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JAMES Q. WILSON

From Bureaucracy
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wenty years Stnce the “new” ice skating rink was by in
Park. Many skaters have enjoyed it since 1986, [, that
has experienced much change. New mayors have cop,

and gone. September ) 2901, _happfﬂfd-' ?J “’C C_ff Y ;ﬂoura"wd gf?d then sloy.
ly recovered. But sorme things in Ne'w York City have ""mf”!?fd the same,
even if not exactly. Donald Trump still k’”f’””f} how to get things done. Back
i the mid-1980s, before “The Apprentice, real estate developer Trumy
showed that the efficiency of the private sector could accomplish what no
public bureaucracy seemed to be able to do: refurbish the Central Park skat.
ing rink, quickly and inexpensively. Today we’d say that the city fired itself
and “privatized” the project by hiring Trump. Renowned political scientist
James Q. Wilson looks at Trump’s success with the skating rink project, but
also explains why he had that success. The public sector has many limita-
tions on its actions that the private sector does not have to consider. As
privatization becomes increasingly popular on the state and local and even
national level of government, it’s important to remember Wilson's caveats:
efficiency is not the only worthy goal and not all publicly run projects are
inefficient.

It’s been over |
New York’s Central
time, New York City

ON THE MORNING OF May 22,1986, Donald Trump, the New
Tork -real es:.tate developer, called one of his executives, Anthony Glied-
;nant into his office. They discussed the inability of the City of New York,
r:bsggz :lllx i Of_ eﬁo.rt ‘{nd the expenditure of nearly $13 million, to
A e ttf hlce-_skatmg rink in Central Park. On May 28 Trump offered o |
months. A v:en}iﬂ]( reconstruction, promising to do the job in less than sx
thereaft;:r thee i MaYO'{ Edward Koch accepted the offer and shortly
Trump would Elty appropriated $3 million on the understanding that
On Octobe 28ave ‘0 pay fo.r any cost overruns out of his own pocket.

| o the renovation was complete, over.a month ahead of

schedule and a}
0
using jt, ut $750,000 under budget. Two weeks later, skaters Were
For man i 5
than are pugﬁr:tirs t1s obvious that private enterprise is more efficient
. e - :
Simply another i Sucracies, and so they would file this story away =

ustrati
Fration of what everyone already knows. But for other
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o obvious what this story means; to them, business is
caders 4 anless watched likf?' a hawk will_ fob off shoddy or overpriced
reedY an he American public, as when it sells the government $435
oob ,nd $3,000 coffee-pots. Trump may have done a good job in
S but perhaps there is something about skating rinks or New
ity government that gave him a comparative advantage; in any
or lessons should be drawn from it.

ever;t;nme Jessons can be drawn, however, if one looks closely at the incen-
ives and constraints facing Trump and the Department of Parks and Rec-
cation. It becomes apparent that there is not one “bureaucracy problem”
but several, and the solution to each in some degree is incompatible with
the solution tO €very other. First there is the problem of accountability—
getting agencies to serve agreed-upon goals. Second there is the problem
of equity—treating all citizens fairly, which usually means treating them
Jlike on the basis of clear rules known in advance.Third there is the prob-
lem of responsiveness——-reacting reasonably to the special needs and cir-
cumstances of particular people. Fourth there is the problem of efficien-
cy—obtaining the greatest output for a given level of resources. Finally
there is the problem of fiscal integrity—assuring that public funds are
spent prudently for public purposes. Donald Trump and Mayor Koch
were situated differently with respect to most of these matters.

jt is 1Ot

Accountability

The Mayor wanted the old skating rink refurbished, but he also want-
ed to minimize the cost of the fuel needed to operate the rink (the first
effort to rebuild it occurred right after the Arab oil embargo and the at-
tendant increase in energy prices). Trying to achieve both goals led city
hall to select a new refrigeration system that as it turned out wou.ld not
work properly. Trump came on the scene when only one goal do.mmat-ed:
get the rink rebuilt. He felt free to select the most reliable refrigeration

System without worrying too much about energy costs.

Equity

epartment was required by law to give

creation D
The Parks and Re chance to do the job. This meant it had to put

every c r an equal :
every ontra;i::l)1 " obout 10 bid and to accept the lowest without much
Iy part o J or prior performance of the lowest bidder. More-

regard he reputation : g
gard to the rep ity agencies from hiring a general contractor and

over, law forbade ¢t : :
o stz;:f? <Ject the subcontractors; in fact, the law forbade the city from
ing him s
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o discussing L _Ethat would have been COHUSIOH-Trump,b Wh

d on 5 . g Con
- ter bld 0 ) thh the best re utat try
n]lght 13 the rlnk bu1]der P 10n and gi\re St

Fiscal Integrity

To reduce the chance of corruption or sweetheart deals th, i
or¢€ s

ks and Recreation t0 furnish complete, detailed plans ,
red Par bidding on the job; any changes SECPEEould reduite ry
ntract. No such law constrained Trump; he yy free :0
lans to his chosen contractor, hold him accountab]e f,,

w him to work out the detsjs as he

. -
qui d
contractor
gotiating the €0

ive 1 lete p
give incomple .
building a satisfactory rink, but allo

went along.

