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An Economic Covenant For America’s Future
Northwest Airlines CEO Richard Anderson resigned in 2004 to take another lucrative job, this 
one with a major health insurance company. He left Northwest as it was headed for bankruptcy 
and eventual sale to Delta. In spite of Northwest’s troubles, Mr. Anderson, like other top execu-
tives at Northwest, was covered by three generous company pensions. Anderson cashed in his for a 
lump-sum payment of $3,028,700. Northwest’s workers had a much rougher landing. Half of their 
jobs were eliminated outright. The survivors saw their traditional guaranteed pensions morph into 
401(k) plans funded at what amounted to $85-a-month for every year they worked. Anderson’s 14 
years with the airline would have resulted in a contribution of $1,190 per month toward a decid-
edly more modest retirement.

Christine, a flight attendant who wishes to remain anonymous, stayed with Delta. In the transi-
tion, Christine lost her union, most of her pension, had her wages cut, and lost seniority standing.  
She supported her dwindling income with a job as a waitress at a posh country club. Approaching 
65, Christine had hoped her pension would provide an acceptable retirement. The waitress job 
helped for a while, but then came the recession and that income dwindled as well. Christine was at 
a loss for what she might do. “What has this country come to?” she wondered.

I don't think I'm alone in being troubled by Christine’s question. For the past several years, I’ve 
been trying to come to terms with the changes we need in our political system to make sure our 
society and economy work for all of us.  

The United States is a wealthy country. Why then do we hear so many stories of families evicted 
from their homes when unemployment runs out, or senior citizens who must choose between 
spending their limited funds on groceries or life sustaining medications, or the mother who can’t 
get a job because she must spend her time nursing her invalid son? We open the paper to read yet 
another story about the achievement gap in our schools. We watch the news and are shocked to 
learn that the United States is the world’s leader in putting its citizens behind bars. Sometimes, in 
the back of my mind, I wonder if the blessing of a child so intelligent that he or she could one day 
develop a cure for cancer will be wasted because that child can’t afford college.

These kinds of thing don’t happen, or at least shouldn’t, when there is a nationwide commitment 
for everyone to have what they need to develop their potential. This commitment goes beyond lip 
service and political speeches. It involves deliberate policies that maintain what I call a “middle 
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class economy.” A middle class economy is not one in which every single person makes a certain 
amount of money. Even in a middle class economy, some are rich and some are poor. But most of 
the people have most of the money. Most of the people can take care of themselves and fully develop 
their potential. There is also a commitment by those who have most of the money and potential to 
support programs that allow the less fortunate to develop the skills to meet their own needs.

Right now we are in the process of losing our middle class economy. We know this from news 
stories, and far too many of us know it from bitter personal experience. This loss of our middle class 
economy and the resultant shift to a “winner take all” economy of rich and poor are behind most 
of the problems with which we struggle as a society. 

The Spirit Level by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett helped me see how and why this is so. The 
authors demonstrate in powerful terms how growing inequality is crippling both our society and 
our economy in ways that will make it harder to address critical problems we face as a nation. Page 
after page of graphs illustrate how we have fallen behind other developed nations in the things a 
well-functioning economy must provide. Wilkinson and Pickett make a solid case that it is not so 
much the average income of a society that matters. More important is how that income is distributed. 
Countries that have the most equal income distribution do best on health and social indicators.  

According to Wilkinson and Pickett, income inequality is related to “lower life expectancy, higher 
rates of infant mortality, shorter height, poor self-reported health, low birth weight, AIDS, and 
depression.” They collected data from dozens of other rich countries on health, level of trust, men-
tal illness, drug and alcohol addiction, life expectancy, infant mortality, teenage birth rates, obesity, 
children’s educational performance, homicides, imprisonment, and social mobility. “What is most 
exciting about our research is that it shows that reducing inequality would increase the well-being 
and quality of life for all of us,” the authors say. Today we have a choice: use public investment to 
reduce inequality or pay for the social harm caused by inequality. 

Ours is the oldest modern democracy, but present day policies and court decisions are undermining 
our basic democratic principles.  Immense power has been ceded to an organized cadre of financial 
elites who have figured out how to buy their way into controlling our government. The past thirty 
years have seen two related trends: (1) an unraveling of benefits and opportunities for the vast majority 
of Americans, and (2) a massive increase in wealth for a handful of people. We all know about the first 
of these trends. The second has commanded our attention more recently through movements such 
as Occupy Wall Street. To make matters worse, if we don’t take decisive action, we can expect more 
of the same. Emmanuel Saez, an economist at the University of California Berkeley, has carefully 
documented the shift toward a rich-and-poor economy. He says, “The market itself doesn’t impose 
a limit on inequality, especially for those at the top.”  He’s right and his partner in research, Thomas 
Picketty has documented this in his recent book “Capital in the 21st century.” As I write this, the very 
wealthy are enjoying a good recovery while others fall further behind.

Wilkinson and Pickett also believe: “Modern societies will depend increasingly on being creative, 
adaptable, inventive, well-informed, and flexible, able to respond generously to each other and to 
needs wherever they arise. Those are societies not in hock to the rich, in which people are driven by 
status insecurities, but of populations used to working together and respecting each other as equals.” 
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At one time, almost every American agreed that each and every one of us should have the opportunity 
to develop God-given talents to reach their greatest potential. This didn't mean that everyone 
would choose to use that opportunity, or that anyone would be forced to use it.  It did, however, 
mean that everyone had that opportunity. We know that we are all better off as a society when 
every American realizes their full potential. As the late Senator Paul Wellstone once said, "We all 
do better when we all do better."

Our descent from an economy that provided for all of us to one that provides for only a few has 
been no accident. Nor was it inevitable. An organized, well-funded effort on the part of conservative 
corporations and big business gradually changed the direction of our country. The story of how 
government has gone from limiting greed to encouraging it is chronicled in several recent books 
namely, Kim Phillips-Fein in her book, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New 
Deal; Paul Pierson and Jacob S. Hacker tell much the same story in a different way in Winner Take 
All Politics; as does Hedrick Smith in Who Stole the American Dream. When the Supreme Court de-
termined that money was speech in 1976, things began to change quickly. The super-rich suddenly 
gained an advantage in their campaign to silence the power of people and weaken our democracy. 
Today, with the Robert’s Supreme Court decision on the ‘Citizen’s United’ case, corporations are 
“people,” and even misinformation and lies spread by these strange new “people” are protected 
speech. 

Economic value is created by law. Similarly, the distribution of wealth and the flow of capital can 
flow one way or the other with the stroke of a legislator’s pen. Property rights and the distribution 
of wealth can deny liberty to some just as easily as it bestows it on others. Amatry Sen, a Nobel 
Award winning economist, argues that hunger is not a product of the shortage of food. The fact 
is hungry people lack rights (the entitlement) to eat. The law decides, or as Sen puts it, “The law 
stands between food availability and food entitlement. Starvation deaths can reflect legality with a 
vengeance.” A “free market” system rests on a set of legal rules establishing who can do what and 
enforces those principles through the courts.

As President Franklin Roosevelt surveyed the ravages of the Great Depression and set out to do 
something about it, he said: “ The thing that matters in any industrial system is what it does actu-
ally to human beings….” In other words, our economic system must be just. The laws we put in 
place determine whether it is or is not just. The existing distribution of wealth and opportunity is 
a product of social choices. An evaluation of those policies and how they affect real people make 
it much harder to claim that rights should be defined by freedom from government intervention. 
Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes, who served from 1930-1941, argued that the Constitution 
protects “liberty in a social organization which requires the protection of law against the evils 
which menace the health, safety, morals and welfare of the people.” Beginning with the founding 
of our nation, we have a rich tradition of concern for equality and protection from the abuses that 
wealth, poorly distributed, can bring about. Over 200 years ago, super-patriot Tom Paine advo-
cated that public employment be utilized to assist those needing work, that a system of social se-
curity should provide for retirement at age 60, and that the state should provide funds so that poor 
families could educate and care for their children. In another example, the end of the Civil War 
saw the passage of amendments to the Constitution that banned slavery and limited the degree 
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to which states could discriminate against their citizens. These amendments, in turn, broadened 
democracy and set us on a path that eventually resulted in the establishment of voting rights for 
blacks, women, and the young (18 and older). 

Franklin Roosevelt established the notion of fundamental rights for all citizens when he talked about 
what he called an “economic bill of rights.” Much of the New Deal centered on adding economic 
rights to the freedoms guaranteed in the Bill of Rights. We have seen those commitments whittled 
away as the power of money and a few organized super-wealthy interests have influenced the course 
of our government. This trend must be stopped and reversed. We need to find ways to curb the control 
of money in our politics. We must go even further and establish in our Constitution a commitment to 
the common good and the preservation of our middle class society.

Those of us not among the super-rich elites helplessly watch our economic rights and many of our 
civil rights effectively disappear as we lose opportunities to move up the ladder of success. America 
has always been thought of as a land of opportunity, a country in which those who worked hard 
and made smart decisions could get ahead.  Not every country has had such aspirations.  In many 
African and Central American countries, for example, so many people are so poor and have so few 
ways to improve themselves that they live without hope. There are many more third world coun-
tries (sometimes called “banana republics”) around the globe than there are countries with middle 
class economies.  These countries have virtually no middle class.  A few people at the top control 
almost all of the country’s wealth.  Everyone else lives in poverty without hope or opportunity. 
Too often this control at the top results in national decisions that enrich the ruler, sell off whatever 
resources a nation may hold and neglect the needs of the people. Looking around the world, one 
gets the impression that banana republics are the norm and middle class economies are the excep-
tion. But one also sees clearly that our middle class economy didn’t just happen: it was built and 
maintained, just like a nice house or the interstate highway system.

 How do you build and maintain an enduring middle class economy? In my judgment, every middle 
class economy must have policies in place that guarantee these five opportunities:

	 •		Health	care	for	everyone
	 •		Quality	education	for	everyone
	 •		A	sustainable,	affordable	source	of	energy	
	 •		A	world-class	transportation	system
	 •		Living	wages	for	all	working	people	

The first two, health care and education, insure that no one will be denied the chance to develop his 
or her potential. No one should be permanently sidetracked because of an illness he or she cannot 
afford to treat. The importance of an affordable, quality education goes without saying. Affordable, 
reliable energy sources allow citizens to sustain themselves and businesses to plan for the long 
term with confidence rather than fear of shortages and price hikes. We must also reach beyond 
individuals to insure that businesses can thrive and provide employment. That’s why I’ve included 
energy and transportation in the foundation of a middle class economy. A high quality transporta-
tion system means that businesses can get their products to market, obtain the supplies they need 
when they need them, and that employees can get to work. A policy of living wages for all working 
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people assures a proper balance of opportunities for individuals and for business. If a society leans 
too far toward individuals, there will be insufficient business income and employment will suffer. 
On the other hand, if business is favored too heavily over individuals, opportunities develop for 
only the wealthiest members of the society and individuals find it increasingly difficult to avoid risk 
and find affordable food and shelter. As personal income broadly declines, so does the economy’s 
ability to pay for the products produced by businesses.

