Implementation would be simple: new absentee ballot 
requests would need to be printed. Literature educating voters on the 
change should be created and distributed. The voting organizations could 
also create and distribute literature.

ItemID=WE52&iPin=EAPPE0001&SingleRecord=True (accessed October 20, 2013).
2  Kenski, Kate. “Absentee Voting.”
3  “HB 1937 Early Voting; any registered voter qualified to vote in election may vote in person.” Virginia’s Legislative Infor-
mation System. Last modified February 2013, http://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?131+sum+HB1937.
4  Larocca, Roger, and John S. Klemanski. “US State Election Reform and Turnout in Presidential Elections.” State Politics 
& Policy Quarterly 11, no. 1 (2011): 76-101.
5  Dyck, Joshua J. and James G. Gimpel. “Distance, Turnout, and Convenience of Voting.” Social Science Quarterly 86 
(2005): 540.
6  Peters, Jeremy W. “Waiting Times at Ballot Boxes Draw Scrutiny.” The New York Times. February 4, 2013. Accessed 
November 20, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/05/us/politics/waiting-times-to-vote-at-polls-draw-scrutiny.html.
7  Peters. “Waiting Times at Ballot Boxes Draw Scrutiny.”
8  “Minimum Wage Workers in Virginia—2012,” Bureau of Labor Statistics. Last modified April 3, 2013. Accessed November 
1, 2013, http://www.bls.gov/ro3/mw_va.htm
9  http://thecommoninterest.org/docs/Gronke2007.pdf.
10  Kenski. “Absentee Voting.”
11  McDonald, Michael. “2012 General Election Turnout Rates.” United States Election Project at George Mason University. 
Last modified July 22, 2013. Accessed October 20, 2013. http://elections.gmu.edu/Turnout_2012G.html; Jenna Johnson 
and Patricia Sullivan, “Virginia Voters turn out to cast vote for contentious race.” The Washington Post. November 5, 2013. 
Accessed November 16, 2013, http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/virginia-voters-turn-out-to-cast-
ballots-in-contentious-race/2013/11/05/763480a0-37ef-11e3-80c6-7e6dd8d22d8f_story.html.
12  National Federation of Independent Voices. “Time Off to Vote.” Accessed October 20, 2013. http://www.nfib.com/
business-resources/business-resources-item?cmsid=31407.
13  “Absentee and Early Voting.” National Conference of State Legislatures. Last modified May 28, 2013. Accessed 
November 30, 2013, http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx.
14  “Absentee and Early Voting.” National Conference of State Legislatures.
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Providing Living Wages for 
Campus Workers
Patrick McKenzie, Hayley Brundige, and Brandon Cartagena, University 
of Tennessee

The University of Tennessee, Knoxville  should raise 
the minimum income of all university-employed campus 
workers to the living wages defined by the UTK Faculty 
Senate. 

KEY FACTS
• As of April 2011, 1,141 
workers at UTK were 
being paid less than 
living wages.1

•Living wages reduce 
net poverty and 
promote various health 
benefits.3

• Only an extra annual 
$4.3 to 5.7 million is 
needed to pay workers 
living wages, which 
itself represents only 
1.6 percent of the total 
money spent on staff 
salaries and benefits.6

•Living wages boost 
worker productivity by 
reducing absenteeism 
and improving overall 
quality of life.5

Students, faculty, administrators, and many 
others affiliated with the University of Tennes-
see, Knoxville (UTK) depend on campus Facilities 
Services workers to keep the campus clean and 
safe. Facilities Services encompasses a broad 
array of campus institutions, including sanitation, 
lock and key services, building services, utilities 
services, and construction services. Campus 
workers and their work permeate almost every 
aspect of university life and play a vital role in 
the maintenance and sustainability of UTK’s 
campus and its daily operations. 

As of April 2011, however, 1,141 of these campus 
workers were earning hourly wages below the 
living wage threshold as defined by the UTK 
Faculty Senate Budget and Planning Committee.1 
The 2010-2011 UT Faculty Senate Living Wage 
Study outlines that “an employee who works 
full-time and year-round should earn a wage suf-
ficient to pay for basic, bare-bones needs of a 
family living in today’s America, without having 
to resort to needs-tested public benefits, crime, 
or private charity.” The “basic needs” of each 
worker depend on the size of family they have, 
the pricing of goods in local markets, and other 
factors, but it is clear that a standard of living 
must be met that takes these variations into 
account in determining employee income.1

To advocate for comprehensive living wages for 
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campus workers, the Living Wage Campaign 
began at UTK in 1999 in association with the 
Progressive Student Alliance (then called the 
“Alliance for Hope”), and their efforts led to the 
formation of the United Campus Workers, an 
independent union of university staff employ-
ees.2 The union has rallied around the intent to 
increase the minimum wage for the university’s 
lowest paid workers incrementally. For example, 
in 2001, workers received a 4 percent raise as 
UCW efforts increased. In 2004 and 2005, 
similar raises were given: 3 percent or $750, 
whichever was greater.2

Despite these incremental wage increases, UTK 
Facilities Services workers are still not being 
paid a wage adequate to the cost of living. A 
living wage report conducted by the Faculty 
Senate in 2000 defines a living wage as $9.50 
per hour plus benefits. On December 3, 2013, 
UT announced that the minimum wage for 
campus workers will increase to $9.50 per hour, 
falling more than a decade behind the 2000 
living wage report recommendation in matching 
ongoing cost of living increases.

At UTK, the campaign hopes to remedy this gap 
by specifically appealing for adherence to the 
UTK Faculty Senate Budget and Planning Com-
mittee’s recommendation of wage standards at 
a minimum of $12.02 per hour, with all current 
benefits—annual leave, holidays, retirement, 
health insurance, longevity, Social Security, and 
401K Match—included.1

ANALYSIS
The primary argument in favor of living wages 
has an ethical basis. The UTK Faculty Senate 
asserts that a full-time campus worker should 
make high enough wages to provide basic needs 
for his or her family, without having to also rely 
on other sources, including secondary employ-
ment and public assistance programs.1 

TALKING POINTS
• If the University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville 
raises the payments 
of campus workers to 
an ethical, living wage 
standard, it will then 
reap the benefits of 
increased worker pro-
ductivity and campus 
unity.

• Campus workers, 
students, faculty, and 
administration at the 
University of Tennes-
see can all gain from 
worker wage increases.

• The University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville 
administration and the 
Faculty Senate can 
cooperatively work out 
a long-term living wage 
solution with input 
from campus workers.
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However, living wages carry other benefits as well. Evidence suggests 
that a living wage can lead to decreases in urban poverty and reductions 
in various health issues that lead to higher than average sick days.3 For 
example, a study by the San Francisco Department of Public Health and 
the University of California, San Francisco, showed that an increase to 
living wages in their city would, by enabling workers to achieve a greater 
standard of living, result in fewer cases of premature death and other 
health issues among adults aged 24 to 44 years working full-time in families 
with annual income of $20,000.4 With living wages, campus workers would 
be able to purchase healthier food, maintain safe housing, and invest in 
preventative health care, which would, in turn, promote fewer conflicts 
between work responsibilities and medical problems. A living wage ex-
periment in Los Angeles also found that, in addition to the health benefits, 
living wages caused a drop in absenteeism, low-wage worker turnover, and 
hours of overtime.5 All of these outcomes create higher worker productiv-
ity for the employer.
 
At UTK, paying living wages to the remaining 23 percent of full-time campus 
workers would mean a total additional annual payment of approximately 
$4.3 to $5.7 million, only 1.6 percent of the annual money spent on all staff 
salaries and benefits.6 In a Baltimore living wage experiment, even small 
increases in wages and salaries reduced the overall cost to the city, likely 
due to the impacts of decreased worker turnover and increased work 
productivity.7 A similar effect would likely be observed at UTK.

STAKEHOLDER
Various parties can benefit from payment of living wages. An increase in 
the minimum payment for UTK workers would enhance their quality of 
life, allowing them to better support both themselves and their families. 
In addition, a living wage would better integrate campus workers into the 
rest of the campus community and promote a more satisfactory campus 
for the workers and for administrators, faculty, and students alike. The 
university as a whole would benefit from workers’ boosted productivity, 
and improved pay for workers would establish UTK as a local standard 
for worker wage ethics and contribute to its goal of becoming a socially 
responsible “Top 25 Public Research Institution.”
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1 UTK Faculty Senate Budget and Planning Committee. “2010-2011 Faculty Senate Living Wage Study.” 2011. 
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6 The University of Tennessee, Knoxville. “FY 2012-13 Revised Budget.” 2012.
7  Niedt, Christopher, Greg Ruiters, Dana Wise, and Erica Schoenberger. “The Effects of the Living Wage in Baltimore.” 
Economic Policy Institute: Washington, D.C. 1999.
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Next Steps
To carry through with this proposal, the administration of the University of 
Tennessee at Knoxville must work cooperatively with the Faculty Senate 
to produce a budget that includes higher wages for underpaid campus 
workers. The administration, which will ultimately be responsible for 
approving any pay raise, should respond to calls for living wages and adjust 
current incomes of campus workers to at least a UTK Faculty Senate-
defined living wage.

It is also recommended that both parties begin to consult with United 
Campus Workers (UCW) to gain better insights into the current plight of 
workers. By meeting with UCW, administrators and the Faculty Senate 
would allow workers a voice in the appropriation debate, strengthening 
ties between those writing the budget and those affected by it. To give 
campus workers direct input into policies related to income, the Faculty 
Senate should integrate representatives from UCW into future income 
policy revisions by consulting with UCW members for suggestions and for 
joint research collaborations. Additionally, before being presented to the 
Faculty Senate for consideration, the policy would have to be approved 
by UCW with a majority vote. If not approved, UCW would return the 
proposal to the Faculty Senate with recommendations for revision.

Raising the Minimum Wage for 
Workers with Disabilities 
Dependent on Mere Good Will 
Amanda Purcell and Katie Greenberg, College of William & Mary

Congress should no longer allow special wage certificates 
that allow for disabled workers to be paid less than the 
minimum wage.

During the summer of 2013, an NBC story about Goodwill Industries’ ex-
ploitation of workers with disabilities captured the attention of the Internet. 
In some Goodwill stores, disabled workers were being paid mere cents 
per hour, with salaries based on timed tests comparing their productivity 
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to that of nondisabled employees.1 While this 
news shocked many, Goodwill had not tech-
nically done anything illegal. Best known for 
establishing a federal minimum wage, the Fair 
Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of 1938, through 
section 14(c), allows for a special minimum wage 
to be paid to workers with disabilities that 
reduce their job productivity. To pay this special 
minimum wage legally, employers must receive a 
certificate from the Wage and Hour Division of 
the US Department of Labor.2 As of November 
1, 2013, 1,638 employers have certificates issued 
under section 14(c) of the FLSA, and 1,108 em-
ployers have certificate applications pending.3

To address this inhumanely low wage, which 
some have called a “loophole” in labor law,4 
on February 26, 2013, Representative Gregg 
Harper (R-MS-3) introduced H.R.831, or the Fair 
Wages for Workers with Disabilities Act of 2013. 
Currently, the bill has 62 cosponsors from both 
the Republican and Democratic parties, and is 
being reviewed by the Subcommittee on Work-
force Protections. However, the bill has yet to 
make it out of committee.5

ANALYSIS
Disability rights advocates such as the National 
Federation of the Blind argue that the special 
minimum wage devalues people with disabilities 
by suggesting that their labor is inherently worth 
less. Also along these lines, the special minimum 
wage perpetuates the notion that people with 
disabilities will naturally be less productive in 
all occupations than people without disabilities, 
thus further limiting their potential employment 
opportunities.8

Beyond the dehumanizing effects of the special 
minimum wage, paying disabled employees 
below the federal minimum wage is an outdated 
practice. As Representative Harper’s bill states 
in Section 2, “There were virtually no employ-
ment opportunities for disabled workers in 

KEY FACTS
• Under the Fair Labor 
Standards Act, employ-
ers can pay a wage 
below the federal 
minimum wage to 
employees with dis-
abilities.2

• More than 216,000 
workers are eligible to 
earn a special minimum 
wage.1 

• According to 2009 
Labor Department 
records, some Penn-
sylvania Goodwill 
employees earn wages 
as low as 22 cents per 
hour.1
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the mainstream workforce [in the 1930s].”9 Today, technology, training, 
and modern employment opportunities can allow a disabled person to 
be as productive as his or her non-disabled counterpart. Furthermore, 
one might justifiably question whether the timed tests used to determine 
wages for people with disabilities accurately capture a person’s produc-
tive capacity, since timed tests are stressful for many people (and also 
“degrading,” according to one former Goodwill employee).1  More impor-
tantly, it is unlikely the non-disabled person who serves as the testing 
standard normally works as if he or she were being timed.