Efficiency

When the Parks and Recreation Department spent over SIX years and
$13 million and still could not reopen the rink, there was public criticism
but no city official lost money. When Trump accepted a contract to doit,
any cost overruns or delays would have come out of his pocket and any
savings could have gone into his pocket (in this case, Trump agreed not to
take a profit on the job).

Gliedman summarized the differences neatly: “The problem with
government is that government can'’t say, ‘yes’. . . .. there is nobody in gov-
ernment that can do that. There are fifteen or twenty people who havet®
agree. Government has to be slower. It has to safeguard the process.’--

The government can’t say “yes.” In other words, the government 5
constrained. Where do the constraints come from? From us. ol
" Herbert Kaufman has explained red tape as being of our OWn mahflg,:

Eve_ry restraint and requirement originates in somebody’s demand' for lt-s
APth:C? to the Central Park skating rink Kaufman’s insight reminds :
;.}lll;t f?:i_r;;ﬁ;e reformfers demanded that no city official benjl?tblze;:e“
an equal Chancentgol%qea; that.contractors demanded that e p
that all contract specilf g deoyan, ik figed] watchdoks h demaﬂd
a 1cations be as detailed as possible. For €3¢

Procedure wyg established; viewed de. those PO
are called red ¢, T ; viewed from the outside, oinf"d’
Pe. 1o enforce each procedure a manager Was g nded

those map
“ 2
that a]] skatiﬁzrziriilr::j Ec)alled bureaucrats. No organized grouP dzﬂ; gisted
: -
10 enforce ¢} © rebuilt 5 .o The
t
atdemand, ang g manager was appointed to €1 orce !
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From Bureancracy _

Jitical process can more easily enforce compliance with constraints than
the Jrrainment of goals. Aty 3 :

When we dcnouEwc bureaqcracy for being inefficient we are saying
comething that is half true. Efficiency is a ratio of valued resources used to
valued outputs produced. The smaller that ratio the more efficient the
production. If the valued output is a rebuilt skating rink, then whatever
process uses the tc_\\:’c?t dollars or the lea.st time to produce a satisfactory
rink is the most efficient process. By this test Trump was more efficient
than the Parks and Recreation Department.

But that is too narrow a view of the matter. The economic definition
of efficiency (efficiency in the small, so to speak) assumes that there is
only one valued output, the new rink. But government has many valued
outputs, including a reputation for integrity, the confidence of the people,
and the support of important interest groups. When we complain about
skating rinks not being built on time we speak as if all we cared about
were skating rinks. But when we complain that contracts were awarded
without competitive bidding or in a way that allowed bureaucrats to line
their pockets we acknowledge that we care about many things besides
skating rinks; we care about the contextual goals—the constraints—that
we want government to observe.A government that is slow to build rinks
but is honest and accountable in its actions and properly responsive to
worthy constituencies may be a very efficient government, if we measure
efficiency in the large by taking into account all of the valued outputs.

Calling a government agency efficient when it is slow, cambersome,
and costly may seem perverse. But that is only because we lack any objec-
tive way for deciding how much money or time should be devoted to
maintaining honest behavior, producing a fair allocation of benefits, and
generating popular support as well as to achieving the main goal of the
project. If we could measure these things, and if we agreed as to their
value, then we would be in a position to judge the true efficiency of a
government agency and decide when it is taking too mu'ch time or spend-
ing too much money achieving all that we expect of lt..But we cannot
measure these things nor do we agree abgut th.tfll’ relative importance, f’md
s0 government always will appear to be inefficient compared to organiza-
tions that have fewer goals. ' . _

Put simply, the only way to dec1dc. whether‘an agency is truly ineffi-
e e ich o e comersins i i i o o b
; " at i - agen
Lgnore‘d o dlslclouglczt::- Il: ;gl:titng crime are the police handcuﬂ'::i? (l:z
e:lzz‘;?nrga:;i?drc: are-tcachcrs .tied dm\;n by 1";119_5? In launching a space
ditiple sp s oo concerned with safety? In building a dam do we worry
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excessively about endangered Sp;‘des{cizqzutr:)niil% e Postg S_e“’i € i
.' ¢ to have many post OH1Ces A €re people lives I .
importan ating rink, was the requirement of competitive pigy.
i S<:t on the basis of detailed specifications a Teas'@nab‘n
eac}; ;?H:Zt. But if it were abandoned, the gain (the swifter ¢y,
z;(:hz riynk) would have to be b.alanced against the costs (compl;
contractors who might lose business and the chance of collusion

le ong
Wleti,

nts fmm

and Cor.

ruption in some future projects). .