The building blocks of a middle class economy can’t be taken for granted. For example, in many 
countries fewer than half of the people age 15 and over can read and write a short, simple state-
ment about their everyday life. In others, health care is so substandard that one in ten babies will 
not live to see their first birthday.  Those that do survive have a life expectancy of no more than 50 
years. Only 10 percent of the roads in some countries are paved. Rising costs and shortages of fossil 
fuels threaten all of the world's economies, both rich and poor. Workers in some countries subsist 
on a few dollars per day.  

A piecemeal legislative approach, crafting bills to address various ills--from protecting the envi-
ronment to the achievement gap to childhood obesity—isn’t enough to stop the erosion of our 
middle class economy. In fact, history has shown that even electing a sympathetic President isn’t 
enough; the problems we try to address individually are symptoms of the growing inequality in our 
society. The evidence is overwhelming. Millions of us have no health insurance, our education sys-
tem is no longer tops in the world, we rely too much on foreign oil sources, our roads and bridges 
are falling apart, and wages are going down at the same time corporate profits go up. In the 1970’s, 
99 percent of our citizens shared 91 percent of the nation’s income; today, that share has fallen to 
almost 75 percent. 

What can the United States do to save its middle class economy? Will we continue on a path to 
third world status or will we renew our commitment to opportunity for all of our citizens? In the 
following chapters, I take a closer look at each of the building blocks of an Opportunity Society. I 
examine where we have been, where we are now, and in what direction our policies have us headed.  
Throughout, I will urge you to act. As Bill Moyers has said, “In the wake of Citizens United, 
popular resistance is all that can prevent the richest economic interests in the country from buying 
the democratic process lock, stock, and barrel.” I will urge you to support a holistic approach that 
adequately protects the building blocks of a middle class economy. Our Constitution speaks of 
“promoting the general welfare.” It’s time to put in place policies built on the foundation of these 
building blocks that get us to that goal.
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Foundations: Health Care
A few years ago, I went door knocking in my district and asked this question: “What is the most 
pressing economic issue you face?” No matter whom I asked, farmer, small business owner, city 
manager, or school teacher, the answers were the same: “The availability of and the runaway cost of 
health insurance.” This was I am sure why the President wanted to address the issue in his Affordable 
Care Act. Today, of course, that anxiety has shifted in part as a result of the backlash from conserva-
tives attacking the Act. Even most conservatives when questioned about specifics can see some good 
things in it, like insuring children of college age beyond a year or two of college; or protection from 
Pre-existing condition exemptions. But they won’t let those things get in their way of hating the gov-
ernment solution to the problem of access to health care. The anxiety I hear from people as I talk to 
them today has more to do with making the right choices for coverage and the realization that access 
to insurance is not the same as access to health care. 

Although I find it incredible, there are still people who don’t believe everyone should have access to 
affordable health care. George W. Bush, for example, supposedly responded to a question about pro-
viding health care for the poor by saying, “The poor have health care, and it’s called the emergency 
room.” In another case, former Senator Phil Gramm (known for spearheading bank deregulations 
that helped cause the 2008 financial crisis) used to say that providing universal coverage “would be 
like making food a ‘right’ and access to food would mean everyone would buy t-bones to feed their 
dog.” Surely, Bush knew that emergency rooms are among the most costly and least effective way to 
provide health care for the poor. And, just as surely, Gramm knew there is a big difference between 
having a steak dinner and going in for a colonoscopy. In fact, studies more often show that people 
who have health insurance use it too little, not too much.

Deep down, I suspect we all know that our nation would be better off if everyone had basic health 
services. We know that those who have access to health care and a primary physician are less 
likely to have severe health problems.  Those fortunate individuals get early diagnosis of problems, 
timely treatment, and guidance toward healthier behavior. We know that the more severe an ill-
ness or injury, the more costly it is to treat. An emergency room visit may be able to treat a badly 
infected tooth, which could be life threatening, but it will not provide the on-going care necessary 
to prevent a costly return visit for the same condition. A house fire, left unchecked, can threaten 
an entire community, so no fire station I know of asks for proof of insurance before they send out 
the trucks. In the same way, we know universal access to health care reduces the risk of untreated 
communicable diseases that can affect all of us, insured or not.
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The obvious question is, "Why doesn't a country as wealthy as ours have universal coverage?”  Is it 
because, as some think, that without the incentive to earn money to pay for care, people won’t work 
as hard? Millions of Americans work hard every day to put food on the table and still can’t afford 
or don’t have access to health insurance. Many of these people haven’t had a physical in years and 
fear that an accident or injury will bankrupt them or prevent them from getting to work to support 
their families. On top of that, there is an especially perverse consequence of the “high health costs 
provide incentives to work” argument. When businesses close because of high health insurance 
costs, more people are unemployed and lose the opportunity to work at all.

Let's set aside the “why” for a minute and talk about where we are, what we could be doing, and what 
other countries are doing. In recent years, more and more people have had a tougher time getting the 
health care they need. For some, double digit increases in health insurance premiums have reduced 
the quality of coverage and put costs for even that out of reach. Others have lost their jobs and, along 
with those jobs, insurance altogether. Those who qualify for public benefits live in fear of being cut 
off as states struggle to balance their budgets. The best solution we have, while imperfect, is President 
Obama’s Affordable Care Act. Instead of being embraced for its reforms, it remains at risk of being 
overturned by a conservative Supreme Court chipping away at its provisions. Calls for its repeal, with 
barely a hint of what should replace it, have become standard fare in conservative media.

Just because the United States hasn’t been able to provide universal coverage doesn’t mean that 
other developed countries haven’t, either. Washington Post correspondent T. R. Reid tells the story 
of Taiwanese government officials who wanted to reform their health system. They planned to 
visit numerous countries in search of models to guide their efforts. Hoping to cut their trip short, 
they came to the United States first. What they learned, however, convinced them that the United 
States was the last country they wanted to imitate. The United States had great hospitals and doc-
tors and the most advanced equipment and technology. But they also found that our system was 
disorganized, expensive, and that a growing number of citizens went without care. They learned 
that the United States had an infant mortality rate of 6.8 deaths per 1000, over twice the level 
measured for Sweden, Japan, and Norway. Eventually, the Taiwanese took the best ideas from Eng-
land, France, and Canada. These countries insure everyone with a national health program.

America stands alone among industrialized nations in failing to make sure all its citizens have 
access to health care. In the face of worldwide recession, it means more and more Americans will go 
without health care. Our employer-based system of insurance adds its own problems to an already 
bad situation. Especially in a downturn, employers are reluctant to hire more of us because of costly 
benefits like health insurance. The self-employed, including farmers and small businesses, are often 
forced to do without insurance or else find a second job in their search for benefits. The cures offered 
for employee-based health coverage often make matters worse. Some see reduced levels of coverage 
for employees as the solution; others recommend higher costs be passed on to employees already 
pressured to work for less. Perhaps worst of all, these half-baked cures take our attention away from 
this central message: Our employer-based insurance system is broken.

The very idea of private health insurance is fundamentally flawed. Think about it. We, as clients, pay 
the insurance company for what we hope is access to health care. But private insurers make money 
by denying coverage, not by providing it. Private insurers promised they would make medical costs 
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affordable. Instead, we have bloated CEO salaries, unlimited paperwork, increasing costs, and high 
deductibles standing in the way of coverage. Without a public option offered the proposed plans 
come from the insurance companies, further exacerbating the problem. Because of the once lauded 
praise of Managed Care plans state governments turned to insurance companies to help run public 
health insurance programs, in hopes of reducing costs. Instead, costs have continued to rise even 
though measures have been taken to reduce them. 

We also have more “health savings accounts.” These programs set up a bank account into which 
you, or your employer, make a deposit. You pay medical costs out of this account until a certain 
high deductible level is reached. After that, your insurance company will cover the remaining costs.  
Although some signs show that health savings accounts are an improvement over strictly private 
insurance, they have their own problems. One is that an individual must have enough income in 
order to make a deposit into the account or else rely on an employer to cooperate with the system.  
Health savings accounts also encourage underuse and discourage preventive measures. Ironically, 
the original justification for the plans attempted to address the reverse of this issue--if people must 
pay upfront for their medical costs, they will be less likely to overuse the medical system. Medical 
care is something we seem likely to avoid rather than overuse. We don't want to be sick if we can 
help it and sometimes we don't want to know we need help.

While many of us struggle and live with the stress of not knowing whether or not we will get good 
health coverage and care, another group of Americans enjoys a time-tested, universal, single-payer 
system that provides for their health care. Those Americans are senior citizens, and the system is 
called Medicare. Why not simply extend this to all Americans? Some worry about the government 
playing God by making decisions about who does and who doesn’t get care. But who can argue 
that the system we have now doesn’t cause some people to make difficult choices and play God?  
In order to reduce costs insurance companies limit health services that patients need every day.  
Others worry about raising taxes to pay for universal coverage even as their paychecks are eaten by 
a “private tax” levied by insurance companies to cover those who use the emergency room and are 
unable to pay. The Affordable Care Act at least addresses this issue by insisting everyone have cov-
erage or pay a fine.  For those states who enrolled they have help for the poor but almost as many 
states have opted out of the Federal system, so where do those Americans get their health care?

Public health experts advocate enhancing preventive care by instilling healthy behaviors among all 
of us. To accomplish this worthy goal, we need to make sure that people are more aware of taking 
care of their health and aim public education efforts at encouraging them to do so. I believe that 
with a comprehensive single-payer system, public education measures would be easier to institute.  
A universal system would have another advantage that I’m sure all of us would welcome—our 
coverage would be stable and we could stay with our chosen providers. Flux governs the present 
system. Changing jobs or seeking more affordable care often means changing plans and provid-
ers.  This, in turn, forces us to learn new rules, find new doctors, and leave our familiar clinics and 
hospitals. Under a single-insurer plan, changes would be made by the patient, not the insurer.

“Beyond the Affordable Care Act: An Economic Analysis of a Unif ied System of Health Care for 
Minnesota”  is an excellent look at where we are and where we could be when comes to creating a 
more equitable system. The Minnesota nonprofit Growth & Justice engaged the Lewin Group to 



10

do an economic study of a unified and universal system for Minnesota. The following paragraphs 
from the study clearly show the economic advantages of such a system:

Total state health spending can be reduced by nearly 9% under a unified single-payer plan while 
eliminating uninsurance in the state. The savings are achieved despite covering the remaining 
262,000 Minnesotans who would still be uninsured under the ACA.

Predictable and affordable financing can be achieved through a variety of methods, such as an 
employer payroll tax coupled with either an employee payroll tax, an individual income tax, 
or both an individual income tax and a “sin tax” on tobacco and alcohol. This financing would 
eliminate underinsurance, defined as health care costs which exceed 10% of income.

