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Although it sounds like media hyperbole, there appears to be a rather broadly based consensus among serious students of public affairs that American government is broken.  This consensus seems stronger with respect to the national government and less strong with respect to American state and local government.  Although this list is brief, here are the top ten elements of the broken government consensus:  1, the pervasive influence of money in politics; 2, the power of interest groups and lobbyists; 3, legislative gridlock; 4, the annual deficit; 5, the portion of federal obligations that are fixed and continuing, so-called non-discretionary spending; 6, the growth of earmarked  pork barrel spending; 7, growing corruption; 8, a secure incumbency for many members of the House of Representatives, thanks in part to gerrymandering; 9, declining regard for the United States (not for Americans) on the part of the citizens and leaders of other countries; 10, ever more course and shrill partisan politics.  It seems that all ten elements of a broken federal government become more evident in the harsh light of an increasingly unpopular war on one hand and anxiety over global terrorism on the other.

Most notable from this list is what is missing.  


Missing are contemporary claims, either by elected officials or serious observers, that bureaucracy, ineffective management, or poor policy implementation are central elements of a broken national government.  When compared to the serious cracks and fissures in the national government, problems of public management are minor.  These days elected officials get little traction running against the bureaucracy because bureaucracy is not the problem.  Because of this lack of traction, politicians are actually running against their electoral opponents and even campaigning on actual policy issues.  Can you imagine it!  Because the bureaucracy is now unavailable as a useful opponent, we are seeing the practices of electoral politics in their lowest forms—slogans, character assassination, October surprises, money, money, and more money.        

 We are witnessing, dear reader, the beginning of the end of the long era of both rhetorical bureaucrat bashing and the literal tearing down of the managerial capacity of the national government.  It is everywhere evident that what the country needs most is the restoration of the traditional values of public administration.  We need substantive competence (think Katrina).  At the upper ranks of federal agencies we need nonpartisan, nonpolitical officials who are experienced, technically knowledgeable, and managerially capable.  We need equally good neutral competence at the middle and line levels of federal hierarchies.  And we need a much brighter line, a much stronger firewall, between politics on one hand and the details of agency management and policy implementation on the other.  As Kenneth J. Meier once put it, we need a little less democracy and a lot more bureaucracy.

The beginning of the end of the era of bureaucrat bashing comes with one delicious irony.


You guessed it!  When one opens the repair kit for broken government what does one find?  Voila!  Public Administration!

Consider again the top ten elements of broken government.  Assuming we cannot take money out of politics, stop gerrymandering, reduce the power of interest groups and lobbyists, or change the base nature of contemporary partisan politics, at least we can do a better job of keeping politics out of administration.  We could begin by attempting to amend the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978.  That act added thousands of politically appointed officials to the upper ranks of federal agencies in the name of political responsiveness.   Instead we got litmus tests, political mischief, incompetence (think Katrina again), and what Chester Newland calls high level spoils.  The Act should be amended to sharply reduce the number of presidential appointees in the upper ranks of administration.      
While the Civil Service Reform act of 1978 added a thick layer of political appointees to the upper ranks of federal agencies, the ranks of merit based civil servants were reduced from nearly 3 million to about 1.8 million.  From the standpoint of governmental effectiveness, this has been a deadly combination.  It is time to steadily increase the ranks of the civil service.

At the same time that the ranks of the civil service were being depleted, the ranks of the third party bureaucracy were being dramatically increased.  As our political leaders promised, the era of big government was over, to be replaced by the era of bigger government.  Perhaps for a time, because of the reduction in the ranks of the civil service, elected officials could claim that government was smaller.  Not any more.  It is clearly evident that the huge shadow bureaucracy, now thought to be at least seven contract-financed third-party bureaucrats for every one actual civil servant, is the way the national government is doing business.  Using contemporary beltway parlance, corporate and nonprofit contractors are agency partners in the implementation of public policy.  As Lester Salamon wisely puts it, modern federal public administration is now primarily third party government.        
Federal third party government is here to stay and, therefore, the face of federal public administration is forever changed.  Over the next decade it is essential that public administration specialists invent the arrangements whereby civil servants and their third-party partners can effectively and accountably implement public policy together.  These arrangements will need to be very much more than simple contract management and agency oversight.  The reason public administration specialists, both academic and practicing, must invent these arrangements is that we must insist that such arrangements be arms length from elected officials and politics.  History teaches us that when politics, elected officials, and government contracts are brought together they form seedbeds for favoritism, pork barrel earmarking, and corruption.  So making the modern third-party form of federal public administration work effectively is up to us.

What is the fix that will repair broken government, the fix that dare not speak its name?   It is Bureaucracy, or, if you have tender sensibilities, public administration.  
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