Even allowing for all of these constraints, government agencies y,
«till be inefficient. Indeed, given the fact that bureaucrats cannot (for the
most part) benefit monetarily from their agencies’ achievements, it would
be surprising if they were not inefficient. Efficiency, in the large or the
small, doesn’t pay. . . .

Inefficiency is not the only bureaucratic problem nor is it even the
most important. A perfectly efficient agency could be a monstrous one,
swiftly denying us our liberties, economically inflicting injustices, and
competently expropriating our wealth. People complain about bureau-
cracy as often because it is unfair or unreasonable as because it is slow or
cumbersome.

Arbitrary rule refers to officials acting without legal authority, or with
that authority in a way that offends our sense of justice. Justice means,
first, that we require the government to treat people equally on the basis
of clear rules known in advance: If Becky and Bob both are driving sixty
miles per hour in a thirty-mile-per-hour zone and the police give a ticket
to Bob, we believe they also should give a ticket to Becky. Second, we
bf:lieve that justice obliges the government to take into account the spe-
cial .needs and circumstances of individuals: If Becky is speeding because
she is on her way to the hospital to give birth to a child and Bob is speed-

ing for the.fun‘of it, we may feel that the police should ticket Bob but not
Becky. Justice in the first sense mean

sponsiveness. Obviously,

The checks and bala
our desire to reduce th
Squarely on the premis
dom and responsivenes

s fairness, in the second it means re-
fairness and responsiveness often are in conflict.
nces of the American constitutional system reflect
e arbitrariness of official rule. That desire is based
e that ineﬂ?ciency is a small price to pay for free-
group participation, mid?ao?f\::::i] c:m'll overSight’judi(Eja] et
are intended to check administ . 'bat](.ms’ a.n . forl‘nahzed procedures Al
rative discretion. It is not hyperbole to say

that the constituti
titutional order is anj
s ani :
ernment “inefficient.” mated by the desire to make the gov-

This creat
es .
clericy withq t;]v'o great tradeoffs. First, adding constraints reduces the
which the main goal of an agency can be attained bu.t fre
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from Bureaticracy </
the chances that the agency will act in a nonarbitrary manner. Ef-
lice departments would seek out criminals without reading
. iohts, allowing them to call their attorneys, or releasing them

. gesponse O a writ of habeas corpus. An efficient building department
1

jpplicant first show that the proposed building meets fire, safety, sanita-
siof, geological, and earthquake standards.

The second great tradeoft is between nonarbitrary governance de-

fned as treating people equally and such governance defined as treating
each case on its merits. We want the government to be both fair and re-
sponsive, but the more rules we impose to insure fairness (that is, to treat
all people alike) the harder we make it for the government to be respon-
sive (that is, to take into account the special needs and circumstances of a
particular case).

The way our government manages these tradeoffs reflects both our
political culture as well as the rivalries of our governing institutions. Both
tend toward the same end:We define claims as rights, impose general rules
to insure equal treatment, lament (but do nothing about) the resulting
inefficiencies, and respond to revelations about unresponsiveness by adopt-
ing new rules intended to guarantee that special circumstances will be
handled with special care (rarely bothering to reconcile the rules that re-
quire responsiveness with those that require equality). And we do all this
out of the best of motives: a desire to be both just and benevolent. Justice
inclines us to treat people equally, benevolence to treat them differently;
both inclinations are expressed in rules, though in fact only justice can be.
It is this futile desire to have a rule for every circumstance that led Her-
bert Kaufman to explain “how compassion spawns red tape.”. ...

In the meantime we live in a country that despite its baffling array of
rules and regulations and the insatiable desire of some peoplle to use gov-
ernment to rationalize society still makes it possible to get drmkab‘Ie water
instantly, put through a telephone call in seconds, del.iver a letter in day,
and obtain a passport in a week. Our Social Security checks arrive on
time. Some state prisons, and most of the federal ones, are reasonab?y de-
cent and humane institutions. The great majority of AmencaflS, cursing '311
the while, pay their taxes. One can stand on the deck of an aircraft carn;e;
during night flight operations and watch two thousand nineteen-year-0

boys faultlessly operate one of the most complex c?rgamzauonlal-systtems
ever created. There are not many places where all this happens. 1t 1s aston-

ishing it can be made to happen at all.
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