Lewin found that an employer payroll tax of 9.99% applied to wages over $12,000 per employee per 
year (an effective rate of 7.44% based on median wages) would cover the employer contribution to 
a health care system, retaining the federal tax preference afforded to employer-sponsored health care. 
Individuals or households would contribute either via a payroll tax of 4.67% applied to wages over 
$12,000 per year (an effective rate of 3.36% based on median wages), or an income tax of 3.07% 
of adjusted gross income (based on median household income.) Adding a sin tax of $1 per pack on 
tobacco and 5 cents per drink on alcohol would slightly reduce both the employer and individual 
contribution.

In addition to facing more predictable costs and eliminating the burden of negotiating and admin-
istering health benefits, most employers would save money. Employers who currently offer insurance 
would save an average of $1,214 per employee per year. Firms not currently offering insurance 
would face increased costs as all employers would pay into a unified system as modeled in this report.

A unified system would save money for Minnesota families; the average family would save $1,240 
annually on premiums and would see a small increase in income due to lower employer health care 
costs. Families with household income over $150,000 would see an increase in health care spending 
and would also experience some wage suppression as a result of the impact of the employer health tax. 
Because financing is based on income, people with significant illness burden would no longer face 
serious financial barriers to care.

A unified system contains the means and the incentives to control costs by improving efficiency and 
effectiveness of care. The savings in Minnesota could be as much as 12% to 33% per year by 2023. 
Health care spending growth on a per capita basis and as a percent of GDP would slow significantly 
as compared to growth under the Affordable Care Act.

Minnesota has long set goals for reining in health care spending and has consistently failed to meet 
them as our fragmented system makes cost containment difficult without decreasing access.

Moving to a unified system with a significantly reduced administrative burden will lead to a 
reduction in health sector employment. Even accounting for the increase in health care jobs in the 
delivery system due to increased utilization with increased insurance coverage, Minnesota could 
lose 42,000 jobs in health care administration, though a portion of those jobs would have been 
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newly created under the Affordable Care Act. These lost administrative jobs would be in the insur-
ance sector, hospitals and physician practices. Other published studies have suggested the decrease 
in health administration employment would be more than made up by employment growth in 
other sectors.

Minnesota can enact a unified system and assure access to affordable, high quality health care to every 
Minnesotan regardless of income, age or employment or health status while decreasing total health 
spending in the state. Significant hurdles remain, logistically and politically. Our escalating costs and 
the harmful impacts of the current fragmented system on our health and our economy will someday 
compel us to act boldly.

Being more expensive is only one of many disadvantages of our multi-provider system. Citizens 
have fewer good choices and options for health care than they would under a single payer system. 
Market incentives built into the health system discourage citizens from taking care of their health 
needs and have made them less likely to seek help early on. We need a health  system that delivers 
what citizens want and deserve. We need a system that assures people they can get guidance and 
care from the health care providers they want. Government has a role to play in making this hap-
pen.  Instead, budget cut talk dominates care discussions. In addition, policy makers call for appeal 
of existing reforms rather than implementation of new ones. Medicare and Medicaid seem headed 
for cuts, not expansion.

This is serious business, literally life and death. A study by Harvard Medical School links lack of 
health care coverage to about 45,000 deaths a year in the United States. People without health in-
surance face risk of death at a 40 percent higher rate than individuals with private health insurance. 
The uninsured die because the public hospitals they rely on are closing or cutting back services. To 
make matters worse, for the most part improvements in treating chronic conditions like high blood 
pressure benefit only those with insurance.

Our health care system offers so much less than we should expect in a wealthy country.  Japan and 
many European countries which provide better health care, also have more equal income distribu-
tions. In short, the more middle class a country is, the more likely it will have universal, affordable 
health care. The widening income gap in our country affects us in many ways, none of them good, 
but none so serious as the health care crisis we now face. We can do better with our health care 
system, but only if we do better with our economy.  Piecemeal solutions in the United States have 
failed and will continue to do so. We need a comprehensive approach, one that both restores our 
middle class economy and, as part of the bargain, gives us the health care system we deserve.

We need policies that address the needs of Americans for more than economic reasons. American 
lives are at stake. We need policies that address the needs of Americans for more than economic 
reasons. American lives are at stake. In March 2013, the Minnesota State Legislature created 
MNsure, Minnesota’s state-based health insurance exchange mandated under the Affordable Care 
Act, an imperfect bill but certainly the largest expansion of health care in generations. Instead of 
opting into the federal exchange as some other states did (as well as states with partisan Governors 
and legislatures that openly defied any implementation of the Affordable Care Act), we chose to 
build our own in Minnesota. The exchange’s chief goals are to empower consumers and businesses 
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to compare private health insurance plans and to choose high-quality, affordable policies that best 
meet their needs.

A report from the University of Minnesota’s State Health Access Data Assistance Center published 
in June 2014 found that MNsure cut the number of uninsured Minnesotans nearly in half. “A change 
in the uninsurance rate like this is pretty much unprecedented in Minnesota,” said Julie Sonier, co-
author of the report. Minnesotans will no longer have to pay for the uncompensated care of their 
neighbors who previously lacked insurance and, by necessity, sought care through the emergency 
room system. As of the end of MNsure’s first open enrollment period, 95% of Minnesotans have 
health insurance. This is the second highest insured rate in the entire country. Thanks to common 
sense consumer protections (forbidding insurance companies from charging women higher premiums 
than men; denying care to people with pre-existing conditions; or capping the amount of care you can 
receive in a year or your lifetime and many, many more), even more Minnesotans have access to 
the care they need and deserve.

By expanding access to affordable health care, MNsure is helping to address significant, persistent 
health disparities among our neighbors of color (inequities which grow directly from social and eco-
nomic disadvantages and a lack of educational opportunities). For example, African American and 
Latino women are more likely to be diagnosed with later-stage breast cancer. In 2001, Minnesota 
launched the Eliminating Health Disparities Initiative (EHDI), one of the first legislative mandates 
to reduce health inequities. We need to keep making this issue a priority right now and into the 
future. Our work to advance health equity is ongoing through EHDI grants, the Statewide Health 
Improvement Program (SHIP) and the recently established Minnesota Center for Health Equity.

A middle class society is built on a healthy economy serving, healthy citizens. We have made some 
important steps in this area, but much work remains to be done.
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Foundations: Education
Americans have always seen education as important to progress and economic growth. John Ad-
ams, our second President, tells the story that as a boy he complained to his father about how much 
he disliked studying Greek and Latin. His father listened sympathetically. The next morning he 
handed his son a shovel and set him to work instead of studying. The young Adams quickly chose 
to continue his studies. Years later, John Adams was instrumental in getting language to provide 
public education included in constitution for Massachusetts. 

Today, there is precious little that almost all politicians agree upon. But one thing can still claim 
almost universal agreement: Education is the key to success. Actions speak louder than words, 
as we all know, and budget cuts are taking a toll on education at all levels in spite of the speech-
making and rhetoric. The notion that opportunity is provided by a middle class society that en-
courages an educated populace to participate in and benefit from our economy is a cornerstone 
of our democracy. But as corporate interests have seized greater control of our economy and now 
our government, there is less and less interest in fairness or a middle class. Government policies 
support a widening gap between the super rich and everyone else. The corporate sector has been 
brilliant at taking advantage of the unfairness and inequality capitalism creates. By arguing that 
we can’t continue to throw money at problems, we have gradually abandoned poor children and 
children of color by eliminating programs targeted to their needs.  Standardized tests are used to 
condemn schools and blame teachers and their unions for the failure. The new focus on teachers 
and teacher quality is to make teachers take responsibility for the success or failure of all students 
regardless of their community and home situation. This means of course rather than looking at 
what resources are needed to educate all children in our country we will simply ask that teachers 
continue to do more with less.

Don Glines, founder of the Mankato based Wilson School (The National Observer described the 
school as the most innovative public school in America) says, “Should lawyers tell farmers how to 
plow fields? Should doctors tell merchants how to sell suits? Should merchants tell students how 
to study? Should school board members most of whom know little regarding learning research – 
tell learners how to learn?” It is important for parents to be involved in the learning process with 
the teacher, parents have insights to offer but should they tell teachers what and how to teach?  
We have a tradition of local control that is intended to be collaborative, not dictatorial, but more 
recently we see control of our pedagogy given to legislators have little understanding of the pro-
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cess of learning or the diverse needs of students. Education policy by legislative process has given 
us mandated unfair testing, unnecessary curriculum, and one-size-fits-all learning environments 
shaped by the notion that all we need to do is test the kids to see if knowledge is being delivered 
in the right way. The reason we do this to teachers may be because we are led to believe teaching is 
nothing more than glorified babysitting and everyone who’s gone to school ‘knows’ what is needed.

The unexamined reasoning of the testing advocates, steeped as they are in claims of common sense, 
could not be more unfounded. W. Edwards Deming is the statistician credited with reforming 
the Japanese manufacturing sector from being ridiculed to being among the most admired in the 
world. He did so by encouraging reorganization around attention to quality and continuous im-
provement principles. He said, “You must eliminate fear, identify stakeholders and build on trust.”  
Workers must be seen as valuable assets with unique expertise and the ability to make necessary 
improvements. The atmosphere of high-stakes testing and linking test scores to pay in “pay for 
performance” schemes does just the opposite. It heightens fear, decreases trust, and devalues the 
knowledge and skills of teachers and administrators. We tell teachers that parents and legislators 
know better and that hard work and right methods should produce high test scores. But the tests 
only evaluate a moment in time, focused on product when learning is a process that plays out over 
time. Tests also only look at a small area of that learning process. They do not take into account the 
broad array of learning that takes place in schools. It also only examines the academic realm when 
of equal if not more importance are the kinesthetic and affective domains. But academics are easier 
to test and we end up seeing much of our education investment going to publishers of tests that 
have little to do with improving the learning of our children.

Nancy Folbre, writing in The New York Times, said, “Scores on standardized tests are not an accurate 
measure of success in later life, because they don’t capture important aspects of emotional intelligence, 
such as self-control and ability to collaborate with others.” Pressure to improve student test scores and 
teaching to the test diverts attention from other aspects of the curriculum that might better promote 
problem-solving skills. She referenced economists Bengt Holmstrom and Paul Milgrom who describe 
the general problem of misaligned incentives in more formal terms: “workers who are rewarded only for 
accomplishment of easily-measurable tasks reduce the effort devoted to other tasks.” Clearly, something 
is not right with the system—close to 40 percent of teachers in New York City quit after three years. 

Teaching is a job with the impossible combination of increasing demands and decreasing com-
pensation. To make matters worse, pressure on public budgets at all levels has forced layoffs and 
worsened working conditions. In some Texas school districts, teachers are now assigned custodial 
work. You might well ask how that will attract the best and the brightest. Most research shows that 
new teachers need support, encouragement and mentoring to become highly skilled. High-stakes 
assessments that force all teachers into competition with each other discourage that collaboration.  
Little wonder, then, that most comprehensive studies of efforts to improve student achievement by 
rewarding teachers for student performance show minuscule, if any, positive results. The students 
of teachers with regular salaries do just as well as students with teachers who receive monetary 
incentives. 
 