In light of recent criticism, Goodwill argued that if all workers were to be 
paid the minimum wage, then workers with disabilities would be unable to 
remain in the workforce due to their inability to produce as much as non-
disabled workers.6 Implicit in this claim is the suggestion that Goodwill 
would be unable to retain disabled workers at minimum wage because of 
the financial burden of increased labor costs without increased productiv-
ity. But considering Goodwill enjoyed $4.89 billion in profits in 20126 and 
paid out $53.7 million in total top executive compensation,7 it is difficult to 
be sympathetic to this argument.
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Next Steps
Congress should remove the FLSA’s section 14(c) provisions so that 
employers will no longer be able to pay disabled workers less than the 
federal minimum wage. While employers might not want to hire a worker 
with a disability whose productivity is lower than a worker without a 
disability, this is theoretically why the government compensates non-
profits such as Goodwill through grants. Businesses have their bottom 
lines; workers do as well. No one should earn 22 cents an hour.
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A More Just System: Using 
Mixed-Member Proportional 
Representation to Elect Michigan’s 
House of Representatives
Dominic Russel, University of Michigan

Using mixed-member proportional elections would make 
Michigan’s state legislature more accountable by giving 
greater value to every vote and create a government more 
representative of voters’ political interests.
Almost every state uses single-member districts 
(SMD) to elect its lower house, by which the can-
didate with the plurality of votes in each district 
wins the seat.1  This system is unfair, however, 
as the resulting representation gained by some 
political interests is often disproportional to 
popular support. In the 2012 Michigan House 
of Representatives election, for example, 54 
percent of Michigan voters chose Democratic 
candidates, but the party won only 46 percent 
of the seats, resulting in a legislature controlled 
by the less popular Republicans.2  Additionally, 
of the 110 seats, only 23 were won by a margin 
of less than 10 percent, which showed that most 
districts’ elections were not competitive.3 

SMD also unfairly hinders opposition voting to 
the two major parties because it encourages 
strategic voting to defeat the “lesser of two 
evils.”4 Although 63 percent of Michigan voters 
held an unfavorable view of the Republicans in 
the legislature, and 46 percent held an unfavor-
able view of the Democrats, zero candidates 
from third parties won a seat in Michigan’s 
House of Representatives.5

Many countries, including Germany and New 
Zealand, use mixed-member proportional 

KEY FACTS
• In five states nation-
wide, the party that 
won the largest portion 
of the vote for the 
legislature did not win 
the greatest number of 
seats.15 

• In 2012, only 36 
percent of Michigan-
ders had a favorable 
view of Democrats in 
the legislature, and 
only 20 percent had 
a favorable view of 
Republicans in the 
legislature.16 

• MMP was created 
after World War 
II and its use is 
growing; Bolivia, 
Venezuela, Germany, 
New Zealand, Hungary, 
Scotland, and Wales 
have all adopted MMP 
systems.17 
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(MMP) voting to ensure that their legislatures 
sufficiently represent voters’ political interests.6 
Eligible citizens cast two votes: one for a district 
representative and one for a party. The party 
vote determines the overall makeup of the leg-
islature by proportional representation. About 
half of the party seats are decided by the candi-
dates off the first ballot, and the party appoints 
additional candidates to guarantee proportional 
representation. 7

ANALYSIS
Using MMP to elect Michigan’s House of Rep-
resentatives would lead to more equitable 
elections. The proposed system would make 
the representation of political interests more 
proportional to popular support, while maintain-
ing geographical representation, and therefore 
create a legislative body that more accurately 
reflects the ideologies of voters. It also ends 
meaningless elections in gerrymandered dis-
tricts because every vote would count toward 
state-wide proportionality. 

While these changes would benefit voters 
regardless of party affiliation, third party sup-
porters undoubtedly would receive the greatest 
benefits from MMP, as the system in other cases 
has fostered the proliferation of small parties 
within the legislature.8  This change would defin-
itively reflect the current beliefs of citizens: 60 
percent of Americans say that both the Demo-
cratic and Republican parties do such a poor 
job of representing the American people that a 
third major party is needed.9 

The change to MMP may be somewhat con-
fusing for voters due to the prevalence of 
winner-take-all SMD systems in the American 
political system. New Zealand made a similar 
change from SMD to MMP at a national level 
in 1996, however, and the system has thrived 
and continues to today.10  The concept behind 
MMP is fairly simple: the proportion of the vote 

TALKING POINTS
• The current SMD elec-
toral system of Michigan 
discourages voting for 
small parties and leads 
to unfair and unrep-
resentative election 
results. 

• Using MMP in Michigan 
would ensure each 
voter’s choice counts 
while still protecting geo-
graphical constituencies. 

• MMP systems lead to 
more unique parties that 
more adequately capture 
the political interests 
of voters, not just those 
that align with two domi-
nating parties.
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Next Steps
To change the electoral system, there would need to be an amendment to 
the state constitution.11 It would be politically impossible for this change—
which would undermine the two-party system—to occur through a partisan, 
two-party legislature. Many states, however, including Michigan, allow for 
initiatives receiving more than half the votes in a statewide election to 
change the constitution.  Bringing the possibility of MMP to the attention of 
voters through an organized and informative campaign would be the most 
important next step in changing the electoral system. Third parties and 
third party supporters would be extremely eager to fund this campaign, 
as electoral system referendums in Ontario in 200712  and Great Britain in 
2011 demonstrate.13  Additionally, electoral reform groups such as FairVote 
(which has had success using the initiative to reform electoral systems in 
cities including San Francisco and Oakland) could help generate support 
for this movement.14 Voters are so disillusioned with both the Democratic 
and Republican parties that an organized coalition of these groups could 
foster enough public support for an MMP initiative to pass.

becomes the proportion of the seats, but there are still representatives 
for each geographical constituency.
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Underserved and Overlooked: 
Addressing the Needs of Runaway 
and Homeless LGBT Youth
Alexander Simon-Fox and Brian Lamberta, 
Macaulay Honors College at the City University of New York

To properly address the needs of LGBT runaway and 
homeless youth, President Obama should issue an 
executive order establishing anti-discrimination standards 
and requiring compliance from homelessness assistance 
providers.

While 3 to 7 percent of the overall US youth 
population, ages 12 to 21 years old, identifies as 
LGBT, this population constitutes as much as 40 
percent of runaway and homeless youth (RHY).1  
This disproportionate figure most often stems 
from family rejection and abuse; more than one 
in four youth who come out to their parents are 
expelled from their homes and most others face 
similar negative consequences, such as financial 
and physical abuse.2 

In seeking alternatives in shelter and transitional 
housing systems, LGBT youth often experience 
the same rejection and hostile treatment. 
Almost 80 percent of LGBT RHY report feeling 
threatened in and/or being expelled from their 
emergency housing.3 Nevertheless, without 
active and enforced anti-discrimination policies, 
shelters with anti-LGBT histories continue to 
receive full federal funding.

Historically, President Barack Obama has 
used executive orders as an effective tool for 
ensuring that LGBT individuals receive equal 
treatment by ending the travel ban for people 
living with HIV/AIDS and by requiring that hos-
pitals accepting Medicare and Medicaid allow 

TALKING POINTS
• LGBT youth experi-
ence homelessness at 
disproportionate rates 
and providers often fail 
to meet the needs of 
these groups.

• An executive order 
mandating compliance 
with non-discrimination 
policies for federally 
funded programs could 
combat discrimination 
against LGBT youth.

• An executive order 
is feasible because 
the Executive Branch 
administers funds to 
shelters and other 
services. 
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visitation regardless of the gender of a partner.4,3 
Likewise, President Obama should mitigate this 
crisis by issuing a swift executive order mandat-
ing that these organizations implement policies 
and services that respect sexual orientation, 
gender identity, and gender expression. Doing 
so can ensure fairer outcomes for LGBT RHY.

ANALYSIS
The US Interagency Council on Homelessness 
(USICH) manages federal funding for homeless 
assistance. Last year, USICH distributed $4.7 
billion5  with most earmarked for youth services 
in faith-based organizations, many of which are 
generally less tolerant of LGBT people.6  With 
no provisions in place shielding against these 
providers’ beliefs, it remains legal to completely 
refuse service based on sexual orientation and/
or gender identity.

An existing coalition of politicians and advocacy 
groups have already been working on this issue by 
pushing passage of the Runaway and Homeless 
Youth Inclusion Act (RHYIA), a bill sponsored by 
Representatives Gwen Moore (WI-4) and Mark 
Pocan (WI-2) to specifically address the needs 
of LGBT RHY. The bill has the support of nine 
Congressional co-sponsors, including two from 
the conservative-majority states of Arizona and 
Florida, as well as the support of many organiza-
tions, including the Human Rights Campaign and 
the National Network 4 Youth.7 

Despite some momentum around RHYIA, floor 
action and passage are extremely unlikely. 
Congress last year reached a record low level 
of productivity—passing only fifty-five laws total, 
none of which were LGBT-supportive, and failing 
to act on crucial and popular issues.8  As such, 
the coalition working to push RHYIA should 
redirect their efforts toward securing an execu-
tive order from President Obama. The executive 
order cannot go as far as RHYIA because it 
cannot increase spending for LGBT-specific 
services, but it represents a powerful way to cir-

KEY FACTS
• One in three trans-
gender individuals are 
denied access to shelter 
services because of 
their gender identity. 
The 42 percent who 
receive shelter services 
are forced to stay with 
the wrong gender.10

• Three to 7 percent 
of the overall United 
States youth population 
identify as LGBT, but 
such individuals con-
stitute as much as 40 
percent of runaway and 
homeless youth. 11

• More than one in four 
young people who come 
out to their parents 
are expelled from their 
home and many others 
face similar negative 
consequences.12 
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cumvent the political gridlock of Congress. An executive order is a feasible 
step in the right direction and could have immense impact on the lives of 
housing-insecure LGBT youth.
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Next Steps
The President should issue an executive order that establishes standards 
of non-discrimination and makes federal funding for providers contingent 
on compliance with these guidelines. These new standards would require 
that all aspects of the support network are identity-affirming, regardless of 
sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender expression. Homeless 
services providers that offer family reunification, mental health, and other 
health services must ensure that therapists and other professional staff 
support and empower clients’ sexual and gender identities. All providers 
must also ensure that clients’ gender identities are respected by honoring 
name, pronoun, and housing gender preferences. Volunteer and staff 
trainings at transitional housing programs already required by law must 
also incorporate content that teaches an acceptable level of cultural 
competency surrounding LGBT issues and rights.9 

Under the executive order, USICH would be empowered to take and 
investigate complaints of LGBT-related noncompliance. If complaints are 
valid, USICH will make recommendations for reinstating compliance or 
withdraw its certification from noncompliant providers’ programs. 

Because USICH certification ensures continued federal funding and is 
often a prerequisite for state-level funding as well, compliance with new 
LGBT standards is a powerful incentive for keeping providers’ services 
operating. USICH is already federally funded, so the recommendation for 
an executive order is essentially costless; it merely reforms the current 
policy infrastructure rather than create additional infrastructure.
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In 1999, New York state introduced Kendra’s 
Law in response to intervention needs in the 
treatment of dangerous mental illnesses. The 
law created an assisted outpatient treatment 
program, keeping patients in their communities 
and instilling healthy mental health norms with 
the goal of independent living. Kendra’s Law is 
a court-ordered treatment specifically for those 
who are not criminal offenders. New York state 
should implement a similar program of assisted 
outpatient treatment for a select group of 
inmates who also suffer from mental illness.

ANALYSIS
Placing select prisoners in community rehabili-
tation would have direct benefits for the entire 
prison population, correctional officers, and the 
state of New York. By treating a select group 
in a community environment, the risk of repeat 
offense is diminished by simultaneously treating 
their illness and improving their ability to interact 
positively with society. A similar, smaller program 
in New York resulted in a mean reduction in re-
cidivism from 104 to 45 days behind bars a year, 
saving the state $4,500 per patient for that year 
in prison expenses alone.1  

In New Mexico, an intensive supervision and 
treatment program saved the state $2 for every 
dollar spent.2  In addition to lowering future in-
carceration costs, the expense associated with 
assisted outpatient treatment is offset by the 

Combating Recidivism: 
Community Integration for 
Mentally Ill Offenders  
Griffin Simpson, New York University 

Using the framework of Kendra’s Law, New York state 
should place select inmates with mental health concerns 
into community-based rehabilitation programs.  

TALKING POINTS
• The difficulties all 
inmates have reinte-
grating into society are 
compounded by the 
pre-existing challenges 
of functioning in society 
with a mental illness.

• National spending 
on mental health has 
fallen as the number of 
mentally ill prisoners 
has risen. This proposal 
would combat the im-
balance.

• While the general 
prison population is 
slowly decreasing in 
New York state, the 
percentage of the 
population suffering 
from mental illness is 
growing. New York must 
change its approach in 
response to this trend.

• This program gives 
New York an opportu-
nity to help, rather than 
penalize, its worst-off 
citizens.
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reduced net cost to the mental health system.3  

Moreover, the cumulative decades of prison 
time saved by reducing recidivism and emer-
gency mental health interventions will save 
taxpayers money.

