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nationwide problem, reflecting a vanishing way of life.

“The family farms are gone. The local mills are gone.
We're also more of a commuter society;” Holmberg says.“We
still have to be on call 24/7, 52 weeks a year?”

And the rural communities that depend on civilian fire-
fighters have nowhere else to turn.

“Where will we be if we cant get young people to join the
volunteer fire service to protect our people and property?”
wonders Brewer. “What is the wife of one of these young
men going to say if we're not going to provide for her if he
iskilled?” ®

Erik Arvidson is State House reporter for the Lowell Sun.

Somerville counts on
wonks-in-training
for budget overhaul

BY ROBERT PREER

{ was an unlikely scene last fall, as 60 students from a

graduate course on budgeting at Harvard’s John F.

Kennedy School of Government descended on Somer-

ville City Hall and its departmental outposts. Divided

into teams of four or five, students sat with firefight-

ers at their station houses and hopped on trucks when
calls came in. Some were at the elbows of election officials at
polling places on November 2. Others sat with senior police
officers going over arrest procedures.

This curious collaboration—all the more striking be-
cause of Harvard’s rarified reputation and Somerville’s
sometimes unsavory past—was designed to introduce to the
city a new form of financial management known as activ-
ity-based budgeting. The student teams were undertaking
an exercise known as activity mapping—trying to determine
exactly what municipal departments do and how they do it.
The information would be used in a new budgeting process
meant to direct resources where they are most needed, not
just where they’ve always gone.

“They are a very energetic group of kids,” says Fire Chief
Kevin Kelleher. “After our first meeting, I came into my of-
fice the next day and had five different e- mails from them.”

The project came about as a result of a seminar the
Kennedy School held more than a year ago for new mayors
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from around the country. Professor Linda Bilmes
spoke about activity-based budgeting to
the group, which included Somerville’s Joseph
Curtatone. The alderman who had just been elected
mayor was so fascinated that he followed Bilmes to
her next class. After subsequent talks, the two hit
upon the plan to use her students to bring activity-
based budgeting to Somerville.
Activity-based budgeting contrasts sharply with
the standard line-item method, which typically
starts with last year’s numbers and goes up or down
slightly, depending on projected revenue. Activity-
based budgeting starts by identifying functions that
organizations perform, then breaking out their
cost. For example, if a city picks up roadkill, there
are the salary and benefits costs of the employees
who do the scooping up, their supervisors, the ex-
pense of disposal of the carcasses, plus the cost of vehicles
1n51'1rance, fuel, shovels, and so on. When the functions and,
their costs are determined, more thoughtful choices can be
made about how to spend money.
“It gives you a different way of thinking about manag-
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Linda Bilmes and Mayor Joseph Curtatone: unlikely allies for budget reform

ing a city,” says Bilmes. “It can be a powerful tool”

The first step is to dissect the functions of government
and fi gure out exactly what departments do. This is a ve
labor-intensive process, which was where the Harvard stl?—l
dents came in. To encourage the 97 students in the class to
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participate, Bilmes offered them a choice: Commit to going
to Somerville once or twice a week or write a term paper. It
was, for many students, a no-brainer.

“T had figured maybe 10 or 15 would show up,” says
Bilmes. “We had 60. It was overwhelming”

The project did not cost Somervillea dime. The students’
labor was free, and a grant from the Kennedy School’s
Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston covered the cost of
the students’ transportation.

Curtatone says the students’ work has been exemplary,
and he is confident his administration will be able to deliver
an activity-based budget to the Board of Aldermen in the
spring for the next fiscal year.

It helped that the mayor gave strong signals to officials
in his administration to cooperate with the students. “It was
one of the criteria for being one of my department heads,”
says Curtatone.

Harvard officials are proud of their students’ work and
confident they learned plenty on their field trips to
Somerville. “You can’t give A’s to everyone necessarily;” says
Brendan Dallas, Bilmes’s teaching assistant. But “we have 60
students, and we haven’t had a single complaint.”

“It was a very positive experience,” says Dan Black, 27,

who was assigned to the police department. “They worked
well with us. We really like these guys.”

The department heads, in turn, got help from students

with plenty of life experience. Most of those at the Kennedy
School are mid-career professionals who have spent qual-
ity time outside the cloistered walls of academia. The bud-
geting class included former teachers, doctors, accountants,
and Peace Corps volunteers. Some of them had even spent
time in municipal government.

Not every city in Massachusetts can find 60 graduate

students to overhaul their finances for free, but the Bay
State’s many colleges and universities should not be over-
looked as resources, says Curtatone, who has tapped into the
Kennedy School in other ways. Charles Euchner, the former
executive director of the Rappaport Institute, served on
Curtatone’s transition team and got the Somerville mayor
hooked on CitiStat, a system of tracking delivery of mu-
nicipal services developed by the city of Baltimore, which
Curtatone wants to adapt for his city.

“Mayors should take advantage of these great institu-

tions,” says Curtatone. B
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Stewards of the Land
Located within the Wachusett Mountain State
Reservation, Wachusett Mountain Ski Area operates in cooperation with the Massachusetts
Department of Conservation and Recreation (providing skiing and snowboarding on 100 acres

of terrain within a 450-acre leased area). A portion of Wachusett’s gross receipts are contributed to a
State Land Acquisition Fund dedicated to purchasing and preserving open space. With a long history of
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A WALK THROUGH FOUR CENTURIES OF BOSTON POLITICS

Sadly, Boston's Duck Tours do not pass what former House
Speaker Thomas Finneran is said to have called “the best
goddam bar in the world.” To find such landmarks, it helps
to have a copy of Clint Richmond’s book Political Places of
Boston, which was published just in time for the Democratic
National Convention last summer. Author and publisher Rich-
mond, who has also produced a guidebook to the Mohawk
Trail, identifies the Eire Pub in Dorchester's Adams Village
not only as Finneran’s favorite watering hole but as a favored

spot for political appearances, ranging from President Ronald
Reagan in 1983 and presidential nominee Bill Clinton in
1992 to Mitt Romney in 2002.

Political Places includes concise histories of such down-
town sites as Faneuil Hall, the Beacon Hilll building that
once housed John F. Kennedy's bachelor pad, and the for-

mer Pilgrim Theater in Boston's former Combat Zone, but it
also directs to you to the James Michael Curley Mansion
in Jamaica Plain (with its shamrock shutters, which Curley
claimed—falsely—to be the cause of compiaints from a
Yankee neighbor).

Richmond's book also provides mentionable details about
places that Bostonians may not think of as historic sites.
If you're having drinks at the upscale Federalist Restaurant
and Bar on Beacon Street, you can remark that the building
housed the Boston School Committee during the busing crisis
of the 1960s and '70s. If you prefer the libations at the
nearby Parker House, you can point out that Ho Chi Minh
was a “cook’s helper” there in 1913, around the time that
the hotel was invaded every November by “mattress voters”
(non-residents brought into Boston by ward bosses to vote on
Election Day), many of whom brought their own bedding.

Richmond also has found some striking art to accompany
his text, including photos showing the destruction of the
West End in the |ate 1950s. The entry on Boston's subway
shows what would have happened if “streetcar king” Henry
M. Whitney had been successful. After seeing this, you
may never complain about the Green Line again.

Political Places of Boston is in area bookstores, or you
can order it online at www.muddyriverpress.com.

—ROBERT DAVID SULLIVAN
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Second Annual Commonwealth Humanities Lecture
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