A 2011 study by Roland Fryer, a prominent Harvard economist, is a good example. Professor Fryer 
conducted a school-based randomized trial in 250 New York City public schools designed to better 
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understand the impact of teacher incentives on student achievement. He concluded, “I find no 
evidence that teacher incentives increase student performance, attendance, or graduation, nor do 
I find any evidence that the incentives change student or teacher behavior.” He also found some 
evidence that teacher incentives (that is rewarding teachers for improving student test scores), 
especially in larger schools, seem to decrease student achievement. Making teacher pay dependent 
on student achievement cannot improve teacher-student relations, especially where those relation-
ships are already minimal and distant as they would be in large schools.

Aren’t there better ways to meet the goal of educating all of our citizens? Luckily for us, not every 
country has wasted so much time and money on ill-advised testing and union-busting approaches.  
In a May 2011 paper, “Standing on the Shoulders of Giants”, Marc S. Tucker examined recent 
research that looked at five countries far ahead of the United States in education outcomes. He 
reminds us that 100 years ago we borrowed from other countries to build the education system 
we have today. A comparison with Finland is apt. In Finland, they began a process of educational 
reform by establishing two over-riding principles by asking: should our focus be (1) equality, that 
is, education to benefit everyone, and (2) high performance through continuous improvement? The 
answer was “yes” to both questions. Then they moved on to, “How do you train really great teach-
ers?” Instead of emphasizing tests, the Fins started with the notions that good teachers need strong 
training, they need to be guided by excellent teachers, and they need lots of guided practice. They 
also established that an environment of “trust” was essential for a positive learning environment and 
worked hard to build trust between teachers and students and between teachers and administrators. 
The reforms allowed teachers and their union to drive what the new education system looked like. 
Entrance into teacher programs is more competitive and teacher training is subsidized through a 
Master’s Degree. Now that the reforms are in place, Finland sits near the top in all world rankings of 
educational performance and spends no more than we do for those results.

These ideas of building trust instead of competition, of fully funding what needs to be done, of 
allowing teachers and their unions to take leadership roles—they make so much sense, don’t they?  
And yet, here in America, our policies drive us in the opposite direction. Our results, too, are 
headed in the opposite direction. Perhaps this is what we should expect. As the old saying goes, 
“You get what you pay for.”  Too often politicians are only willing to meet the needs of students half 
way, and even then only after forcing advocates to constantly justify the importance of providing what 
they need.

Take, for example, the field in which I have spent much of my career, special education. Since 
its passage in the 1970s, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) has mandated 
schools provide special instruction for identified students. The mandate did not come with full 
funding, however, and state and federal governments have not lived up to their funding promises. 
Without adequate funding from the states, schools have to use other funding sources to cover 
special education programs. This, in turn, reduces resources that otherwise would have supported 
regular programs. This sets up a tension between regular and special education programs that 
results in more pressure to deny special education services.  Parents, teachers, and school boards 
are put in the impossibly difficult situation of deciding which students should be fully served. The 
obvious answer is “all of them." The funding answer is closer to "Sophie’s choice." 
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Some politicians say, “It’s all about choices because we have limited resources.” During the last 20 
years or so, the American public has been constantly asked, in one way or another, to accept the idea 
that our education system is wasteful and inefficient.  So, instead of providing needed educational 
funds, our schools have seen funds withheld and have been forced to shoulder costly accountability 
measures such as the “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) initiative. These misguided measures essen-
tially assure the failure of schools. If the NCLB program could live up to its title, it could solve many 
of the problems of our educational system.  Some supporters of the NCLB see it as a way to deal 
with those at-risk students who fall through the cracks.  The problem is that the policy proposes 
getting “tough” with schools and teachers to make them deliver, instead of dealing with the root of 
the problem, that is, the deep inequalities in our system. If the schools fail, they’re given state aid to 
help them become successful. Once successful, however, the aid is taken away and the schools must 
again rely on local resources. In poor districts, those resources simply are not available.

There are reforms that are research based and show promise but they don’t fit the mindset driven by 
accountability and testing. Lynn Stoddard, a 50 year veteran educator, asked himself the question: 
What if our goal was to develop a system that focused on each student’s strengths and educated 
them to be outstanding citizens? Along with a group of progressive educators he has developed 
what he calls Educating for Human Greatness, a system that values individual diversity and an ap-
proach that is truly student centered and learner driven. It is a very interesting approach and one 
he has used in his schools for a number of years with great success.

“No Child Left Behind” with its scheme of high-stakes tests and school and teacher report cards 
is not capable of creating the reforms our system may need because it doesn’t help us see the prob-
lem. I’m startled that when people talk about underperforming schools and students, they don’t 
look at the economic factors that affect student learning and interest. Often the pressure to work 
far outweighs an economically disadvantaged student’s interest in staying in school. Many live in 
families where there aren’t enough of resources needed to eat well, get to school on time, and feel 
alert and able to do good work in school. As more and more students come from communities that 
are themselves economically challenged, the problems become even worse. Supportive communi-
ties go the way of supportive families, and increased teacher time is spent controlling behavior. 
Research shows that investing in early childhood education and family education would be a far 
better investment.

The problems with our educational system don’t end with high school. For many decades, the 
United States has been the world leader in higher education. We rank first in the number of 
college-educated citizens between the ages of 55 and 64. However, we’ve slipped to seventh in the 
25 to 34-year-old range. We trail economic competitors such as Canada and Japan. A major cause 
of the stagnation in graduation rates is the cost of attending college. The cost of public college rises 
beyond the reach of more Americans every year. In my home state of Minnesota, the average cost for 
a year at a public four-year school was $12,800 last year, a 70 percent increase in just five years. This is 
in part a result of the state disinvestment in state colleges, Minnesota used to have a commitment to 
cover two thirds of tuition in state institutions. The recession forced many states to re-evaluate their 
budgets and their ability to support higher education. This also reflected a change in thinking away 
from a college education as a public good and more toward seeing it as an individual investment.
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According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, since 1981 college tuition has consistently increased 
faster than the overall inflation rate. Increases have been especially steep as state governments 
trade general funding for tuition increases. Combined with a falling minimum wage, the problem 
becomes ever more difficult for students to overcome. The time-honored tradition of working one's 
way through college has been derailed by a combination of rising costs and the falling purchas-
ing power of the minimum wage. (The purchasing power of the minimum wage was 24 percent 
higher in 1981 than in 2007.) It's therefore not surprising that a Public Agenda survey found that 
71 percent of college drop-outs said having to work was a factor, while more than half said it was 
a major factor. Students have tried to make up for the wage gap with student loans, with the result 
that the total volume of outstanding student loans exceeds that for the nation’s credit card debt. 
No wonder a 2011 Pew Foundation survey found that 57 percent of Americans thought higher 
education was not worth the price.

Some argue if everyone had equal access to a college education, it would ease our income distribution 
problems. Ability, not family wealth, would determine who gains the benefits of going to college. 
However, if only the wealthy can go to college, then college degrees will no longer be a gateway into 
the middle class.  Instead, the colleges our taxes help fund will themselves contribute to our slow slide 
into a third world income distribution. A recent study in the Journal of Labor Economics doesn't give 
us much to cheer about. If we divide all American families into four income groups, we would see 
that 75.5 percent of those students coming from the top group go to college. On the other hand, only 
33.3 percent coming from the bottom group go to college. This disparity is only going to get worse. 
Why? The housing bust. The reasoning in the study is simple enough. Wealth makes it easier to 
go to college, and most lower- and middle-class families have most of their wealth tied up in their 
homes. 

During the 1990-2005 run-up in housing values, home equity loans were easy to get. For the four-
year period 2001-2005 alone, the study found that college attendance was almost 8 percent higher 
than it would have been had housing prices stayed flat. The results were especially dramatic for 
families earning less than $70,000 per year. Those families with larger incomes depended less on 
home equity loans to send their kids to college, so the effect was not nearly as dramatic for them.  
Of course, the opposite holds true, too.  College investment decisions by the lowest-income fami-
lies are most affected by housing wealth and are therefore most likely to be negatively affected by 
the housing bust. Bloomberg reported in 2012 that housing prices has declined nationally by 35 
percent since the 2006 peak, so the implication for many hoping to attend college are not good.

We have plenty of evidence that current programs and policies are not providing what we need. 
So where should we be heading? These Principles for Smart Investment from Growth & Justice 
report (Smart Investments in Minnesota Students) is a great place to start:

Using insights from educators and the commissioned research described in the report, we formu-
lated four principles for guiding better decision-making for investing in education.

1. Smart investments aim for compound effects. Comprehensive programs that address the whole 
student’s needs — social support, academic preparation, and improved access to early childhood and 
post-secondary learning opportunity — are more effective than any single component program.



18

2. Smart investments accumulate capital. Educational success depends on students being ready for 
school, continually ready to learn, and ultimately, ready for life.

3. Smart investments address real disparities. The greatest returns on investment come from 
addressing the greatest disparities in opportunity and achievement.

4. Smart investments are made with accountability for results. Investments should be chosen 
based on evidence through a transparent process that measures and reports the outcomes.

Smart Investments Start Early and Prepare the Student for the Next Level

As students progress along the path to college, they reach five key points where their readiness for the 
next level can be measured. Smart investments in proven programs can prepare students academi-
cally and socially for these gateways to post-secondary success.

Birth to age 3
Nurse home visiting programs and Expanded access to quality child care

Pre-K (age 4) through grade 3
Social skills training; Quality half-day preschool, class size reduction; and Intensive focus on    ear-
ly skills acquisition

Grades 4 through 8
Rigorous coursework, intensive tutoring and social support (such as mentoring) In-school and 
out-of-school 

Grades 9 through 12
College prep curriculum with teacher development and Parent involvement.

At every stage of our educational system, our weakened middle class is both a symptom and a 
problem. It is a symptom because a weakened educational system leads to a weaker middle class. 
It is a problem because a strong middle class is necessary to advocate for and fund an educational 
system that provides opportunity for all Americans. We can't hope to rebuild our educational system 
if we continue to rely on programs that cut budgets, demonize teachers, and blame students for 
system-wide economic failure. We need an entirely new approach that addresses both our educa-
tional problems and the broader problems facing the middle class that must sustain our schools 
and colleges. The Minnesota State Legislature made significant investments in education, from 
our youngest learners all the way to students pursuing a post-secondary degree. However, state 
lawmakers understood that it takes more than financial resources to provide everyone with a high 
quality education. Recruiting, training and retaining talented educators to lead our classrooms is 
an essential ingredient as well. And those classrooms need to be a manageable size that allows 
teachers to deliver the kind of one-on-one individual attention that research shows us produces 
the best outcomes. Reforming our student assessment system to deliver better diagnostics earlier 
in a student’s academic career was a key part of our progress as well. 
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Major investments in Minnesota’s students include preschool scholarships for over 8,000 low-
income families, all-day everyday kindergarten for every child, additional funding for every school, 
freezing tuition at state colleges and universities for two years and expanding state financial aid for 
students earning a post-secondary degree. Other modest yet vital investments include an expansion 
of the school lunch program for low-income students, providing free breakfast for every kindergart-
ner, more grants for “recovery schools” that provide a safe environment for students recovering from 
substance abuse, better training for teachers who instruct English Language Learners and tax credits 
for teachers that buy classroom materials for their students.