For the prison population at large, there is 
the benefit of reduced crowding. The strain 
on resources that accompanies overcrowd-
ing increases recidivism4  and prison violence.5  

Corrections officers also benefit from a reduc-
tion in prison populations, as officers are safer 
and better able to administrate prisons with ap-
propriately sized populations.6  

STAKEHOLDERS
In constructing such a program, there must be 
consultation between prison administrators,  
corrections officers, and psychological profes-
sionals, along with advocates for the rights of 
prisoners and the mentally ill. New York state 
residents are also stakeholders, as taxpayers 
would shoulder the initial costs and receive the 
benefits of a reduction in recidivism. In addition, 
there would need to be a case-by-case outreach 
effort to the communities selected to host the 
programs, as the support of these communities 
is antecedent to any attempt at reintegration. 
Forcing a community to play a rehabilitative role 
could breed resentment and hamper efforts to 
promote positive social integration. 

ENDNOTES
1  Berlin, Nina “Model Community-Based Treatment Program Reduces Hos-
pitalization and Jail Time Among People with Mental Illness and Substance 
Abuse.” Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. September 2008.
2   New Mexico Legislative Finance Committee.  “Evidence-Based Programs to 
Reduce Recidivism and Improve Public Safety in Adult Corrections.” July 2013. 
3  Duke University School of Medicine et. al. New York State Assisted Outpa-
tient Treatment Program Evaluation. June 2009.
4   Haney, Craig. “The Wages of Prison Overcrowding: Harmful Psychological 
Consequences and Dysfunctional Correctional Reactions.” Washington Uni-
versity Journal of Law & Policy. 2006.
5  Y, Yuma. “The effect of prison crowding on prisoners’ violence in Japan: 
testing with cointegration regressions and error correction models.” Shin-
rigaku Kenkyu. August 2010. 81(3):218-25.
6  Young, Eric. Testimony before Subcommittee On Crime, Terrorism, 
Homeland Security And Investigations  Committee On The Judiciary  U.S. 
House Of Representatives On Oversight Of The Federal Bureau Of Prisons. 
September 19, 2013.
7  Editorial board. “Recidivism’s High Cost and a Way to Cut it.” The New York 

KEY FACTS
• New York would save 
$43 million a year with 
just a 10 percent cut in 
recidivism rates.7

 
• There are more than 
80,000 prisoners in 
the New York prison 
system. 8

• Thirty-seven percent 
of New York City’s 
prison population 
suffers from mental 
illness.9

• Individuals placed 
in assisted outpa-
tient treatment under 
Kendra’s Law were 
half as likely to be 
arrested10  and four 
times less likely to 
commit violent crime 
after undergoing treat-
ment.11 

• New York state 
has the highest per 
inmate cost in the 
nation at $60,000 
per year, nearly twice 
the national average. 
New York City’s cost 
is over $160,000 per 
prisoner.12 
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Next Steps
To bring this program to fruition, a law would have to be drafted and 
passed in both the New York State Senate and Assembly, then signed 
into law by the governor. As stated, the law can be written using Kendra’s 
Law as a framework for the type of mental health assistance provided 
through the program. Innovations would need to be made in designing the 
institutions the subjects would be placed in and deciding on the desired 
level of integration with host communities. Communities must also be 
willing partners for the program to be a success. In addition to the jobs 
that would be created in host communities, financial incentives could be 
provided by the state to encourage participation. 

Improving Access to Legal 
Services in Rural Areas
Samuel Wylde, Kyle Sieber, and Isabel Robertson, 
Northwestern University

We propose the creation of a state-based professional 
network and scholarship program for law students spon-
sored by a partnership of law schools, bar associations, 
and state governments to further access to legal services 
in rural areas. 

Recent years have seen a major shift in the employment outlook for law 
school graduates. Assuming the 2012 law school graduation rate con-
tinues through 2020, the result is an influx of 370,913 new lawyers1  for 
333,400 open positions2 — and an unemployment rate of over 10 percent 
for those graduates. At the same time, and somewhat paradoxically, rural 

Times. April 27, 2011
8  New York State Commission of Correction. “Inmate population statistics.” October 3, 2013.
9  Fields, Gary. “The New Asylums: Jails Swell with mentally ill.” The Wall Street Journal. September 25, 2013.
10  Link, Bruce G. “Arrest outcomes associated with outpatient commitment in New York State.” Psychiatric Services. May 
2011.
11  Swartz, MS, Swanson, JW, Steadman, HJ, Robbins, PC and Monahan J. “Assisted Outpatient Treatment Program Evalu-
ation.” Duke University School of Medicine, Durham, NC, June, 2009. 
12  Santora, Marc. “City’s Annual Cost Per Inmate Is $168,000, Study Finds.” The New York Times. August 23, 2013.
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areas throughout America are beginning to 
report declining access to legal services. As a 
result, residents in places like Bennett County, 
Nebraska3, and Clay County, Georgia4, may 
have to travel anywhere from 50 to 120 miles to 
the nearest attorney. 

While close to a fifth of the US population lives 
in rural areas, only 2 percent of small law prac-
tices are located outside of urban settings.5  The 
resulting situation is a problematic disequilib-
rium in which rural communities have become 
unfortunate deserts in a flood of lawyers. To 
combat this trend, the state of South Dakota, in 
partnership with the State Bar of South Dakota 
and rural counties throughout the state, has es-
tablished a pilot program that pays a $12,000 
annual stipend to law students who agree to 
practice in rural areas for a minimum of five 
years after graduation. 

ANALYSIS
All states should strives to remedy this gap in 
legal services, with programs based on South 
Dakota’s. The need is not just a matter of princi-
ple, but also one of economics. Many ordinary 
legal issues, such as settling contract disputes, 
suing for damages incurred in a car accident or 
on the job, or simply obtaining a divorce can 
quickly become a significant economic impedi-
ment for communities without ready access 
to a lawyer. According to rural lawyer Steve 
Evenson, “Given the robust economic activity 
in some rural areas, there simply are not 
enough lawyers there.” The state should ask for 
a four-year commitment6 as a condition for a 
scholarship that pays an annual tuition stipend 
of $10,000 (the average annual in-state cost of 
tuition is $22,1167) as well as a competitive salary 
as a state employee during the lawyer’s rural 
residency.8 The cost of the program will be paid 
for by a grant from the federal government to 
individual states based upon their demonstrat-
ed need for rural legal services. States will work 

KEY FACTS
• There is a five to one 
ratio of rural counties 
with poverty rates 
above the national 
average to urban 
counties with above 
average poverty rates.9

  
• Rural communities 
constitute 459 of the 
500 poorest counties.10

 
• Rural communities 
constitute 481 of the 
lowest per capita 
income counties in the 
country.11 
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TALKING POINTS
• There are more law 
school graduates than 
open legal jobs.

• At the same time, 
rural citizens’ access 
to legal services is in 
decline.

• Legal access is crucial 
to a well-functioning 
economy and commu-
nity.

• Connecting job-
seeking law students to 
communities in need of 
legal access solves two 
problems at once.

directly with law schools, which will themselves 
begin developing grant programs to eventually 
ease the burden on the government. Additional-
ly, the creation of a statewide online professional 
network of rural practices would act as a mar-
ketplace to allow for the best possible allocation 
of lawyers and grant money among communities 
in need.

STAKEHOLDERS
The direct beneficiaries of this program would 
obviously be those rural communities in need 
of legal access, but many other parties will ulti-
mately benefit from a more efficient legal system. 
The states themselves—especially those like 
Nebraska and Kansas, with largely rural-based 
economies—will reap the economic benefits 
of a well-functioning legal system, including 
decreased state-borne costs associated with in-
sufficient legal representation (e.g. inexpedient 
court proceedings). Proper implementation of 
this program would also benefit law schools by 
increasing post-graduate employment statistics, 
and raise the prominence of the state Bar Asso-
ciations. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 
this program would be one step closer to the 
normative goal of ensuring equal justice for all.

ENDNOTES
1  American Bar Association. :2012 Law Graduate Employment Data.” Section 
of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar. n. pag. Web. 2012.
2  Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Employment by Occupation.” Employment 
projections. Web. 2010. http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_102.htm.
3  Bronner, Ethan. “No Lawyer for Miles, So One Rural State Offers Pay.” The 
New York Times. April 8, 2013. Web.
4  “Rural Georgia Struggles to Get Lawyer.” Associated Press. May 12, 2013. 
Web. http://atlanta.cbslocal.com/2013/05/12/rural-georgia-struggles-to-get-
lawyer/.
5  Bronner. “No Lawyer for Miles, So One Rural State Offers Pay.”
6  Comparable to the time commitment to ROTC programs.
7  “Tuition Tracker.” Law School Transparency. n.p., n.d. Web. 1 Dec. 2013.
8  Based on similar scholarship programs, such as NOAA’s Hollings Scholar-
ship.
9  “Rural Pro Bono Project.” Standing Committee on Pro Bono & Public 
Service. American Bar Association, n.d. Web. 1 Dec. 2013.
10  Ibid.
11  Ibid.
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Next Steps

The necessary first step for this program would be to secure federal 
funding, after which it will be necessary to assess the need for legal access 
on a state-by-state basis, as well as on an individual community basis within 
each state. Such a comprehensive project can be best accomplished 
through a partnership between state Departments of Justice, state Bar 
Associations, and law schools. The latter two organizations likely already 
have substantial research pertaining to the problem of access to legal aid, 
as well as the resources to make a comprehensive evaluation for each 
community. 

It will also help to have the communities themselves apply for the program, 
and then be assessed by the same standards and process. This research 
would ultimately culminate in the creation of the proposed legal-network 
marketplace, which would keep an up-to-date record of legal need. As 
possible job placement locations are assessed, the state Department of 
Justice will reach out to law schools and begin to promote the program 
to current students. Eventually, a developed partnership between the 
state Department of Justice, Bar Association, law schools, and local 
communities will emerge.

Jailbreak: Parting With Profit 
Pressure in Prison Management             
Michael Umbrecht, Hannah Barnes, and Caitlin Miller,
Georgetown University 

Following the Correction Corporation of America’s 
(CCA) decision not to renew its contract to run the 
Idaho Correctional Center (ICC), Idaho should re-staff 
the facility with government employees, serving as a 
model for states currently suffering from the deleterious 
outcomes of prison privatization.

Since the practice began in 1984, contracting prison administration to 
private companies such as CCA has become commonplace. The shift in 
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ideological tides toward free-market policies 
brought with it the notion that private ad-
ministration could solve the inefficiencies of 
government functions through competitive in-
novation.1 This reasoning permeated the prison 
system, resulting in widespread private contract-
ing. Thirty years later, however, data shows that 
prison privatization “is at odds with the goals of 
reducing incarceration rates and raising correc-
tional standards.”2  A recent report by Grassroots 
Leadership and the Public Safety and Justice 
Campaign details 30 specific incidents, includ-
ing riots, murder, abuse, and other human rights 
violations that have occurred in private prisons 
throughout the country.3  

Additionally, prison privatization has led to the 
rise of private prison lobbies, which aim for 
harsher criminal penalties and sentencing. Due 
to the nature of their contracts, which stipulate 
government funding on a per-prisoner basis, 
private prison lobbies have a strong incen-
tive to increase the number of inmates by any 
means necessary. To this end, lobbying efforts 
supported by private prison corporations have 
negatively altered the nature of the industry.

CCA is a private corporation that adminis-
ters prisons across the US under government 
contract. Allegations of contract fraud and 
operational malfeasance led the company to 
withdraw from the Idaho Correctional Center, 
opting to not renew its contract with the state 
in 2014. Accusations of human rights abuses by 
CCA staff at the Idaho Correctional Center are 
still under investigation.4 Opened in 1997, the 
ICC is one of two facilities operated by CCA 
in Idaho. The contract with CCA will expire on 
July 1, 2014, more than a year after the Asso-
ciated Press first reported allegations of these 
offenses. A combination of timing and the state’s 
recognition of systemic issues with prison priva-
tization thus make the ICC an ideal laboratory 
for implementing reform. 

KEY FACTS
• Prison privatiza-
tion, conceived as a 
cost-saving measure, 
has failed to reliably 
reduce costs to taxpay-
ers. 

• Rates of assault on 
guards and fellow 
inmates are 33 percent 
and 39 percent lower 
in public prisons, re-
spectively. 



36

ANALYSIS
Returning Idaho’s two currently private prisons 
to public administration would reduce costs for 
the state, allow government oversight on issues 
of prisoner rights, and mitigate lobbying efforts 
that subvert the aims of the criminal justice and 
correctional system.

Current data do not support the common 
argument that private prisons operate more ef-
ficiently and thus save money. Research shows 
that even when savings are realized, they are 
minimal.  In fact, one study found that Arizona is 
overpaying by $7 million due to 100 percent oc-
cupancy contracts with private administrators.  
When private administrators6 do save, they do 
so primarily by “spending less for the biggest 
business cost—personnel.”7 Reducing guard 
wages, however, often contributes to a higher 
turnover rate and a greater number of inexpe-
rienced guards, creating conditions susceptible 
to riots, conflict, and abuse.8  Furthermore, many 
private prisons accept only low-risk inmates, 
leaving state prisons burdened with costly sick 
and high-risk inmates.9 

De-privatization is more than a cost-saving 
measure. Returning responsibility over prison 
maintenance to those also responsible for 
sentencing creates positive incentives for ac-
countability in the public system. This culpability 
is manifested in quality of care and extends to 
prisoner-guard relationships; rates of assaults on 
guards are 49 percent higher in private prisons 
than in their public counterparts, while assaults 
among inmates are a staggering 65 percent 
more frequent.10 Ultimately, transitioning back 
to public administration in Idaho’s prisons would 
mean lower costs to the state and ultimately a 
less discriminatory criminal justice system unfet-
tered by lobbying efforts.