State lawmakers paired those financial investments with policy reforms with the goal of building a 
highly-educated workforce that can attract and retain the kinds of jobs that pay living wages. For 
example, we changed course from a failed student assessment system that was resulting in almost 
half of our graduates needing to take remedial classes upon entering college. Instead of a single 
test taken in high school required to graduate, we implemented new career- and college-readiness 
exams beginning in middle school. These exams provide parents, students and teachers with key 
diagnostic information that will empower them with early planning for their career goals and 
success in learning. By starting career and college readiness testing when students are in middle 
school, parents and teachers can help kids correct course before it is too late. 

The new student assessment system is the catalyst for meeting rigorous achievement standards, 
such as requiring school districts to adopt a comprehensive, long-term strategic plan to improve 
teaching and learning that is aligned with creating the “world’s best workforce.” Districts must 
show progress toward closing achievement gaps, have students reading at grade level by third grade 
and have 100 percent of students graduate from high school. 

Improving support for English language learners, one of the fastest growing student populations in 
Minnesota yet experiencing the poorest academic outcomes, was a major focus for state lawmak-
ers over the past two years. According to the Minnesota Department of Education, the number of 
English language learners increased by 50,000 over the past 20 years, an increase of 300 percent. 
Over 65,000 students are currently enrolled in Minnesota schools. In 2013, just 59 percent of English 
language learners graduated from high school, with 23 percent meeting proficiency measures in 
math, 17 percent in reading and just 12 percent in science. Statewide averages on those measures 
in 2013 came out to 61 percent, 58 percent and 53 percent, respectively. 

To improve academic outcomes among this unique population of students, we knew we had to 
change the mindset of viewing a non-English native language as a problem to be fixed. Instead, 
we began our efforts by framing non-English native languages, and the children who speak them, 
as assets. Using that mindset, we implemented policy reforms around four goals: 1) Prioritize 
early parent involvement; 2) Prepare educators to effectively teach English language learners; 3) 
Enhance systematic and institutional focus on English language learner success and; 4) Expand 
support for all English language learners, including adults. 

Of course, none of these initiatives would go far without top-notch educators leading our class-
rooms. We took important steps toward meeting this goal by reforming our teacher licensure 
system, granting temporary licensure to out-of-state teachers as they prepare for in-state licensure, 
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better teacher evaluations and new intensive pilot programs for teacher candidates. Lastly, we 
made progress on ensuring a safe, supportive learning environment for all students by reforming 
our state’s anti-bullying laws, which many had considered the weakest in the nation. The new “Safe 
and Supportive Schools Act” approved in 2014 requires all districts to establish comprehensive 
local policies that protect all students, define prohibited conduct, provide processes for report-
ing and handling of complaints, and emphasize restorative justice. It also directs Minnesota to 
create a School Safety Technical Assistance Council and Center, which will establish norms for 
prevention, intervention and support, advancement of evidence-based policy and development of 
resources and training. 

I am proud of the progress we are making.  I am proud of the Minnesota teachers and students 
we are better able to serve because of new programs we have put in place. But I am also guided by 
these words from Smart Investments in Minnesota Students:

Economists, business leaders and educators agree: Minnesota’s relative prosperity over the past 
quarter century has been driven largely by our investment in human capital. But Minnesota faces 
major economic shifts that challenge our long-term prosperity. At the current rate we are producing 
students with post-secondary degrees, within two decades Minnesota will not have enough skilled 
working adults to sustain our economy or quality of life at the levels most of us have enjoyed.

To meet the demand for skilled workers — and to ensure families can enjoy a decent standard of 
living — we should, by 2020, increase by 50 percent the rate of Minnesota students who finish 
some type of post-secondary education.

To reach that goal, we must invest in solutions now. Each year, 10,000 high school students drop 
out, at a cost to the state economy of $10 billion over their lifetimes. 

Education, a key foundation for rebuilding our middle class society will continue to need thoughtful, 
aggressive support for years to come.
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Foundations: Energy And The Environment
Energy conservation, mass transit, and renewable energy development all hold great promise in 
moving us to a cleaner, safer world. In addition, they provide potential for significant economic 
development and job creation. We all have dreams of what our lives will be, and even more of what 
we want for our children and grandchildren. Many of those dreams will become real only if we have 
the right policies concerning energy sources and use and their impact on our environment. Here, as 
in so many other areas, what politicians say and what they do are on opposite poles. Corporate cash 
speaks louder than scientists and citizens.

The price of gasoline is on everyone’s mind. Increasing numbers of Americans are driving 40 or 50 
miles one way to get to work. What used to cost $100 a month in fuel now costs $400 a month.  
These are hard working people who don't expect to be millionaires. They only hope to live a com-
fortable enough life for themselves and their families and to retire with dignity. Even these modest 
goals are growing beyond the reach of many of us. The same policy shortsightedness that brings us a 
transportation model we can’t afford is now shown to cause global warming problems for generations 
to come.

In his book How the Economy was Lost (2010), Paul Craig Roberts examines the idea that “low cost” 
production can somehow solve our economic struggles. He reminds us that, in reality, “low cost” 
production means “maximum external costs imposed on society and the environment.” He worries 
that an unregulated market economy will continue on its path toward the destruction of life on earth. 
Externalities are not very important in “an empty world," he says, but in a “full world” ignored exter-
nalities can offset the value of increased output. “Externalities” are what economists call those costs 
to society caused by certain economic activities. Since the costs are born by society in general, and 
not solely by the individual responsible, economists call externalities “market failures." That’s right—
failures of the market system to guide us on the right path.  The case for government intervention 
couldn’t be clearer; instead, we get calls from corporations and the politicians they support to “cut 
regulations." Again, to quote Paul Craig Roberts, the cost of relying on markets alone is frightening, 
indeed: “If the future is left to take care of itself, organized society in the U.S. could fail…To conclude 
that our future is a continuation of the past is a death warrant for U.S. society.”

We must also recognize the link between jobs and policy on a global scale. Globalization has allowed 
multi-national corporations to tear down our own manufacturing capability and rebuild it in foreign 
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countries. Having given away our industry and now dependent on off-shored manufactured goods 
and services, we appear destined to become a third world country. It may be impossible to reacquire 
the manufacturing capability we have given away. We were promised more jobs, cheaper goods, 
and worldwide prosperity, but instead we have students graduating from our universities who can 
only find work as waitresses, bartenders, and cab drivers. Our trade deficit threatens the stability of 
our entire economy. How could things go so wrong? Of course, other countries have poorer people 
and weaker labor standards, and that is part of the problem. But it is not the entire problem. The 
third world destinations of our manufacturing jobs have virtually no environmental regulations, 
so we, in a way, export pollution without recognizing how large-scale pollution affects the entire 
globe. At the same time, our refusal to develop sustainable energy sources leaves us economically 
and politically beholden to foreign energy suppliers.

It's very difficult to address these issues head-on. Writing in the Atlantic Monthly (March 29, 
2011), Julio Friedman examined “Why it is hard to talk about energy.” He says, “America created 
the energy system it wanted – cheap, unintrusive and all but invisible.” Many of us never see oil 
wells, refineries, power plants, substations, natural gas pipelines or storage facilities. Most people 
don’t know how much energy they use. There is a disconnection between the value of that energy, 
whether it’s electricity or gasoline, and the actual cost. The value of energy to each person is much 
higher than what they pay for it. How many of us could survive without it? But difficult or not, 
energy policy is something we must discuss.  It can't be left to corporations and their lobbyists.

In his article “The Real American Exceptionalism” (April 19, 2011), David Morris provides another 
thoughtful perspective on why we have not been able to be better stewards of our natural resources.  
Many political leaders believe the term “American exceptionalism” means that we are “inherently 
superior to the world’s other nations.” Morris offers a different view:  our “exceptionalism’” has come 
from the “exceptionally favorable circumstances the United States found itself in at its founding and 
over its first 200 years.” He finds us also exceptional in the way that we have squandered those ad-
vantages. Morris argues that, because of our abundant resources, we could afford a value system based 
almost exclusively on rugged individualism and personal liberty. Now that our natural  resources are 
no longer abundant, more appropriate values of working together and embracing new systems of 
cooperation and mutual benefit are needed. But we have largely lost the concept of common good, 
or, perhaps, never had it to begin with. Put another way, Americans have put too much emphasis 
on skill, hard work, and market systems, and not enough emphasis on luck and the grace of God, in 
explaining our rise to global prominence.

As difficult as the task before us appears, we must move forward aggressively if we want to salvage 
our grandchildren’s future. Here again, David Morris provides useful guidance. He advises us to 
think of systems that are not so centralized and, therefore, invisible to most of us. In books like 
Self-Reliant Cities (1982) and Seeing the Light (2001), he writes about the need to democratize 
and distribute our energy production. In his view, advances in technology and the rapid pace of 
resource depletion have made it possible for individual citizens to produce their own energy with 
solar panels and wind turbines. 

This idea is not as far-fetched as it may at first sound. Consider the “feed-in tariff ” approach used 
in Germany and other countries. The policy works by insisting that utilities purchase energy from 
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individuals at a premium price, which makes citizen investment in energy production affordable.  
This creates a ready market for a growing solar and wind industry.  The result has been an economic 
transformation that generated 450,000 “green” jobs. Germany's renewable energy market grew 
from 3 percent to 15 percent. Today, Germany is a world leader in renewable energy with more 
solar collectors than any country in the world. The German economy benefits by about $9 billion 
per year through new jobs, lower energy costs, and reduced energy dependence on other countries.

Contrast the German experience with our own. According to the Energy Information Agency, 
our federal energy trade deficit is approximately $1 billion a day, or more than $10,000 a second. 
To fuel our economy we depend on unstable, unfriendly nations who don’t share American values.  
As a result, we are funding both sides of the war on terror. Our most respected military leaders 
recognize that climate change is a threat multiplier for instability in the most volatile regions of 
the world. And, our centralized system puts us all at increasing risk of failure. To quote former 
CIA Director R. James Woolsey, “At peak periods, our current electricity grid is overburdened and 
fragile and relies on a small number of gigantic (often highly polluting) power plants.” Woolsey 
also talked about a feed-in tariff policy implemented by Gainesville, Florida, as a solution to this 
problem.  Moving toward electricity produced by renewable sources distributed across a grid would 
result in far better security, resilience and sustainability.

Developing new, decentralized energy sources is one side of a coin; the other is conserving energy, 
no matter the source. Willy Vogt, one of the German legislators responsible for establishing Feed 
In Tariff policy, says the least expensive and most efficient power plant is the one you don’t have to 
build because you have a policy to make more energy available by reduced demand. Thus, German 
energy policies encourage people to weatherize homes and use appliances and equipment that are 
more energy efficient. Both businesses and homeowners are encouraged to evaluate their energy 
use with meters. Energy users turn off lights and equipment when not in use and install light bulbs 
and other equipment that consume less energy.  