TALKING POINTS
• Malfeasance in the 
Idaho Correctional 
Center has reopened 
the debate about the 
efficacy and morality 
of private prisons in 
the US.

• Private prison 
lobbies’ goals, such as 
felonizing minor crimes 
and drug-offenses 
as well as widely 
opposing immigration 
reform laws, are dis-
criminatory in nature.

• Public administration 
of prisons aligns the 
authority to sentence 
prisoners with the re-
sponsibility over their 
internment, affirm-
ing culpability in the 
system.
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STAKEHOLDERS
While the state of Idaho is the immediate target for returning prisons to 
public administration, successful state-level implementation of this policy 
could spark a similar effort nation-wide. The policy would benefit prison-
ers and victims of discriminatory laws supported by prison lobbies and 
reduce costs to taxpayers.

ENDNOTES
1  Poole, Robert. “Ronald Reagan and the Privatization Revolution.” The Heartland Institute. August 1, 2004. available at 
http://news.heartland.org/newspaper-article/2004/08/01/ronald-reagan-and-privatization-revolution.
2  Stroud, Matt. “‘Just Like Selling Hamburgers’: 30 Years of Private Prisons in the U.S.” Forbes. June 21, 2013. available 
at http://www.forbes.com/sites/mattstroud/2013/06/21/just-like-selling-hamburgers-30-years-of-private-prisons-in-the-
u-s/ (citing Kirby, Holly, Bob Libal, Piper Madison, Julia Morris, and Kymberlie Quong Charles. “The Dirty Thirty: Nothing 
to Celebrate About 30 Years of Corrections Corporation of America,” Grassroots Leadership, June 2013, available at 
http://grassrootsleadership.org/cca-dirty-30).
3  Ibid.
4  Boone, Rebecca. “Prison company leaving Idaho.” Associated Press. October 3, 2013. available at http://news.yahoo.
com/ap-newsbreak-prison-company-leaving-idaho-162633319.html. 
5  Oppel, Richard A. “Private Prisons Found to Offer Little in Savings.” The New York Times. May 18, 2011. available at http://
www.nytimes.com/2011/05/19/us/19prisons.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.
6  Isaacs, Caroline. “Private Prisons: The Public’s Problem; A Quality Assessment of Arizona’s Private Prisons.” American 
Friends Service Committee, Arizona Program, February 2012, available at http://afsc.org/sites/afsc.civicactions.net/files/
documents/AFSC_Arizona_Prison_Report.pdf.
7  Carter, Terry. “Prison Break: Budget Crises Drive Reform, But Private Jails Press On.” American Bar Association Journal 
98 (2012), accessed November 26, 2013, available athttp://www.abajournal.com/magazine/article/prison_break_budget_
crises_drive_reform_but_private_jails_press_on/.
8  Ibid.
9  Oppel. “Private Prisons Found to Offer Little in Savings.” 
10  Austin, James and Garry Coventry. “Emerging Issues on Privatized Prisons.” National Council on Crime and Delin-
quency, Bureau of Justice Assistance, U.S. Department of Justice. February 2001. available at https://www.ncjrs.gov/
pdffiles1/bja/181249.pdf.

Next Steps

Following a successful transition back to public administration of the 
ICC, the state should move to de-privatize its second private prison 
upon termination of its contract with the CCA. Savings to the state and 
gains in prisoner welfare would be quickly realized. The greater impact 
to human rights, however, will occur only through the cooperation of all 
states to revert their private prisons to public administration. Reform to 
the system should, moreover, involve detailed research into the specific 
failings and benefits of both private and public prisons to ensure humane 
treatment of inmates and appropriate sentencing norms. As this issue 
has largely eluded the public eye until recently, the most important next 
step is to spread awareness of the perverse profiteering in which private 
prison administrators have been allowed to engage over the last three 
decades.
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Who We Are
Established in the wake of the 2004 election, the Roosevelt Institute | 
Campus Network was formed by college students across the country in 
order to engage our generation as powerful actors in the policy process. 
They envisioned a movement in which young people could fill the critical 
ideas gap in their communities, generating new solutions for the nation’s 
greatest challenges.

We believe in the value of a robust and active democracy, one in which all 
citizens have the opportunity to positively impact communities they love. 
By giving students a platform to elevate their ideas for local, regional, and 
national change, we contribute to that vision. 

What 
You’re Holding 
Now in its sixth year, the 10 Ideas series promotes the most 
promising student-generated ideas from across our network. 
This year’s journals, which include submissions from 20 
different schools located from New York to Georgia to Cali-
fornia, stand as a testament to the depth and breadth of 
these student ideas. 

Entries in 10 Ideas are selected for publication on the basis 
that they are smart, rigorously researched, and feasible. 
Simply put, they’re darn good ideas.

How You Can Join 
As you explore these ideas, we encourage you to take special note of the 
“Next Steps” sections. Here our authors have outlined how their ideas can 
move from the pages of this journal to implementation. We invite you to 
join our authors in the process. 

Contact us on our website www.rooseveltcampusnetwork.org or by 
tweeting with us @Vivaroosevelt.

Thank you for reading and supporting student generated ideas. 
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WELCOME 

Dear Readers, 

December 2014 will mark ten years since a group of college students 
united behind a new model for engaging young people in the political 
process, a model that became the Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network. 
Deeply grounded in the belief that young people have more to offer 
than just showing up on Election Day, the Campus Network has con-
tinued to evolve and grow from its visionary beginning into the nation’s 
largest student policy organization, with a membership capable of shifting 
dialogue and effecting policy at the local, state, and national levels. 

We believe that in the context of a stagnant public discourse and increas-
ing disillusionment with a political system incapable of tackling our complex 
collective challenges, it is more important than ever to invest in a genera-
tion of leaders committed to active problem-solving and concrete change 
in the public sphere. As the Campus Network expands to more than 120 
chapters in 38 states, we serve as a vehicle for fresh ideas, exciting talent, 
and real change. 

In these pages you will find some of those ideas – from reforming western 
water rights to supporting green infrastructure through progressive toll 
taxes, students are envisioning and acting on better solutions. It’s indic-
ative of our Network’s larger impact; in the past year, we’ve leveraged 
the effectiveness of our model to work with and inform dozens of other 
organizations on how to engage Millennials on critical issues, ranging 
from campaign finance to inequality to climate change. We’ve elevated a 
fresh, Millennial-driven vision for government in an otherwise stale public 
debate, and launched an initiative that taps into our generation’s unfet-
tered thinking and ambition to reimagine the role of citizens in shaping 
fairer and more equitable local economies. Our members have continued 
to substantively engage in local processes to shape and shift the policy 
outcomes that directly impact their communities, from introducing new 
mapping systems to improve health outcomes in low-income neighbor-
hoods to consulting local governments on flood prevention. 

These ideas are just the starting place, because ideas are only powerful 
when acted upon. Yet this work is occurring in a dramatically shifting 
political and social context. The ways citizens engage their government, 
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participate locally, and advocate for their communities are changing every 
day. As a vibrant, evolving network driven by our active members nation-
wide, we believe there is immense potential to capture these innovations 
and ensure better and more progressive ideas take hold. We believe that: 

• Millennials are turning away from traditional institutions and are 
looking to build new ones as vehicles for social change. We be-
lieve there is an opportunity to channel this reform-mindedness 
into building a healthier, more inclusive system that’s responsive 
to citizen engagement and evidence-based solutions.  

• To jump-start political engagement and combat disillusionment, 
the focus needs to be on pragmatic problem-solving and inter-
sectional thinking across key issues. We can no longer tackle 
economic mobility separately from climate change.  

• There is immense potential (and need) for scalable policy inno-
vation at the local and state levels, and much of the most effec-
tive and important policy change in the coming decade will be 
local. 

• With the shift from top-down institutions to networked ap-
proaches and collective problem-solving, it is more important 
than ever before to invest in the development of informed, 
engaged community leaders capable of driving engagement and 
action on ideas. 

As you engage with the ideas, ambitions, and goals in these journals, I 
encourage you to dig in and explore how our country’s future leaders are 
taking the initiative to create the change they know we desperately need. 
You won’t be disappointed. 

Happy Reading, 

Taylor Jo Isenberg, 
National Director 
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Congratulations to
 

Torre Lavelle
author of How To Tackle The Bike 

Share Helmet Problem

Nominee for
Policy Of The Year

A jury of Roosevelt Institute | Campus Network members, staff and 
alumni elevate one piece from each journal as a nominee for Policy 

Of The Year based off the quality of idea, rigor of research and 
ability to be implemented effectively. The cover design of this journal 

is themed to portray the above idea in visual form.    
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Mental Health First Aid in 
Pennsylvania Public Schools
Emily Cerciello and Muad Hrezi, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Public school teachers in Pennsylvania should receive 
Continuing Professional Education credit for completing 
the Mental Health First Aid program to promote early 
detection and treatment of mental illness. 

Every day, children and adolescents living 
with mental illness struggle to access basic 
treatment resources. One in five youth meets 
criteria for a mental disorder,1 but only half of 
affected children received treatment in the 
last year.2 Common mental disorders, including 
anxiety, mood, behavioral, and substance use 
disorders, often emerge in childhood and ado-
lescence.3  There exists an average 8 to 10 year 
gap between onset of symptoms and treatment 
interventions,4  which is costly for both taxpay-
ers and the health care system.

Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) is an interac-
tive 8-hour training program that aims to help 
the public identify, understand, and react to 
signs of mental illness, or reduce the harm that 
an individual may cause to themselves or others 
during a mental health crisis.5 MHFA strives to 
increase knowledge and confidence, reduce 
stigma, and improve the effectiveness of a com-
munity in connecting individuals with unmet 
mental health needs to treatment resources.6  

MHFA shows great promise for educators. At 
a Canadian University, educator training in 
Mental Health First Aid resulted in a knowl-
edge increase of between 18 and 32 percentage 
points in every category of mental illness, and 
a 30 percent increase in confidence to react to 

KEY FACTS
• In Pennsylvania, 
118,000 educators 
serve 1.8 million public 
school students 
daily.17,18

• One in five youth 
currently meets criteria 
for a mental disorder. 19 

• Half of mental ill-
nesses in children 
remain untreated each 
year.20

 
• The economic cost 
of untreated mental 
illness is more than 
$100 billion annually.21 
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a mental health crisis.7 A course for high school 
teachers in Australia increased teachers’ knowl-
edge, reduced stigma, and increased confidence 
in providing help to students.8  

ANALYSIS
Public school teachers in Pennsylvania should 
receive Continuing Professional Education 
(CPE) credit for completing the Mental Health 
First Aid program. Act 48 of 1999 requires all 
Pennsylvania educators with public school cer-
tification to complete 180 hours of CPE every 5 
years to remain certified.9  Educators can meet 
these hours by pursuing collegiate study, com-
pleting approved CPE courses, or attending 
relevant trainings and conferences.10 Included 
are courses or noncredit activities in the areas 
of student health as well as safe and supportive 
schools,11  under which MHFA would qualify.

If MHFA training reaches just 5 percent of 
Pennsylvania educators, the program will affect 
90,000 students.12 Approximately 360,000 
Pennsylvania students experience some form of 
mental illness, with an estimated half of these 
cases remaining untreated.13 Currently, MHFA 
training is provided free of charge by several 
community organizations in southeastern 
Pennsylvania.14  MHFA is a practical and econom-
ical solution for Pennsylvania youth, as every $1 
invested in mental health treatment saves $3 to 
$8 in reduced criminal activity and hospitaliza-
tions.15  Amid a $55 million cut to Pennsylvania’s 
mental health programs in 201216  and continued 
cost pressures in 2013, investing in early identi-
fication and treatment can save money for the 
state while improving outcomes for vulnerable 
public school students.

ENDNOTES
1  “Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General.” Office of the Surgeon 
General Center for Mental Health Services, National Institute of Mental 
Health. (1999). http://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/NNBBHZ.pdf (accessed 
December 1, 2013).
2  National Institute of Mental Health, “Use of Mental Health Services and Treat-
ment Among Children.” Accessed December 1, 2013. http://www.nimh.nih.gov/
Statistics/1NHANES.shtml.

TALKING POINTS
• The US Surgeon 
General considers 
schools to be a major 
setting for the po-
tential recognition of 
mental disorders in 
children and adoles-
cents.22 

• Mental Health First 
Aid increases teachers’ 
ability to recognize 
signs of mental illness 
and provides strategies 
to connect students to 
treatment resources.23 

• Incentivizing teachers 
to complete MHFA by 
receiving CPE credit 
is a cost-effective 
solution for Pennsylva-
nia’s struggling mental 
health system.
 



10

Next Steps
First, the Pennsylvania Department of Education must recognize MHFA as 
an approved CPE course to incentivize educator attendance. Second, the 
number of MHFA trainings and enrollment capacities for trainings must 
increase. To lay the foundation for sustainable success, implementation 
must begin at the grassroots level, with mental health advocates and 
educators contacting legislators and the Department of Education to 
recognize the Mental Health First Aid program as an approved CPE 
option.

3  “Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General.” 1999.
4  “State Mental Health Cuts: A National Crisis.” National Alliance on Mental Illness, 2011: 12. http://www.nami.org/Con-
tentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm?ContentFileID=126233 (accessed December 2, 2013).
5  Mental Health First Aid USA. “About the Program: Program Overview.” Last modified 2009. http://www.mentalhealth-
firstaid.org/cs/program_overview/.
6  Mental Health First Aid USA. “First Aid Strategies.” Last modified 2009. http://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/cs/first_
aid_strategies.
7  Massey, J, M Brooks, J Burrow, and C Sutherland. “Increasing Mental Health Literacy among Student Affairs Staff: As-
sessing ‘Mental Health First Aid’.” Queens University, 2010. http://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.ca/EN//about/Documents/
Increasing Mental Health Literacy among Student Affairs Staff, Assessing Mental Health First Aid, Queens University.pdf 
(accessed November 20, 2013).
8  Jorm, A, B Kitchener, M Sawyer, H Scales, and S Cvetkovski. “Evaluation of Mental Health First Aid training for high 
school teachers: A cluster randomized trial.” BMC Psychiatry, no. 51, 2010. http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/
pdf/1471-244X-10-51.pdf (accessed December 2, 2013).
9  Pennsylvania Department of Education. “Act 48 Continuing Professional Education Requirements.” Last modified March 
2013. http://www.cliu.org/cms/lib05/PA06001162/Centricity/Domain/21/FAQ Act 48 Continuing Professional Education 
Requirements.pdf.
10  Pennsylvania Department of Education. “General Laws and Regulations.” http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.
pt/community/laws_and_regulations/20314/general_laws_and_regulations/975030.
11  Pennsylvania Department of Education. “Act 48 Continuing Professional Education Requirements.” Last modified March 
2013. http://www.cliu.org/cms/lib05/PA06001162/Centricity/Domain/21/FAQ Act 48 Continuing Professional Education 
Requirements.pdf.
12  Pennsylvania Department of Education. “Child Accounting Data Files and Reports, Average Daily Attendance 2008-
2009.” http://www.education.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/reports_and_data_files/14671.
13  Author calculation: 1.8 million public school students, with 1 in 5 meeting criteria for mental disorder, and half going 
untreated.
14  Mental Health First Aid USA. “Current Courses in Your Community.” Accessed December 1, 2013. http://www.men-
talhealthfirstaid.org/current_courses.php?city=Philadelphia&State=Pennsylvania&postcode=&search=&distanceFromZ
ip=25.
15  “Mental Health Study Group Report.” Scope, 2003. http://www.scopexcel.org/scope_studies/mental_health/scope.
mentalhealth.studygroupreport.pdf (accessed November 19, 2013).
16  Lippman, Daniel. “State Mental Health Cuts Hit Low-Income Patients Hard.” The Huffington Post, 9 19, 2012. http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/2012/09/19/state-mental-health-cuts_n_1897769.html (accessed January 16, 2014).
17  Education Law Center. “Facts About Public Education in Pennsylvania.” Last modified February 2006. Accessed 
November 21, 2013. http://www.elc-pa.org/pubs/downloads/english/imp-Facts About Public Education in PA.pdf.
18  Pennsylvania Department of Education. “Child Accounting Data Files and Reports, Average Daily Attendance 2008-
2009.” http://www.education.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/reports_and_data_files/14671.
19  “Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General.” 1999. 
20  National Institute of Mental Health. “Use of Mental Health Services and Treatment Among Children.” Accessed 
December 1, 2013. http://www.nimh.nih.gov/Statistics/1NHANES.shtml.
21  National Alliance on Mental Illness. “What is Mental Illness: Mental Illness Facts.” Accessed November 20, 2013. http://
www.nami.org/template.cfm?section=about_mental_illness.
22  “Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General.” 1999.
23  Jorm, A. “Evaluation of Mental Health First Aid training for high school teachers: A cluster randomized trial.” 
Like.” Time, June 18, 2012. http://ideas.time.com/2012/06/18/the-latest-crime-solving-technique-the-gun-lobby-doesnt-
like/ (accessed November 15, 2013). 
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Confronting the Primary Care 
Physician Shortage through 
Mentorship
Kimberley Downer, Melissa Audige, and Angela Choi,
City College of New York

Establishing a mentorship program that gives medical 
students interested in primary care the ability to expe-
rience the clinical aspects of the field along with the 
opportunity to be fostered by their mentors will increase 
the number of primary care physicians in New York State.

KEY FACTS
•  In 2011, New York 
State had about 
18,000 primary care 
physicians who care for 
the state’s 19.6 million 
residents.

•  Roughly 12 percent 
of graduating medical 
students enter the 
primary care specialty.3

•  There is a fore-
casted shortage of 
up to 17,000 PCPs by 
2030 because of the 
increase in insurance 
coverage enacted by 
the Affordable Care 
Act.

Primary care physicians (PCPs) are trained 
for and skilled in comprehensive first contact 
and continuity care. Primary Care is proven to 
provide better health outcomes and lower costs 
by reducing hospitalization, promoting disease 
prevention, and managing chronic diseases.1  

In 2011, New York State had about 18,000 
primary care physicians that cared for of 19.6 
million New York State residents.2 Currently, 
roughly 12 percent of medical school graduates 
are entering primary care, not enough to match 
the demand of PCPs in the US.3  By 2030, growth 
in demand for physicians in New York State will 
likely outpace growth in the supply of physi-
cians. There is a forecasted shortage of up to 
17,000 PCPs by 2030 because of the increase in 
insurance coverage enacted by the Affordable 
Care Act.4 There is significant gap between the 
number of available PCPs and the large medi-
cally underserved population. This primary care 
shortage is primarily due to medical school 
debts, underpayment, and a stressful work en-
vironment. 

The Affordable Care Act also indicated the 
need to train more PCPs because of increas-
ing health care coverage.5  Studies have shown 
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that mentorship is an important part in the 
success of physicians.6  The Medical Student 
Home (MeSH) program and iLearn Mentor 
Program are two examples of effective mentor-
ing programs.

ANALYSIS
Medical students who show interest in primary 
care are usually discouraged or lose interest 
halfway through medical school.7 Mentorship 
is a formal social support that includes emo-
tional and informational support; it is important 
for medical professional development.8 The 
mentorship program is a cost-effective tool as 
compared to some of the other provisions in 
the Affordable Care Act created to encour-
age the increase of PCPs.9 Students enrolled 
in a mentoring program for the full course had 
a residency match rate of 87.5 percent in the 
first year and 78.9 percent in the second year 
compared to 55.8 percent and 35.9 percent 
of students that left the program. Overall, 
students who participated in mentorship had a 
higher match rate to primary care.10   

The iLearn Mentoring Program provides a forum 
for doctors to share their career experiences 
with students. However, the iLearn mentoring 
program lacks an interpersonal dimension and 
face-to-face meetings are not required. The 
MeSH program at Quinnipiac Medical School 
allows medical students to see patients in the 
office setting over an extended period of time. 
Under a supervising physician, the student 
works alongside the clinical care team. Our 
proposal aims to combine the strengths of 
these two programs. 
 
ENDNOTES
1  “Primary Care Provides Patients with Better Outcomes at Lower Cost, 
Urgent Need to Prevent Shortages of Primary Care Physicians.” American 
College of Physicians.  Accessed January 19, 2014. http://www.acponline.
org/pressroom/primary_shortage.htm.
2  “U.S. and World Population Clock.” US Census Bureau. Accessed January 
14, 2014. http://www.census.gov/popclock/

TALKING POINTS
•  The US has a 
shortage of primary 
care physicians.13 

•  By 2030, in New 
York State, the demand 
for physicians will likely 
outpace growth in the 
supply of physicians. 

•  Students who had 
continuing participa-
tion in a mentoring 
program have a higher 
matching rate to 
primary care residen-
cies.
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3 Robert, Glatter. “New Preceptorship Method Developed At Frank H. Netter School Of Medicine To Train 
Primary Care Doctors.” Forbes, November 11, 2007. Accessed November 30, 2013, http://www.forbes.com/sites/
robertglatter/2013/11/07/new-preceptorship-method-developed-at-frank-h-netter-school-of-medicine-to-train-primary-
care-doctors/ 
4 Mercer, Marsha. “How to Beat the Doctor Shortage.” American Association of Retired Persons, Accessed December 1, 
2013, http://www.aarp.org/health/medicare-insurance/info-03-2013/how-to-beat-doctor-shortage.html
5  “Advancing Primary Care.” The Twentieth Report of the Council of Graduate Medical Education. December 2010. 
Accessed November 30, 2013, http://www.hrsa.gov/advisorycommittees/bhpradvisory/cogme/Reports/twentiethre-
port.pdf
6  “iLearn Mentoring Program.” American Osteopathic Association. Accessed November 30, 2013. http://cf.osteopathic.
org/iLearn/index.cfm?pageid=ment_about&page=About.
7  Murphy, Tom. “A New Approach to Primary Care: Prevention.” Huffington Post, July 20, 2011. Accessed November 30, 
2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/07/20/a-new-approach-to-primary_n_904441.html
8  Kadivar, Hajar. “The Importance of Mentorship For Success in Family Medicine.” The North American Primary Care 
Research Group. July 2010. Accessed January 18, 2014, http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2906539/
9  “Creating Jobs by Addressing Primary Care Workforce Needs.” U.S Department of Health and Human Services. June 
21, 2013. Accessed January 15, 2014, http://www.hhs.gov/healthcare/facts/factsheets/2013/06/jobs06212012.html 
10  Indyk, Diane, Darwin Deen, Alice Fornari, Maria T Santos, Wei-Hsin Lu and Lisa Rucker. “The influence of longitudi-
nal mentoring on medical student selection of primary care residencies.” Biomedical Education Central. June 2, 2011. 
Accessed January 18, 2014, http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6920/11/27
11  “Mentoring Resources.” American Academy of Family Physicians. Accessed January 18, 2014 http://www.aafp.org/
medical-school-residency/medical-school/mentoring.html
12  “The Regents Physician Loan Forgiveness Award Program.” New York State Education Department. July 18, 2013. 
Accessed January 18, 2014, http://www.highered.nysed.gov/kiap/scholarships/rplfap.htm
13  Crist, Caroly. “U.S. faces shortage of primary care doctors.” Online Athens. October 5, 2013.  Accessed January 18, 
2014, http://onlineathens.com/health/2013-10-05/us-faces-shortage-primary-care-doctors

Next Steps
New York State medical schools should seek partnership with primary 
care organizations such as the American Academy of Family Physicians 
(AAFP) for medical students.11  The AAFP currently provides mentorship 
for medical students throughout the country. This mentoring program will 
engage students in primary care before and during the rotations stage 
of medical school. Establishing a mentor prior to a medical students’ 
residency will help decrease the shortage gap of primary care physicians 
by increasing the number of students choosing primary care residencies. 
Students will be paired with practicing primary care physician and will 
be provided with opportunities to shadow doctors and clinic staff. Along 
with this component, mentors will stress the importance and value of the 
primary care field. 

Working alongside a PCP can influence students to become practicing 
PCPs in New York State. Through the mentoring program, medical schools 
will be able to identify students that have an interest in becoming PCPs 
and guide them through the residency application process to assure that 
they will be able to become PCPs. Students who pursue primary care in 
New York’s medically underserved areas are eligible for loan forgiveness.12  
This new mentoring program will allow students to gain experience 
and knowledge before choosing their careers, therefore sustaining and 
increasing the amount of students who become PCPs. 
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Mental Health in Fairfax, Virginia, 
High Schools 
Serena Gobbi, Georgetown University

High schools can transform the attitudes stigmatizing 
mental illness by implementing the QPR suicide preven-
tion program, which empowers students by giving them 
the tools necessary to act in mental health crises.

High schools currently design mental health 
programs around crisis intervention, intervening 
only once a problem has been identified, which 
limits the community’s involvement and knowl-
edge of mental health problems and contributes 
to the stigma surrounding mental illness.1  Un-
fortunately, half of all Americans will suffer from 
mental illness at some point in their lives.2  One 
of the most devastating forms of mental illness 
is depression, which can lead to suicide, a rising 
problem among teens.3 Instead of stopping 
suicide through crisis intervention, high schools 
should move towards secondary prevention, 
focusing on teaching communities methods to 
diagnose depression in early stages. Concen-
trating on prevention will not only save lives, but 
also begin a needed dialogue on mental health, 
which will reduce the ignorance surrounding 
depression and other mental illnesses. 

ANALYSIS
The US Department of Health and Human 
Services calls the stigma associated with 
mental health the “most formidable obstacle to 
future progress in the arena of mental illness 
and health.”4 One successful evidence-based 
program that has brought de-stigmatization and 
secondary prevention to hundreds of college 
campuses is Question, Persuade, Refer (QPR), 
which is similar in concept to CPR training.5  

QPR teaches students to recognize situations 

KEY FACTS
• Half of all Americans 
suffer from mental 
illness at some point in 
their lives.13 

• QPR is a program 
designed to prevent 
suicides and empower 
students by teaching 
them how to be 
responders instead 
of bystanders during 
suicide crises.