Following this lead, American legislators and policy makers, even some utilities, have developed 
similar policies to inform consumers how they can consume less. Some of the stimulus money put 
in place by the Obama administration went to weatherization projects. In addition, policy makers 
struggle with how to pay for energy differently so that utilities are not threatened by declining lev-
els of consumption and profits while still allowing consumers to see savings from reduced energy 
use. This is an area where workers and environmentalists have formed a coalition, the Blue Green 
Alliance, to find ways for building projects and industry to work with the environment in mind.

To this end, we must do much more to develop a 21st-century mass transportation system. More 
transit options will give people viable choices for reducing energy use and saving money. Formerly, 
cheap gas, low-cost electricity, and open land near cities led us to build interstate highways and 
massive suburbs. Today, expensive energy, high levels of pollution, and longer and longer commutes 
to find affordable housing demand a new direction for our policies. We’ve also learned that cutting 
up our communities with roads and freeways because of a car-dependent culture has hurt com-
munities and community development. City planners now realize they must incorporate new ideas 
like ‘Smart Streets’ to blend energy use, transportation design and use of public space to integrate 
with people and businesses to regain that sense of connectedness.
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The United States has only 5 percent of the world’s population, but consumes 25 percent of the 
world’s oil.  Fifty-five percent of our oil is imported; by 2020 that number could grow to 65 percent. 
With an overburdened and terrorist-threatened airline industry, we need to explore high-speed 
rail to connect the great expanse of our country. At the same time, city and urban planners must 
think about more compact urban areas with more efficient use of energy.  Buses and commuter rail 
can reduce congestion, pollution, and commuting times. We have a situation where issues come 
together: ninety percent of our citizens on public assistance do not have cars. Without adequate 
alternatives, their opportunities for work and fuller lives disappear. 

By any public measure, mass transit is a great investment. But that investment will not happen 
if we continue to entrust our future to politicians fronting for a well-funded and well-organized 
fossil fuel industry.  If we look at our policy history for the past several decades, we see glimmers 
of hope and clouds of despair. After the fuel crisis of the 1970’s, President Jimmy Carter formed 
the Energy Department and began moving us toward development of renewable and synthetic 
fuels. Other difficulties his presidency faced forced him out of office and the opportunity was lost.  
Ronald Reagan oversaw a reversal of all renewable energy gains, thus assuring we would remain 
dependent on fossil fuel energy.  By the beginning of this century, both democracy and sensible 
energy policy had been thrown out the window.  

A report from Growth & Justice comes at the problem from a somewhat different, but nonethe-
less extremely important, perspective: how do we address climate change in our current economy? 
In Action Without Regrets in a Climate of Uncertainty: Smart Investments with Immediate Benefits, 
(another Growth & Justice report) the effects of climate change on Minnesota’s economy are out-
lined as follows:

Impacts of climate change will be directly felt throughout Minnesota’s $281.7 billion (in 2011 
dollars) economy. More extreme weather will impact agriculture and forestry. In turn, this will 
affect both durable and non-durable goods manufacturing. Hunting, fishing, and other major 
elements of the tourism industry will experience significant impacts as ecosystems are altered by 
a changing climate. Shipping on the Mississippi River will be affected by flooding from more 
extreme storm events and droughts. More intense storms will challenge the state’s infrastructure.

The policy framework laid out in the Growth & Justice report applies directly to energy policy. 
In fact we must accept that sound energy policy and sound climate change policy are one and the 
same:

That the climate of Minnesota and the world is changing is clear. While it also is true that there 
is no consensus on precisely how fast change will occur and precisely how much change there will 
be, decision-makers must recognize that to be prudent risk managers they must take intelligent 
risks today.

If decision-makers choose to avoid risk completely because we cannot define with precision how 
much and how fast change will occur or there is no complete public consensus, they risk significant 
impacts on core Minnesota industries; disruptions in transportation of goods and materials, as the 
Mississippi River faces both low flows from drought and unmanageable flows from floods; changes 
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in ecosystems, including damage to the state’s sport fishing and hunting industries; and threats to 
public health. If decision-makers respond effectively – that is, take intelligent risks – they will set 
the table for a stable economy and to protect public health.
 
Embracing the concepts of risk management provides a way of making the required decisions. 
Identifying smart investments in actions we won’t regret is a wise choice for a sustainable future. 
This is not being a daredevil. It is being a wise steward of Minnesota’s future.

What I consider the absolute low point of United States energy policy came during the early 
days of the Bush administration. Vice President Cheney, former CEO of Haliburton, met behind 
closed doors with the richest and most powerful energy producers to plan our energy future. He 
wouldn’t say who was in the room, much less what was discussed. This is an example of the worst 
kind of power abuse. One can only speculate what deals were made to assure continued control of 
our energy system by the rich and powerful as well as a strategic plan for world domination. 

Had the American economy in the 1970s been encouraged and turned loose on developing home-
grown renewable energy for energy independence, we would not be held hostage by OPEC and 
might have avoided extensive involvement in wars in the Middle East. Instead we would have a 
manufacturing economy selling turbines and solar panels all over the world. We would be well on 
our way to solving the global warming problem and have a much cleaner environment overall. We 
would not be struggling to fill gas-guzzling vehicles with $4.00 a gallon gas while oil companies 
post record profits. We would not face trillions of dollars of debt because of unfunded wars. Why 
haven't we taken the sensible path toward sustainability and prosperity, rather than one leading to 
the brink of disaster?

Much of the answer lies in the blind faith too many modern politicians have in utopian economic 
ideology, which will somehow lead us to the Promised Land. Coupled with a cry for “free trade” and 
deregulation, we have seen abuses and fraud perpetrated against the American people by corpora-
tions like ENRON. It is an ideology that David Morris describes as one that celebrates “me," has 
little concept or appreciation for “we," sees government as a problem to be eliminated, says all taxes 
and government regulation are evil, and distracts us with wedge issues like gun control.  The result is 
what Morris describes as our “second exceptionalism,” that is, “having by far the developed world’s 
most unequal income distribution.”  

David Cay Johnston came to the same conclusion in a different way. He asked high school students, 
“What is the purpose of the United States?” They replied, “To make people rich.” Johnston thinks 
it's no surprise following the reshaping of government’s relationship with private interests, what he 
describes as “a vision of lower taxes, less regulation, and maximum economic leeway for those at the 
top . . . the pursuit of wealth is the warp and weft of America; everything else will follow.” Johnston’s 
response to this blind view is that in only 52 words, the preamble to the Constitution tells us our 
nation’s purpose in six principles: society, justice, peace, security, commonwealth and freedom. Some-
one’s individual ability to become rich is not one of them. Riches are a product of the society created 
our nation, not the reason it exists.

According to investigative journalist Greg Palast, President Andrew Jackson said, “Corporations 
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have neither bodies to be kicked nor souls to be damned” when he tried to ban them from the 
Republic. The sole purpose of the corporation is to limit the liability of its owners while increasing 
profits. Without strong regulation and government intervention, it's impossible to get Exxon or 
British Petroleum to be responsible for spilling oil or using inferior equipment. Palast argues that 
these energy corporations have calculated that it's cheaper to deal with the aftermath of a spill than 
it is to spend their resources on expensive equipment to protect the environment and prevent a spill. 
He insists that regulation is the way that our government applies democracy, protecting people from 
the misadventures of huge corporations. When we let the corporations run the government, we lose 
democracy. Having done battle with these energy behemoths, Palast has determined that govern-
ment is not strong enough to protect us. We must have policies to protect us from the shortsighted 
greed of the few. 

There is no “me” in many of the most important issues we face relating to energy and the environ-
ment. We all share the same climate, breathe the same air, depend on the same sources of water, 
and waste the same petroleum reserves. There is, therefore, no way that a philosophy of me, and 
only me, can guide us in a time of scarcity and crisis. The past several decades have led us not to a 
brighter, more democratic energy policy, but to a closed-door meeting of energy giants. The way 
forward must emerge from the best of the values we find in the concept of the common good. In 
2014, the challenges facing our planet in terms of climate change and sustainable energy were on 
full display in Minnesota. Exceedingly harsh and unpredictable cold winter weather was made 
worse by a significant propane shortage (as well as price spikes) – one of the main sources of en-
ergy during the winter months for some rural communities throughout Minnesota. A few months 
later and over half of Minnesota’s 87 counties had fallen under a state disaster declaration in the 
aftermath of torrential rain and heavy flooding. The federal government declared disasters in many 
of those counties. 

Although there is little that a single state can do to solve this global problem, this is no reason 
to throw up our hands in despair, Minnesota is leading among states when it comes to providing 
sustainable energy, reducing pollution and cutting down on carbon emissions that science tells us 
are responsible for climate change. During the most recent legislative session in Minnesota, state 
lawmakers provided the same kick-start to solar power that the wind industry received 20 years 
ago by establishing a 1.5 percent solar energy production requirement by 2020 (and a stated goal 
of 10 percent by 2030) as well as incentives to encourage the development of solar resources. Here 
is one area where thoughtful, responsible action by each state can make a significant difference in 
leading Federal policy away from the lobbyists that now control it.
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Foundations: Transportation
Statistics clearly show how important transportation is to our middle class economy. In 2005, 
Americans traveled almost 5 billion miles on highways, 580 million miles in the air, and nearly 50 
million miles by mass transit. In 2002, more than $10 trillion of freight, weighing almost 16 billion 
tons, was shipped in the United States. The economy of every state depends upon this transporta-
tion system staying in good shape. Unfortunately, our programs and policies are failing to meet our 
needs. Poor road conditions cause individual Americans to spend $54 billion a year in car repairs 
and operating costs due to damage incurred just driving around. Increased traffic costs Americans 
$63.1 billion in wasted time and increased fuel usage. 

A few years ago, I attended an Energy Committee hearing in the Minnesota State Legislature 
that left a lasting impression on me. Matthew R. Simmons, an energy investment banker from 
Houston, Texas, testified about findings from his best-selling book Twilight in the Desert. Both the 
book and his testimony were primarily about the declining future of Saudi Oil and what we must 
do about it. Mr. Simmons made many thoughtful points and told us that 60 to 70% of the world’s 
oil is used in transportation and over 95% of transportation fuel is oil. As the hearing was conclud-
ing, Mr. Simmons said he had one more thing to say: “But a far greater and immediate danger 
than Peak Oil we face here in the U.S. is the sorry state of our rusting infrastructure, you could call 
it ‘peak rust.’ If we don’t do something about it our bridges will be falling and our buildings will 
crumble without even having to fly planes in to them.”  It was a chilling comment, missed by most 
in the meeting as press and legislators were packing up.