• Implementation of 
QPR across the Fairfax 
County, Virginia, high 
schools would cost 
an estimated $3 per 
student.14 
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involving depression and potential suicide and 
intervene appropriately. Instead of remaining 
bystanders, students gain the confidence to ask 
someone if he or she has suicidal thoughts. 

QPR has been taught to firefighters, policemen, 
and college students with great success. More 
recently, a QPR program geared toward youth 
has been developed in Northern Idaho.6  Cru-
cially, QPR also includes three review sessions 
per year, which has been shown to significantly 
boost effectiveness.7 

Fairfax County, Virginia, is an ideal candidate to 
implement QPR across its public high schools. 
After the tragic Virginia Tech shooting of 2007, 
public support pushed for legislation that suc-
cessfully altered Virginia’s mental health system.8  
Any substantial change to school systems 
requires public support, and Virginia’s demon-
strated commitment to mental health reform 
bodes well for implementing QPR in Fairfax 
County, which with the second highest median 
household income in the country, has the finan-
cial resources to support it.9 

Fairfax currently employs 140 psychologists and 
social workers. There are 25 high schools with 
approximately 49,000 students total.10  A QPR 
unlimited Level I license to train all students, 
staff, willing parents, and stakeholders of the 
school system costs $1 per enrolled student per 
year. Together with the costs of training roughly 
three instructors per school, an annual estimate 
based on this data would total $150,000, about 
$3 per student. Fairfax currently spends $13,472 
on each student, so $3 would be 0.2 percent of 
per student expenditure.11 

ENDNOTES
1  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report: Attitudes Toward Mental Illness 59, no. 20. May 28, 2010. 619-25. http://
www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5920a3.htm (accessed November 
15, 2013).
2  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report: Mental Illness Surveillance Among Adults in the United States 60, no. 
03. September 2, 2011. 1-32. http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/
su6003a1.htm (accessed November 15, 2013).

TALKING POINTS
• Ending the stigma sur-
rounding mental illness 
should be a basic goal 
of high school health 
systems.

• Through QPR, not 
only are high-risk 
students helped, all 
students are given the 
confidence to address 
mental health issues.
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Next Steps
Fairfax has the necessary infrastructure for QPR in place already. Its Office 
of Intervention and Prevention Services provides close supervision over 
school mental health professionals.12 The directors of the QPR program, 
coordinating with the central office, could directly train instructors, 
probably school psychologists and social workers, and then provide the 
support material for those employees to teach staff, students, and willing 
parents QPR. Both in-person and online training options are available, 
allowing implementation across additional locations. 

Once Fairfax commits to using QPR, the summer provides an ideal time for 
initial planning and instructor training. QPR could then be implemented 
during the school year in 90-minute sessions. The program in Fairfax 
county could serve as a guide to implementation across Virginia and, 
ultimately, across the US. 

3  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Youth Risk Behavior Survey: Trends in the Prevalence of Suicide-Related 
Behaviors: 1991-2011. 2011. http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/yrbs/pdf/us_suicide_trend_yrbs.pdf (accessed November 15, 
2013). 
4  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General. Rockville, MD. 1999. 
http://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/NNBBHS.pdf (accessed November 16, 2013).
5  The QPR Institute. “QPR for Schools and School Health Professionals.” Revised July 2013, http://www.qprinstitute.com/
pdfs/QPR%20for%20Schools%20Revised%20Final%202013.pdf (accessed November 10, 2013).
6  Dolan, Maureen. “Question, Persuade, Refer: Suicide Prevention Expert suggests ways to keep guns out of the wrong 
hands.” CDAPress. April 1, 2013. http://www.cdapress.com/news/local_news/article_0c3ecf3c-6c4c-549b-8f13-c30c-
7ba26836.html. (accessed December 2, 2013).
7  Cross, Wendi F., et al. “Does Practice Make Perfect? A Randomized Control Trial of Behavioral Rehearsal on Suicide 
Prevention Gatekeeper Skills.” The Journal of Primary Prevention. NIH Public Access 32, no. 3-4. August, 2011. 195-211.
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3249637/ (accessed January 10, 2014). 
8  Bonnie, Richard, et al. “Mental Health System Transformation After The Virginia Tech Tragedy” Health Affairs. 28, no. 3. 
http://content.healthaffairs.org/content/28/3/793.full (accessed November 26, 2013).
9  Morello, Carol and Dan Keating. “D.C. Region is Nation’s Richest, Most Educated.” WashingtonPost, December 15, 
2010. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/12/14/AR2010121407680.html (accessed November 
26, 2013). 
10  Fairfax County Public Schools, Fairfax County Public Schools: A Citizen’s Guide to Understanding the Budget. Sep-
tember 2013. www.fcps.edu. (accessed November 26, 2013); “School Psychology Services,” Fairfax County Public Schools, 
http://www.fcps.edu/dss/ips/psychologists/overview-of-services.shtml (accessed January 18, 2014). 
11  Quinnett, Paul. President and CEO of The QPR Institute email message to author. December 1-2, 2013; Fairfax County 
Public Schools, Fairfax County Public Schools: A Citizen’s Guide to Understanding the Budget. September 2013. www.
fcps.edu. (accessed November 26, 2013).
12 “Intervention and Prevention Services” Fairfax County Public Schools, http://www.fcps.edu/dss/ips/index.shtml 
(accessed January 18, 2014).
13  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report: Mental Illness Surveillance 
Among Adults in the United States.
14  Quinnett. President and CEO of The QPR Institute email message to author.
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Improving SNAP Sustainability in 
Communities 
Kaylin Greene and Layla Hood, Cornell University 

To provide SNAP participants with fresh produce and 
boost local farming economies, Congress must launch a 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiative with 
nutrition education based on successful existing 
infrastructure.

KEY FACTS
• Factors for obesity in 
adulthood are deter-
mined by eating habits 
as children.18 

• CSA farms and the 
demand for locally-
grown produce is rising 
and contributing to 
financial success of 
small, local farmers. 

• Distribution of CSA 
boxes can be executed 
using existing SNAP 
administrative frame-
work and volunteer 
resources

Low-income families face the highest obesity 
rates,1 and children living in these households 
have a 25 percent obesity rate.2 This is attributed 
to lack of nutritional education and inability to 
afford fresh produce.3 Adolescent dietary habits 
also persist into adulthood.4 A daily serving of 
fruits and vegetables costs $2.18, which some 
families cannot afford.5 While the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) provides 
participants with funds to buy food, a USDA 
study shows that participants buy more food 
composed of simple starches and sugars instead 
of healthier, more expensive food.6 In 2012, the 
average monthly per capita SNAP benefit was 
$133.41.7 Currently, the SNAP program is facing 
scrutiny due to concerns regarding effective-
ness.8

Community nutrition education along with SNAP 
participation has resulted in healthier decisions 
among participants. Cornell Cooperative Exten-
sion in Onondaga County has a six-week program 
that teaches SNAP participants nutrition and 
cooking education. A follow-up of 18,690 gradu-
ates found 87 percent improved diet quality, 79 
percent improved food purchasing practices, 64 
percent improved food handling practices and 
41 percent increased frequency of excercise.9

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is 
a shareholder-supported financial scheme 
in which subscribers pay a fee (or a share) to 
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farmers in the beginning of a crop season to 
finance production costs and, in turn, receive 
boxes of produce on a weekly basis. The 
average cost per share is $400 a season for a 
family of 4 to 6 people. A season generally lasts 
22 weeks, from May to October. Winter sub-
scriptions are available for farms that operate 
year-round. CSA farms post higher profits than 
non-CSA farms.10 CSA’s are popular in both 
rural and urban areas—as of 2007, 12,549 CSA 
farms existed in the United States.11 Food boxes 
can be picked up at a central location or easily 
dropped off door-to-door.

ANALYSIS
A mutually beneficial relationship between food 
insecure, low-income families and a growing 
area of agriculture can flourish with government 
support. SNAP restrictions are insufficient in 
providing a nutritious, balanced diet.12 It costs 
$532 per month in SNAP funding to feed a 4 
person family. The proposed $400 season-long 
share is a cost-effective way to provide families 
with fresh produce. In comparison, buying 
produce at supermarkets for the same season 
costs $1438. Balancing funds entails reducing 
funds per family to $459 per month. However, 
some farmers markets incentivize SNAP par-
ticipants $2 in credit for every $5 spent.13 It is 
possible to reapply this credit so that each $400 
CSA share yields $160 in general SNAP funds.
 
This program would be most effective if imple-
mented with an educational component catered 
toward low-income families with young children 
developing eating habits. Encouraging families 
to establish healthier habits for their children is 
crucial, as poor food choices contribute to child-
hood obesity.14 A longitudinal study focusing on 
adolescent food choice behaviors recommends 
“interventions should begin prior to sixth grade, 
before behavioral patterns become more diffi-
cult to change.”15

TALKING POINTS
•A study performed in 
Southwest Iowa found 
that a modest increase 
in fruit and vegetable 
production on farms 
could bring an addi-
tional $2.67 million in 
labor income and 45 
farm-level jobs to the 
region.16

• Obesity rates are 
highest in lower-
income households, 
where financial access 
to healthier foods is 
often not an option.17

• Purchasing a CSA 
subscription for a 
family of 4 to 6 would 
save $1000 in fresh 
produce purchases 
that would otherwise 
be purchased at a 
supermarket over a 22 
week period.
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Next Steps
SNAP participants will automatically be eligible to opt-in to the CSA 
program. CSA boxes are easily transported to rural residents, and can 
be quickly shipped into urban areas, where a large proportion of SNAP 
participants live. Weekly programs in urban areas will be modeled after 
the Cornell Co-Op Extension in Onondaga County and host nutrition 
and cooking programs at a central location at which CSA boxes will be 
distributed. Program graduates will receive a cookbook and remain eligible 
for the SNAP-CSA option. The rural program will be similar, involving 
educators, student interns and volunteers that are a part of the existing 
low-cost infrastructure to deliver the crates while teaching nutrition and 
cooking strategies within individual homes. Prior to implementation, 
individual sites should first be evaluated to ensure adaptability of the 
aforementioned Cornell Co-Op Extension program to account for 
differences of cross-regional contexts.
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KEY FACTS
• For many special 
needs families, one 
parent has to stop 
working in order to 
stay at home to take 
care of the child, thus 
reducing the money 
parents can use for 
therapy and trust 
funding.8

• A disabled individual 
may receive up to $710 
per month from Social 
Security Income, which 
is not enough with the 
current cost of living.9

• Distribution of 
societal costs of autism 
estimates the total cost 
of care for all individu-
als with autism over a 
lifetime at $35 billion.10

A Tax-Deferred Trust: Reducing 
the Financial Burden of Families 
with Special Needs Children
Mitra Kumareswaran, The University of Georgia

Congress should approve a tax-deferred special needs 
trust fund to alleviate the financial strains of parents with 
special needs children and to reduce the societal cost of 
taking care of special needs individuals.

More than 20 million families in the US have at 
least one family member with a special need.1 
The Center for Disease Control’s Autism and 
Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network 
states that 1 out of 88 children have been di-
agnosed with autism.2 The US Department of 
Agriculture estimates that a family spends an 
average of $241,080 (excluding college fees) 
raising a neurotypical child from birth to age sev-
enteen.3 For parents of special needs children, 
this expense, much of which is out of pocket, 
can quadruple to enormous figures such as 
$964,320.4 Parents of children with autism will 
spend approximately $60,000 a year to cover 
their child’s therapy and medical bills. The costs 
and needs are similar for special needs indi-
viduals with conditions outside of the autism 
spectrum disorder. Depending on the IQ level 
of the disabled, lifetime expenses can vary from 
$1.4 to $2.3 million.

On top of current health expenses, parents with 
special needs children must plan how to finan-
cially support their children over the course of 
their lifetimes. A special needs trust is a fund 
primarily used to preserve the public assistance 
benefits for the beneficiary whose disability 
impairs the ability to engage in any substan-
tial gainful activity.5 Public assistance includes 
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Social Security Income (SSI) and Medicaid eli-
gibility. 

ANALYSIS
Currently, the money that parents deposit into 
a special needs trust is not tax exempt. To 
improve upon the status quo, a new special 
needs trust should be created that combines 
the tax benefits of the 401(k) and Roth IRA 
retirement plans. For a 401(k), employees are 
able to deposit money from their earnings 
into their retirement funds, and this money is 
excluded from taxable income.6 The money in 
the 401(k) benefits from tax-deferred growth, so 
it compounds more quickly than it would if it 
were taxed annually. In a Roth IRA, the savings 
also grow tax-free although the money from 
the account comes from after-tax dollars.7 The 
money that the retiree withdraws from a Roth 
IRA is not taxed.

Parents who create a special needs trust fund 
are essentially creating a long-term care plan 
for their disabled children who will not be 
able to support themselves after their parents 
are deceased. In a tax-deferred special needs 
trust, the money that parents deposit will not 
be included in their taxable income. When the 
appointed trustee withdraws money for the 
beneficiary’s care, the money will also not be 
taxed. The money that can be deposited into 
the trust will be a set percentage of the parents’ 
income up to a certain maximum limit decided 
by the government. The children will then have 
more money from their parents, which will 
reduce their dependence on the state. The 
beneficiaries can use this money to live in their 
own homes and hire a caretaker (if needed) 
instead of relying on limited state group homes. 
These funds may also pay for medical expenses 
not covered by Medicaid. When parents have 
their taxable income reduced to some extent, 
they can use more of their own money on their 
children’s current health and therapy expenses, 
which may increase the children’s long-term 

TALKING 
POINTS
• The cost of caring for 
a special needs child 
is exponentially higher 
than the cost of caring 
for a child without dis-
abilities. 

• The average 
income of a typical 
middle-class family is 
decreasing, yet the 
number of families with 
a special needs child 
is increasing. This will 
result in a financial 
strain on both parents 
and the state.11

• Many individuals 
diagnosed with a dis-
ability as children face 
a decline in available 
social services after 
they age out of the 
school system.12
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independence and productivity. The cost of 
the implementation of this idea is negligible, 
because the government is not taxing only a 
small portion of the parents’ income, yet this 
untaxed portion will later reduce the amount of 
government funds needed for the disabled.
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Next Steps
Special needs interest groups and organizations such as The National 
Down Syndrome Congress and Autism Speaks should bring the proposed 
special needs trust fund to the attention of Congress. Congress and the 
Social Security Administration should amend the current special needs 
trust guidelines to accommodate the proposed special needs trust. The 
financial organizations that currently cater to retirement plans can then 
reach out to families who may benefit from the modified special needs 
trust guidelines. A clause should be added to the amended special needs 
trust so that in the event that the fund is no longer needed by the disabled 
beneficiary, the remaining funds in the trust can be returned to the family 
and the federal government can decide how to reasonably tax the sum.

TALKING 
POINTS
• The proposed special 
needs trust will not 
only help parents 
retain more money 
to spend on their 
disabled children, but 
will also decrease the 
societal cost of provid-
ing for the child when 
he/she reaches adult-
hood.
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How to Tackle the Bike Share 
Helmet Problem
Torre Lavelle, The University of Georgia

The lack of onsite helmets provided by New York City’s Citi 
Bike bicycle share program contributes to low helmet use 
among bike share participants. Improving helmet vending 
machine pilot sites by bundling the bike and helmet rental 
fee would address this public health hazard. 

The reinvention of city and campus transporta-
tion is demonstrated most clearly by the popular 
embrace of bike share programs, short-term 
bicycle rentals provided at unattended stations.1  
However, the discrepancy in helmet use among 
bike share riders as compared to personal bike 
users is the one impediment to bike shares’ in-
tegration into communities.2,3 Helmets are not 
available at rental stations, so New York City’s 
Citi Bike bicycle share program currently recom-
mends that its participants bring a helmet from 
home. In addition, the company offers $10 helmet 
coupons for annual members and encourages 
helmet rentals through a rental company. 

Nevertheless, geographic inaccessibility is one 
of the most cited reasons why bike share par-
ticipants do not wear helmets and any off-site 
attempts to obtain a helmet deters commuters, 
tourists, and quick trips.4 Helmet rental vending 
machines, currently undergoing local expan-
sion at Boston bike share hubs, demonstrate a 
feasible onsite helmet accessibility. Integrating 
the $2 cost of this vending machine helmet rental 
into Citi Bike’s bike rental fee, instead making 
it an optional expense, will encourage helmet 
use. A bundled fee allows users the choice of 
whether or not to use the helmet, but doesn’t 
provide savings for unsafe bicycling practices.5

KEY FACTS
• There are currently 
26 active bike share 
programs within the 
US, a number that is 
expected to double 
within the next two 
years.11

• About 80 percent of 
bike share riders fail to 
wear a helmet versus 
48.6 percent of other 
riders.2

• Bikers who die of 
head injuries are three 
times as likely to be 
without a helmet.3

• The lifetime medical, 
educational, and social 
costs for one youth 
with a traumatic brain 
injury total approxi-
mately $7.65 million.12
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ANALYSIS
Citi Bike greatly influences bicycle safety in New 
York City; 432,000 people have purchased Citi 
Bike access passes and approximately 35,000 
people use Citi Bike daily.6,7 Direct, on-site avail-
ability of helmets at Citi Bike would decrease 
the total number of bicyclists seriously injured 
in crashes, of which there were 500,000 in 
2012.8 

A key merit of this proposal is the flexibility of 
both funding and management of the helmet 
rental vending machines. For example, Boston’s 
vending machine helmet rental program is 
maintained by a separate company. Citi Bike’s 
bundled helmet fee offers the opportunity for 
similar collaboration between the bike share 
company and an external investor, potentially 
even a local bike rental store interested in ben-
efiting from the unique platform of bike shares. 
This collaboration would impose no additional 
cost to Citi Bike as the vending machine main-
tenance fees, including helmet inspection and 
sanitization, would be undertaken by the col-
laborating company. A slight increase in the 
daily bike rental fee of $9.95 would be added 
to reflect the helmet rental, but the price ad-
vantage of using a bike share bicycle would 
still overwhelmingly win out over the annual 
cost to operate a car or to maintain a personal 
bicycle.9,10 Citi Bike’s size makes it an influential 
model for all US bike shares while its relative 
newness makes it receptive to helmet policy ini-
tiatives. 

The use of helmets at every age is supported 
by two key stakeholders, the Department of 
Transportation and the American College of 
Emergency Physicians.3, 11, 12, 13
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TALKING POINTS
• The helmet vending 
machine has been called 
by Time’s Jon Marcus 
“the engineering feat 
that solved bike shares’ 
biggest problem.”2

• Citi Bike’s current 
policy measures directly 
violate the American 
College of Emergency 
Physician’s helmet rec-
ommendations.11 ,12,13

• Citi Bike’s recommen-
dation that cyclists wear 
a helmet when none 
are available onsite is 
equivalent to major car 
companies recommend-
ing the use of seatbelts 
when there are no seat-
belts in the automobile.
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Next Steps
Citi Bike officials will meet with the creators of the helmet vending 
machine, who have voiced their desire to branch out to other cities, as 
well as Hubway, Boston’s bike share program, in order to confirm that the 
helmet system could translate from a Boston setting to a New York City 
setting. After gaining support for this initiative from the Department of 
Transportation, Citi Bike can discuss with the vending machine creators 
and potential outside companies the possibility of expanding the program 
to a bundled bike and helmet rental fee. There is a great likelihood for 
approval, as the integrated fee provides secured payment to the managing 
company of the vending machine with every bike rental. 

Just as in Boston’s pilot sites, Citi Bike should begin with four or five 
vending machine sites on main bike share locations. User feedback should 
be collected on convenience and usage rates to gauge approval during a 
testing period. If successful, the program should be expanded citywide, 
and perhaps even nationwide.
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Lowering Health Costs through 
Reference Pricing        
Mike Malloy and Dhruv Alexander, Michigan State University

Michigan’s public employee unions should use reference 
pricing to combat exorbitant health costs.

Two of the greatest problems in the US health-
care system are high costs and great variance 
in procedure costs across hospitals.1 High costs 
are especially problematic for state and local 
governments that provide health insurance 
to current and former employees. States’ per-
employee healthcare costs nearly tripled from 
1999 to 2009, with both state-paid premiums 
and employee contributions skyrocketing.2

One possible solution to this problem is refer-
ence pricing. Reference pricing leverages an 
insurer’s size to encourage competition, thus 
lowering the price of certain procedures. A pilot 
program saved the California Public Employee 
Retirement System (CalPERS) nearly $2.8 million 
in 2011. CalPERS negotiated with 47 hospitals to 
cap prices for hip and knee replacements at 
$30,000, and informed employees that they 
would only cover costs up to $30,000 for those 
procedures. Consequently, hospitals charging 
more than $30,000 saw a 34 percent decline 
in patients, forcing them to substantially cut 
prices. As a result, prices for those procedures 
were reduced by 26.3 percent for all patients.3 
While reference pricing is still a pilot program, 
its success in California has shown that it should 
be considered for implementation in other 
states.

ANALYSIS
The key component to reference pricing is 
a group of employees so large that it has the 
buying power to convince clinics to agree to 
fixed lower costs for certain procedures. Once 

KEY FACTS
• Healthcare spending 
in Michigan is equal 
to 18.8 percent of the 
gross state product, the 
12th highest percent-
age in the nation. Costs 
increased annually at 
an average rate of 3.1 
percent from 2000 to 
2009.6

• CalPERS lowered 
costs of knee and hip 
replacements more 
than 25 percent through 
reference pricing.3

• Union workers make 
up 17.5 percent of Michi-
gan’s workforce.4
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provider partners are secured, an insurer informs 
their beneficiaries that the procedure cost will 
only be covered up to the agreed price, and 
beneficiaries are compelled to compare prices. 
This encourages other providers to lower their 
procedure costs to remain competitive, benefit-
ing all patients.

Comprising 17.5 percent of the state’s workers, 
Michigan’s union workers are one such large 
employee group.4 Unions could be convinced 
to engage in an experimental practice with the 
ultimate benefit of extending beyond their mem-
bership because it is in their best interest. First, 
their employees stand to benefit from reduced 
procedure costs and greater clinic choice as a 
result of increased competition among clinics. 
Second, union members are in danger of being 
penalized by the “Cadillac tax” included in the 
Affordable Care Act. The tax applies to high 
cost insurance benefit packages, and is intended 
to spur employers to seek out cost-cutting 
measures.5 Reference pricing can reduce costs 
to avoid the tax without sacrificing coverage or 
quality of care. 

STAKEHOLDERS
While unions and their members are obviously 
key players in the success of reference pricing, 
it is imperative that enough healthcare providers 
agree to fixed prices for procedures. If too few 
hospitals and clinics agree to a baseline price, 
providers across the state will not be compelled 
to lower their prices to remain competitive.
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TALKING POINTS
• The United States pays 
far more for healthcare 
than other countries, 
without seeing better 
results.

• Reference pricing 
has been effective at 
reducing procedure 
costs in California.

• Unions have the scale 
necessary to help 
combat high costs for all 
consumers through refer-
ence pricing.
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Centralized Prescription Drug 
Monitoring Program
Alexius Marcano, Emory University

Implement regional databases that track patient pre-
scription history so that health professionals can prevent 
medication drug abuse and redistribution.

The US leads the world in the consumption of prescription drugs, a rapidly 
increasing trend demonstrated by the 70 percent of Americans who take 
prescription medications.1 Prescription drugs help patients treat or manage 
conditions such as chronic pain and depression. However, the continued 
prevalence of these medications has led to widespread abuse and the 
emergence of a pharmaceutical black market. The need for prescriptive 
oversight is particularly salient in Broward County, Florida. Addicts and 
traffickers throughout the American Southeast ride down Interstate 75, 
dubbed the “Oxy Express,” to purchase massive quantities of oxycodone 
in South Florida. Lax prescriptive oversight has fueled the region’s illicit 

Next Steps
Reference pricing may eventually become a standard union practice, 
but there is currently little information available on the practice outside 
of the promising experience of CalPERS. Before wider adoption, more 
experimentation must occur. Unions should proactively seek out 
partnerships with medical providers to fix prices for certain procedures. 
Universities, which often have faculty unions and medical clinics, could 
both implement and evaluate reference pricing. 

Additionally, more procedures must be identified as candidates for price 
fixing to achieve the full potential of referencing pricing. CalPERS identified 
knee and hip replacements as candidates for reference pricing because 
both are procedures with little variation in quality and great variation in 
cost. A panel of medical experts should be tasked with identifying more 
procedures with these features. Prescription drug prices in Europe are 
largely controlled by reference pricing, and the application of reference 
pricing to drug coverage should also be explored. 
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drug trade as “doctors in Florida prescribe 10 
times more oxycodone pills than every other 
state in the country combined.”2

There is clear legislative precedent in the docu-
mentation and prevention of drug diversion with 
the enactment of the National All Schedules 
Prescription Electronic Report (NASPER) Act 
of 2005.3 NASPER created a grant program to 
assist states in developing their own prescription 
drug monitoring program (PDMP). Addition-
ally, in 2011 the Prescription Drug Information 
Exchange (PMIX) was established to provide 
critical assistance in the digital implementation 
of state-based PDMPs.4 The bipartisan endeavor 
to address the growing epidemic of prescription 
drug abuse is indicative of the issue’s political 
capital in Washington and throughout the states.

ANALYSIS
The abuse of controlled substances stems 
from two fronts—the abuser and the prescrib-
er. Without a means of recording the outflow 
of prescription drugs, the tracking of patients’ 
prescription consumption and prescribers’ dis-
pensing patterns become nearly impossible. To 
address this issue, regional prescription drug 
monitoring program (PDMP) databases should 
be implemented to prevent prescription drug 
abuse on individual and systemic levels. These 
databases would compile confidential patient 
prescription history derived from information 
reported by prescribing medical professionals.