Sometimes we need to lose something before we realize its true value. During the summer of 2011, 
hurricane Irene caused us to lose part of our transportation system. The reminder of how much 
business depends on a top-flight transportation system couldn’t have been more dramatic. New 
York City had to shut down its public transportation system for barely two days. Even then busi-
ness costs added up: $8 million in lost business on Broadway, $1 million lost to vendors catering to 
Statue of Liberty visitors, only two instances on a long list. The damage in Vermont was far more 
serious.  With 35 bridges washed out and many roadways impassable, shopping, medical care, and 
getting to work were suddenly next to impossible for many of the state’s residents. Worried that the 
reports of devastation could put off visitors as Vermont entered one of its prime tourist seasons the 
Vermont Chamber of Commerce began helping local businesses inform potential visitors which 
areas were open and accessible. 



28

Unfortunately, devastating weather is not the only, or even the most serious, threat to our transporta-
tion.  Day in and day out, shocking neglect is taking its toll.  In 2008, CNN reported that our nation’s 
bridges were in such poor shape that it would cost at least $140 billion to repair them if we started 
right away. If we delayed, costs would only go up. The article cited a nationwide comprehensive safety 
report titled “Bridging the Gap” that spelled things out in frightening detail.  Almost three-fourths 
of US road traffic and 90 percent of truck traffic travel over state-owned bridges.  According to the 
report, one in four of those bridges is in need of repair. The average age of America’s bridges is 43, 
only seven years shy of the maximum age for which most were designed. One in five US bridges is 
more than 50 years old.

The issue of maintaining our transportation system is a personal one for me.  In 2007, a township 
supervisor in my district called me after an important state transportation bill failed to pass. “Do 
you know if the bridge on 140th Street is going to be repaired?” he asked. "You should take a drive 
by there sometime and have a look at it.” I did just that and contacted our county transportation 
engineer.  He told me that funding was tight and that repairs on the bridge would have to wait a 
few years. Upon receiving the disappointing news, the township supervisor said, “That’s what I was 
afraid I’d hear. I hope that bridge can hold. God forbid somebody should be on that bridge when 
it fails.” He knew neighbors would continue to cross the bridge every day.

Two days later, the I-35W Bridge in downtown Minneapolis collapsed into the Mississippi River 
during rush hour. Thirteen people died, another 130 were injured, and countless more around the 
country worried if any loved ones were on the bridge when it went down. We sometimes need 
dramatic reminders of how badly we have neglected our transportation system. Nothing could 
serve that purpose more than what happened in Minneapolis. As attention turned to the question 
of what other bridges across the country needed attention, a frightening answer came back--
we learned from the Federal Highway Administration that in 2006, Americans were driving on 
130,646 bridges (almost one in four of all the nation’s bridges) that were judged “deficient” either 
by deterioration or by their obsolete designs. As the replacement bridge was being built in Minne-
apolis, retired Army General Barry R. McCaffrey wrote, “While safety rightly has been the central 
concern of Minnesotans following last year’s collapse, the threat of inadequate infrastructure not 
only places citizens at risk, it threatens the economic vitality of the state.” Calling our transportation 
problems “as serious as a heart attack,” he went on to say that, as a percentage of gross domestic 
product, our nation now spends less than half as much on infrastructure as it did in the 1960’s. 

Time after time, I've heard politicians say they believe in “giving everyone who needs it a hand 
up," but not a "hand out" by having government “create the environment where business growth 
can happen.”  They say they recognize our history of government support for improving and main-
taining our transportation infrastructure. Many of those politicians live in states in which there is 
a constitutional commitment to well-maintained transportation. But when push comes to shove, 
they never extend the hand of help nor follow up on their oft-quoted maxim, “Better to teach a 
man to fish than give him one.” The fishing lesson never happens. In their zeal for cutting taxes, 
many forget that paying for roads and public transportation is crucial to economic growth.  States 
find it increasingly difficult to raise taxes for road repair and to get conservatives like Wis. Governor 
Walker or Florida Gov. Scott to accept federal funds for high-speed rail. In 2008, the Minnesota 
legislature was forced to override the Governor’s veto of the transportation bill, which included a 
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gas tax increase. It took four years to pass and marked the first increase in the Minnesota gas tax 
in 20 years.

Government has a role to play in providing basic transportation infrastructure. The benefit to busi-
ness, workers, and the public in general is clear. The auto industry for example has been entirely 
dependent on a role by federal, state, and local governments for building a road and interstate system 
that the industry's products could be used on safely and conveniently. There was even a major 
political movement called the Good Roads Movement that sought increased government funding 
of and involvement in building roads and highways. The Good Roads Movement, led by bicyclists, 
occurred in the United States between the late 1870s and the 1920s and turned local agitation into 
a national political movement. Roads were dirt or gravel; mud in the winter and dust in the sum-
mer. Early organizers cited Europe where road construction and maintenance were supported by 
national and local governments. The main goal of the movement was education for road building 
in rural areas between cities and to help rural populations gain the social and economic benefits 
enjoyed by cities, where citizens benefited from railroads, trolleys, and paved streets. Even more 
than traditional vehicles, the newly-invented bicycles could benefit from good country roads. 

The rapid rise in automobile ownership and use after 1907-09 propelled the Good Roads Move-
ment to success. From 1900 to 1907 a total of 154,000 motor vehicles were produced in the US. 
Production continued to climb to 895,000 in 1915 and 1.525 million in 1916. It became clear that 
the country needed a national road system. It was no longer enough to get states, counties, cities, 
and towns, to build roads. A system was needed that set standards for road design, road signage, and 
ensured that major population centers were linked. The National Highways Association adopted the 
slogan: "Good Roads Everywhere." It quickly raised funds to publish a map of a proposed 50,000-
mile National Highways network, which founder and president Charles Henry Davis described as 
"a broad and comprehensive system of National Highways, built, owned, and maintained by the 
National Government. Only the nation can build the roads heavy enough, wide enough, straight 
enough for our national industrial and military needs." On July 11, 1916, President Woodrow 
Wilson signed the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 into law. This was the first federal highway funding 
legislation in the United States, and it fulfilled one of the planks in the platform on which Wilson 
had run: the happiness, comfort and prosperity of rural life, and the development of the city, are alike 
conserved by the construction of public highways. 

Small government can’t do big transportation projects. We had to wait for the New Deal and the 
Second World War for government to become big enough to provide us with the bridges, roads 
and interchanges which were beyond the means of for-profit corporations to undertake. We set to 
work on creating the Interstate Highway System that brought us all closer together and opened 
countless new business opportunities.  But those days appear to be behind us. We seem content to 
watch our wonders of the world rust and degrade.  Jeff Madrick, in The Case for Big Government, 
says, “When the American Society of Civil Engineers gives American infrastructure – including 
highways, airports, and water facilities – an average grade of D, it is simply difficult to respond.” It 
is, he says, “a failure to recognize change.”  

In 2011, Growth & Justice Published a key study “Smart Investments in Transportataion for Min-
nesota: Goals and Targets to Spur Growth and Expand Prosperity.” The report identified four major 
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goals that can guide us in restoring our transportation system:

Goal: Improve travel time and efficiency for freight

Measure: Costs of freight per ton mile in Minnesota fall below the national benchmark for freight 
movement by truck, rail and water.

A well-functioning freight transportation system is essential for a strong, growing state economy. 
For the movement of goods and commodities, Minnesota faces challenges from an aging transpor-
tation infrastructure, upward trends in freight quantities, and larger freight vehicles. 

Target areas for freight transportation in Minnesota:

Goal: Better connect low-income Minnesotans to jobs and other important destinations

Measure: An increasing share of Minnesota’s low-income households hit the affordability range 
for transportation and housing costs, with the combined total below 45 percent of income.

Transportation improvements aimed at Minnesotans with low incomes and limited transporta-
tion options can link households to jobs. Access to other important destinations – schools, colleges 
and health care facilities – matters, too. 

Goal: Improve travel and travel choices for Minnesotans

Measures:

• Average travel times are below the national average, with increased attention to how we design 
our communities, how we use existing roadways, ways to reduce demand for travel, and a broader 
range of travel options.

• Ratings improve for pavement conditions and transportation infrastructure on main routes 
throughout Minnesota’s existing transportation system.

•An increasing share of travelers chooses transportation options other than solo car trips.

Goal: Reduce greenhouse gas emissions from transportation

Measure: Annual vehicle miles per capita decline 20 percent or more by 2025 from the 2009 level 
of 10,800.

The cars and trucks we drive make travel fast and convenient, but as our vehicles burn fossil fuels, they 
emit greenhouse gases (GHGs) that inflict serious damage on the environment. Reducing the number 
of miles we drive will help us reach Minnesota’s goals for GHG emissions – and it will pay off, too, in 
terms of lower costs for travelers and less wear and tear on the transportation infrastructure. 
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Like many things in our economy, our transportation system is the result of a partnership among 
private enterprise and national, state, and local governments. Sometimes, there are things that gov-
ernment can do that private enterprise can’t or won’t do. Historians see this as the role of the national 
government, a continuation of the American system of policies that were first established by George 
Washington's Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton. Under Hamilton the American School of 
political economy, rejected the complete laissez-faire of the competing British school. This approach 
was a system of protection of American labor and manufacturers through tariffs and other means. It 
included government oversight of the banking system to ensure that the flow of credit and money 
would go into real economic activity, and "internal improvements" as infrastructure programs.

Our middle class can't thrive without a safe and reliable transportation system. We must address 
the transportation needs of our people and our economy. Workers need to get to work in a safe and 
timely manner. Businesses need cost-efficient , reliable ways to move products from place to place. 
When we do the right thing for our transportation system, we do the right thing for the middle 
class. These basic principles should guide legislative and policy decisions. Instead, we see legislative 
gridlock, calls to cut budgets, and an excessive focus on protecting the interests of corporations.  
Meanwhile, our transportation system falls deeper and deeper into disrepair. Here, as with other 
aspects of our middle class economy, turning things around will take more, much more, than any 
single piece of legislation can hope to provide.  It will take a comprehensive approach.

Minnesota, like other states, is grappling with how to build a sustainable, efficient, high quality, 
safe transportation system that allows businesses to transport goods and services, people to get to 
and from their jobs, and consumers to travel in their communities to take advantage of recreation, 
entertainment and other activities. Damaged and congested transportation systems result in lost 
productivity and, as we see all too often, loss of life. This was most clear on August 1, 2007 when the 
Interstate 35W bridge in downtown Minneapolis collapsed, killing 13 people and injuring dozens 
more. Local, state and federal lawmakers acted swiftly to approve funding for clean up and building 
a replacement bridge. Unfortunately, that was the last glimpse we’ve seen of efficient and nonpartisan 
cooperation to meet our transportation needs in some time.

Despite the ongoing and stubborn inability to truly address our state’s transportation needs, 
whether it’s roads, bridges, highways, intercity rail or public transportation, the Minnesota State 
Legislature recently took several steps in the right direction we can be proud of. The $5.2 billion 
transportation bill includes $1.7 billion for state road construction and a $300 million “down 
payment” on Minnesota’s ‘Corridors of Commerce’ program, which will fund critical safety and 
mobility improvements along key trunk highway routes in rural areas. In addition to the trans-
portation budget, the legislature passed a bonding bill that includes over $100 million for roads, 
bridges and transit.
 