Medical practitioners with prescription author-
ity would be able to access patient medication 
history to flag and intervene with high-risk in-
dividuals, thus avoiding drug diversion by 
detecting suspicious activity. As well, regional 
PDMPs would collaborate with participating 
state medical boards to assess prescribers’ 
dispensing patterns. Deviations from medical-
ly acceptable practices would be recorded to 
identify excessive narcotic prescriptions dis-

TALKING POINTS
• An oversight program 
would be cost-effective 
since prescription drug 
abuse costs an estimat-
ed $72.5 billion per year 
to insurers in fraud10 
and $53.4 billion to the 
US government in lost 
productivity, criminal 
justice costs, drug 
abuse treatment, and 
medical complications 
for opioid abuse alone.11

• The ability to map pre-
scriptions would yield 
more effective oversight 
and better inform poli-
cymakers on legislation 
concerning prescription 
drug diversion.

• Centralized databases 
also help non-abusing 
patients, as prescriber 
access to prescription 
history would help 
avoid deadly drug 
interactions arising from 
poly-pharmacy drug 
incompatibility.



30

tributed at pill mills. Records would prevent 
patients from taking advantage of non-coordi-
nation between physicians to request multiple 
prescriptions.
 
To protect patient privacy, personally iden-
tifiable information (PII) relating to patient 
prescription history would only be accessible 
to prescribing medical professionals abiding 
with Health Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act (HIPAA) regulations. PII is protected 
from law enforcement because HIPAA feder-
ally preempts such action as, “no State law may 
either authorize or compel any disclosure.”5 
State medical boards would have access to 
non-patient PII, however, and would be able 
to sanction doctors abusing their prescription 
privileges.
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KEY FACTS
• The Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention have classi-
fied prescription drug 
abuse as an epidemic, 
with deaths from 
prescription painkiller 
overdoses more than 
tripling in the past 
decade.7 

• Twenty-six million 
Americans between 26 
and 50 have used pre-
scriptive medication for 
non-intended or non-
medical use. Opioids, 
depressants and 
stimulants are the most 
common categories of 
misused prescription 
drugs.8

• The majority of drug 
overdose deaths (57.7 
percent) in the US 
involve pharmaceuticals, 
claiming over 14,800 
lives in 2008 alone.9
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Next Steps
1. Task US Department of Health & Human Services with program execution 
and maintenance.

2. Charge PDMPs with oversight of the five geographic regions used by 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration for its 
prevention technologies.6

2. Consolidate existing state and county prescription records into their 
respective regional databases while ensuring interregional communication 
to prevent interstate prescription drug trafficking.

3. Consult with state medical boards about program implementation and 
enforcing prescriber accountability through their authority to investigate 
and discipline those violating licensing laws.

4. Inform and educate the broader medical community by collaborating 
with medical professional associations such as the American Medical 
Association and the Federation of State Medical Boards.

Decreasing the Teen Pregnancy 
Rate in Athens, Georgia  
MarQuenda Sanders, University of Georgia

The Carrera Program, which provides adolescents with 
a comprehensive life education program, should be 
adopted to lower the teen pregnancy rate in Athens-
Clarke County, where the school system currently 
provides only a single sexual education course. 

The teen pregnancy rate for Georgia is the 10th highest in the nation at 
37.9 pregnancies each year per 1,000 girls age 15 to 19.2 Athens-Clarke 
County’s is a staggering 48 per 1,000, while the national rate is 31.3 per 
thousand.2,4 Though sex education and contraception use are encouraged 
as the most practical pregnancy avoidance measures, research suggests 
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that these measures must be coupled with 
others in order to maximize their effectiveness.1 
Incorporating a more holistic approach would 
provide teens with numerous after school ac-
tivities—such as daily academic tutoring, sports 
and art activities, and job skill preparation—in 
addition to sexual education.1 

The Family Life and Sexual Health curriculum 
(FLASH) in the Athens-Clarke County school 
district, adopted in 2009, educates students 
about STDs and contraceptive options, and is 
the county’s current chosen pregnancy preven-
tion strategy.3 The FLASH curriculum, however, 
is only taught while students are in the class-
room, and there are no mechanisms in place to 
ensure that this strategy is reinforced outside 
of the school environment. Community centers 
offering after-school tutoring and recreation 
time throughout inner city Athens only serve 
those in the 5th grade or younger.

Community leaders for Whatever It Takes 
(WIT), an organization centered on improving 
children’s welfare in Athens, agree that more 
needs to be done to significantly reduce the 
teen pregnancy rate. The Carrera Program 
should be adopted by WIT and established 
community centers to help lower teen preg-
nancy rates in the Athens community. 

ANALYSIS
The Carrera Program has proven to be highly 
effective with 50 percent teen pregnancy re-
duction, as demonstrated through the large 
controlled trial among community centers in 
New York.1 The program’s success is attributed 
to the fact that it targets a variety of aspects of 
teens’ lives, including daily academic tutoring, 
arts activities, sports activities, job prepara-
tion, and family and sexual education.1,5 In 
addition, students who began the Carrera 
Program between ages 10 and 13 then contin-
ued throughout high school had an increase 

KEY FACTS
• Athens-Clarke 
County’s teen preg-
nancy rate is 48 per 
1,000 girls age 15 to 19 
in a state that already 
holds the 10th highest 
rate in the nation.2,4

 
• Teen pregnancies are 
costly for local and 
state governments, so 
any effective means to 
reduce the elevated 
rate is economically 
beneficial.7

• The Carrera program 
has proved that it 
confers a 50 percent 
reduction in teen preg-
nancies and has been 
effective in the other 
states.1
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in high school graduation, college acceptance, 
and employment.1 This program provides those 
students who usually remain idle during the gap 
between school and home lives with a beneficial 
means to use their time.

If a more comprehensive and highly successful 
intervention program is not implemented, and 
only the FLASH curriculum is maintained, the 
economic costs of high teen pregnancy rates will 
continue to increase, in addition to the already 
well-documented social costs. Pregnancies and 
subsequent births are extremely expensive not 
only for the mother and child but also for taxpay-
ers. In 2008, teen births cost the United States 
an estimated $10.9 billion, while Georgia taxpay-
ers contributed $465 million dollars.7 Fifty-two 
percent of that sum was from state and local tax-
payers; $75 million contributed to public health 
care and $89 million for childhood welfare.6 The 
economic burden on taxpayers in Georgia is 
enormous for the large number of teen births. 
The Carrera Program costs an average $4,750 
per teen to implement, with the majority of the 
funding coming from private foundations and 
donors.1,6 However, the Office of Adolescent 
Health (OAH) awards $75 million in grant funding 
for Tier 1 teen pregnancy prevention programs 
and $25 million for Tier 2 prevention programs.8 
Tier 1 programs are those labeled effective via 
thorough testing and evaluation, while Tier 2 
programs are those still undergoing evaluation.8 
Therefore, Whatever It Takes could potentially 
be awarded $75 million to implement the Tier 1 
Carrera Program in Athens.8 
  
STAKEHOLDERS
The Carrera Program can be most effectively 
implemented through the WIT organization. If 
the OAH awards a grant to WIT, WIT can dis-
tribute the funds to implement and conduct 
trainings for the multifaceted components of the 
program in local high schools and clinics. For 
example, the Health and Wellness Team of WIT, 

TALKING POINTS
• Athens’ teen pregnan-
cy rate is 48 per 1,000 
teen girls and sexual 
education in school is 
not as effective at pre-
venting teen pregnancy 
as it once was.2

• The Carrera Program 
not only reduces teen 
pregnancy, it also 
provides teens with 
health education, job 
preparation skills, and 
daily academic tutoring, 
among a host of other 
services.1 

• Changing a teen’s per-
spective on her future, 
not just her knowledge 
about sex, will help to 
ensure a more signifi-
cant reduction in teen 
pregnancies.
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Next Steps
It is imperative WIT compiles a grant for OAH funding for FY 2015 to ensure 
the Carrera program be implemented as soon as possible. If awarded the 
grant, WIT must restructure the current after school curriculum to fully 
implement the Carrera Program and provide Athens-Clarke County teens 
with the services associated with the program. A health clinic will need 
to be established at the location of the after-school program to provide 
teens with access to contraception options. This will involve the assistance 
of the Public Health Department of Athens-Clarke County to provide the 
clinic with staff and medicine. Since a grant is funding all of the necessary 
changes, no financial burden is placed on the county to support the new 
program. 
 
Rather than replace the current sexual education program taught in the 
county schools, the Carrera Program would be a supplemental after-school 
program to expand upon the effectiveness of the FLASH curriculum.

consisting of health centers in Athens, could receive part of the funding to 
provide free contraception and physical exams. 
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Transitioning Vaccines to 
Eradicate Polio
Amelia Watson, University of Georgia

The Global Polio Eradication Initiative should augment 
its vaccine schedule to incorporate benefits from both 
vaccines available on the market.

Poliomyelitis is a devastating disease that 
attacks the central nervous system and often 
causes paralysis.1 The World Health Assembly 
sought to eradicate poliomyelitis in 1988, when 
the disease paralyzed more than 350,000 
people each year. The most recent deadline 
for polio eradication was missed in 2012. Un-
fortunately, polio is still endemic in Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, and Nigeria, despite continual 
eradication efforts. 

The current state of control is financially un-
sustainable and eradication is needed to save 
lives and money.2 A change in vaccine policy 
would be instrumental in eradicating polio. 
There are two main types of vaccines available: 
oral poliovirus (OPV) and inactivated polio-
virus (IPV). OPV is still the vaccine of choice 
in most of the developing world because it is 
effective, easy to immunize, and inexpensive.3 
Unfortunately, OPV is not perfect, and it causes 
vaccine-associated paralytic polio (VAPP) and 
circulating-vaccine derived poliovirus (c-VDPV), 
which makes eradication unattainable.4 IPV is 
used in most of the developed world. IPV is ex-
pensive and more technically demanding due 
to its intramuscular administration route.5 South 
Africa is the only country that has switched to a 
dual vaccine schedule, and it has experienced 
success already, even though it is still at begin-
ning phase of the switch.6

ANALYSIS
Since OPV is a live-attenuated virus, it can 

KEY FACTS
• Polio has still not 
been eliminated in 
Nigeria, Afghanistan, 
and Pakistan.2

• The oral poliovirus 
vaccine (OPV) has 
problems, in rare cases 
causing vaccine associ-
ated paralytic paralysis 
(VAPP) and circulat-
ing-vaccine derived 
poliovirus (c-VDPV) 
that stands in the way 
of eradication.4
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still, in rare cases, cause VAPP.7 Also, after ac-
cumulated mutations in the genome, the live 
attenuated OPV viruses can replicate and 
revert to neurovirulence and become transmis-
sible c-VDPVs.8 This is especially problematic in 
areas where poor supplementary immunization 
activities are completed.2 In Nigeria between 
January and November 2009, a large-scale 
outbreak of cVDPV type 2 occurred, amounting 
to 148 cases.9 Among individuals with immuno-
deficiency, the live-attenuated virus in OPV can 
cause individuals to be asymptomatic long-term 
excretors of immunodeficient vaccine-derived 
poliovirus (iVDPV).9 This is very dangerous to the 
eradication effort. Switching completely over to 
an IPV policy is important to the polio endgame, 
however, a dual policy would be better until IPV 
is financially feasible. The largest drawback for 
many of these countries is that IPV is 32 times 
more expensive than tOPV.10 Incorporating IPV 
into the current vaccination plan in the remaining 
polio-eliminated countries would help decrease 
the number of c-VDPVs and VAPP cases. This 
could be coupled with the diphtheria-pertussis-
tetanus vaccine to bolster routine immunization 
as well, leaving an important legacy for the polio 
eradication initiative.

STAKEHOLDERS
Many organizations have come together as part 
of the Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPEI). 
The GPEI incorporates both private NGOs and 
governmental agencies. The Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation and Rotary International 
have both been instrumental in polio eradica-
tion thus far. The Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention’s Emergency Communications 
Center was activated on December 2, 2011, 
by Director Thomas Frieden.11 Also, the World 
Health Organization has been instrumental in 
helping overcome many barriers to eradication. 
All of these partners make up the GPEI, but 
the largest benefits to this policy remain to the 
children under 5 who are at risk of paralysis or 
c-VDPV from OPV.

TALKING POINTS
• Introducing IPV into 
every vaccination 
schedule is an im-
portant step in polio 
eradication’s future. 

• The challenges of 
this policy are that 
implementation is 
expensive and requires 
the intensive training 
of vaccination workers 
compared to OPV. 
However, this solution 
will increase demand 
for the vaccine, be 
more politically 
accepted, and prevent 
the most cases of 
polio, which all to drive 
towards eradication.
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Next Steps
The GPEI and its partners should introduce IPV as first dose of polio 
vaccine into all vaccine schedules as soon as possible. The international 
health community has realized that the OPV paradox exists, so they are 
trying to push for a change in vaccination policies. 

To overcome production troubles and introduce IPV to the developing 
world, the World Health Organization and their country offices have been 
working with manufacturers to purchase existing IPV products in volume 
(to lower the cost per dose) and develop alternative IPV options that can 
be priced at less than a dollar a dose.2 As production of IPV increases, 
the goal can be expanded to other countries until IPV is universally 
administered. 

From here, OPV will start to be removed from vaccination campaigns. 
Polio eradication is possible with IPV introduction and carefully planned 
campaigns.
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