The Growth & Justice report, “Smart Investments in Transportataion for Minnesota: Goals and Tar-
gets to Spur Growth and Expand Prosperity”  gives us the following advice for moving forward:

Investments in our transportation system, done right, pay off in terms of economic growth, expanded 
prosperity and improved quality of life. Even in tight fiscal times, Minnesota’s public sector must ad-
dress transportation needs and challenges. Efficient and effective transportation matters to business and 
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to all residents of the state. It is especially important to Minnesotans with low incomes and limited 
transportation options. Given the state’s existing and extensive network of roadways, action on surface 
transportation increasingly centers on first fixing what we have already and maximizing our use of 
it. Innovative approaches look beyond the traditional transportation strategies and tap active traffic 
management, intelligent traffic systems, travel demand management, land use changes, and transit and 
other alternatives to solo car trips. For new construction, the public sector must focus on high-benefit 
projects and cost effective options. The four goals presented in this report are important guides for what 
Minnesota’s transportation system should accomplish – improve travel time and efficiency for freight, 
better connect low-income Minnesotans to jobs and other important destinations, improve travel and 
travel choices for Minnesotans, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from transportation. For greatest 
impact, these goals should be considered together.

The advice is good not only for Minnesota but for all other states and especially, for Federal policy. 
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Foundations: Middle Class Wages
In his 2006 book Take this Job and Ship It, North Dakota Senator Byron Dorgan begins with a 
story about a workingman’s response to a reporter as he stood in line to pay his last respects to 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt. “’Did you know the President?’ the reporter asks. ‘No,’ the man 
said through tears. ‘But he knew me.’”  Dorgan goes on to ask, “Who is seeing the working man 
today?” 

Most of us sit by helplessly as corporation after corporation ships middle class jobs to third world 
countries. Politicians across the country invariably come upon out-of-work industrial workers who 
ask them what they can do about the wholesale sell-off of jobs in America. All too often, the politi-
cian has no response and no idea what to do. Worse yet, some extreme free-market ideologues might 
say that what is happening to so many American workers is actually a good thing, something that 
in the long run will make our economy better off. Of course, most of those making such claims have 
good, stable jobs representing the interests of the financial elite.

The last 30 years have seen a corporate war against the American worker. That war now extends 
into political campaigns highlighting global competitiveness, an assault on labor unions, and a 
return to child labor. Those politicians are supported by the very corporations that have sent our 
jobs overseas when they could and imported cheap labor when they couldn’t.  In the 1990s alone, 
according to Greg Palast, US multinational companies let go 2.9 million workers in America.  
At the same time, their foreign workforces increased by 2.7 million. This war, waged on multiple 
fronts from the boardroom to the courtroom and all levels of government, has resulted in an ever-
shrinking supply of jobs that pay enough to support a middle class way of life.

Joe Bageant gave a good example from his hometown of Winchester, Virginia, in Deer Hunting with 
Jesus. Wal-Mart, on its never-ending mission to lower the price of everything so they can capture 
greater market share and make huge profits, went after Rubbermaid. At the time, Rubbermaid had 
been hailed as America’s most admired company. It was also American’s largest producer of plastics 
and relied on Wal-Mart to retail a large share of its products. In 2001, Wal-Mart’s executive manage-
ment team put the screws to Rubbermaid and demanded lower prices even though Rubbermaid was 
dealing with huge increases in costs for raw materials. When Rubbermaid refused to go along with 
Wal-Mart’s ruinous prices, Wal-Mart pulled the company’s products off its shelves. Rubbermaid 
gave in and was forced to squeeze its workers out of wages and benefits in order to stay afloat.
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While some corporations work to reduce wages directly, others pressure local governments into 
deals that lower their contribution toward taxes. This, too, weakens our middle class economy. In 
A Governor’s Story, Governor Jennifer Granholm of Michigan describes her harrowing struggle to 
fight for jobs and America’s middle class economy. She tried everything from tax cuts to incen-
tives to keep companies from leaving and to attract new ones to Michigan. She was at the center 
of the economic downturn where in Detroit unemployment reached depression era levels. Unfor-
tunately for Michigan, term limits ended her role as governor. Granholm was forced to watch as 
outside bankrolled a Republican sweep and the undoing of her good work. Her experience taught 
her the futility of states allowing themselves to be played against each other. Rather, states should 
work together with the federal government. Only at that level can government effectively step in 
and work with the private sector to accelerate recovery. As she said, “Hands-off, laissez-faire, free 
market economics will only ensure that other governments step into the void. America can either 
take action on behalf of its citizens or watch passively as our people and businesses lose to more 
determined foreign competitors.”

While Governor Granholm saw danger in determined efforts of committed foreign competi-
tors, George Packer saw another sinister force at work. In his article "The Broken Contract” he 
described how in 1978 American life changed dramatically.  It was a time, to use his words, “of 
widespread pessimism–high inflation, high unemployment, high gas prices.” It was also a time 
when “the country reacted to its sense of decline by moving away from the social arrangement that 
had been in place since 1930s and 40s.” He described what Nobel-Prize winning economist Paul 
Samuelson called a “mixed economy” and refers to it as “a middle class democracy” supported by 
an “unwritten social contract.” That contract among labor, business, and government included both 
the wealthy elite and the mass of people. The benefits of the economic boom at the end of World 
War II would, under the contract, be distributed widely across all groups. To use today’s phrase, 
“the rising tide would float all boats.” Government policies and laws sought to maintain a healthy 
balance between workers’ wages and corporate profits. As a result, widespread gains in purchasing 
power fueled growth by increasing demand for goods and services across the board. Progressive tax 
policies restricted the amount of wealth that could accumulate at the very top and prevented the 
“inherited plutocracy” that arises when estate taxes are out of balance. This contract was still in play 
up through the 1970’s, when corporate executives earned only 40 times as much as their lowest-
paid employees. By 2007, that same salary ratio had ballooned to 400 to 1.

A middle class economy is about balance. If you think about our nation’s economic production as 
a pie, whatever size pie an economy produces must be divided in the right proportions between 
those who create jobs and those who work at those jobs. If those who create jobs get too small a 
share, they have no incentive to do what they must do and the economy breaks down. On the other 
hand, if those who work for a living don’t make a living wage, they don’t have the purchasing power 
to fuel economic growth.  

Where are we now? In July 2011, The Wall Street Journal featured a story with a title that answers 
that question: “Corporate profits share of pie most in 60 years.” The article said, among other 
things, that “the fat cats are fatter than we thought, and the incomes of regular folk are worse than 
we thought.”  We tilt too much toward those who own corporations and are supposed to create 
jobs and lean too far from the wages needed to maintain a growing economy.  It turns out the 
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imbalance pointed out in the Journal article has not always existed. The years between 1958 and 
1977 never saw the share of national income going to the top one percent rise above 11.2 percent.  
By 1988, the share going to the top one percent had increased to 15.5 percent.  During the next 
twenty years, that share increased steadily and in 2007 reached 23.5 percent, a level not seen since 
the beginning of the Great Depression.

What can we do?  First, we must recognize that our out-of-balance income distribution results 
from falling wages and rising unemployment, not from a pie that is too small.  The United States 
economy is still the largest in the world, so there should be enough to go around.  Instead, we 
find that another Wall Street Journal article reported: “wages and salaries account for the smallest 
share of GDP since 1955…. Fewer people are working and the ones who are working aren’t get-
ting raises.”  Many other studies confirm what many already suspect: wages have not kept up with 
inflation for the past few decades.  The gradual suffocation of our middle class economy has been 
going on for a long time.

Once we have seen that the problem is an imbalance of wages and corporate profits, we can move 
on to what we can do to get wages back to where they need to be.  There are three primary policy 
areas that either have favored or harmed our middle class economy: tax policy, trade policy, and 
labor policy.  Let’s take them one at a time and see where we are going, and how we can do better.
If we're to address our income distribution problem and rebuild our middle class economy, we 
must have higher taxes on the very wealthy.  Instead, we are heading in the opposite direction.  
Our federal income tax system protects the super rich on an increasingly grand scale.  The current 
maximum federal income tax rate is 35%.  Most of the very rich pay a lower rate on much of their 
income.  Stock dividends are treated as capital gains and are, therefore, taxed at less than half the 
regular rate.  As a result, Wall Street CEOs sometimes pay a smaller percentage of their income as 
federal taxes than do many of the people working in their offices.  During the heyday of the middle 
class economy, Federal income tax rates were many times higher for the rich.   When President 
Reagan took office, the maximum Federal tax rate was 70%.  Even that was low compared to the 
91% top rate during the 1950s.  In fact, the last time our maximum Federal tax rate was as low 
as it is now was, you guessed it, during the run-up to the Depression.  During those years, the 
maximum rate was 25%.  When Federal tax rates are cut, the middle class struggles to maintain 
the services they need.  As a result, many of the shortfalls are passed along to states, then to local 
governments.  Here, you find taxes that truly burden working people: sales taxes and property taxes.  
Compared to regular folks, wealthy people spend a much smaller part of their income buying 
clothes and groceries.   A report released by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy in 2009 
found that “every state and local tax system takes a much greater share of income from middle- and 
low-income families than from the wealthy.” 

When income flows naturally to most of the citizens, income redistribution through taxation is 
less necessary.  The two principal areas most in need of attention here are trade policy and labor 
laws.  In decades past, American jobs and American markets were strongly protected by fair trade 
legislation.  By the late 1980s, the movement toward “free trade” was gaining momentum and 
by now has completely overtaken our economic policy.  The alphabet soup of WTO, NAFTA, 
CAFTA, leads to higher corporate profits and downward pressure on wages in the United States.  
This, in turn, causes further deterioration in our income distribution.  We can’t expect to maintain 
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living wages for middle class workers in the face of studies like these:

	 •		The	Economic	Policy	Institute	in	2011	found	that	a	total	of	682,900	U.S.	jobs	have	been		
 lost or displaced since 1994 as a result of the U.S. trade deficit with Mexico.
	 •	 	Another	Economic	Policy	Institute	study,	this	one	in	2010,	found	that	our	exploding
 trade deficit with China cost 2.4 million American jobs during 2001 to 2008.

A more enlightened approach to trade policy, one with the explicit goal of protecting the middle 
class, would reduce the need for ensuing discussions of income redistribution. Instead, we have 
dozens of “think tanks” selling the story of how we will all be better off if our jobs go overseas, and 
a government that, judging by its actions, seems far too willing to go along with this economic 
pipedream.

The third over-riding factor affecting our income distribution is the weakening of labor unions.  
During the decades following World War II, the fraction of American workers represented by labor 
unions was more than double what it has been in recent years. Furthermore, the laws protecting 
workers’ rights to bargain for fair wages and decent working conditions were stronger and more 
effectively enforced than they are today. Labor unions, once strong enough to keep the gains from 
productivity in wages rather than corporate profits, are now too weak to do the job they once did. As a 
result, we see rising worker productivity without concurrent wage increases, a phenomenon relatively 
new in modern economic history. A study that appeared in the August 2011 issue of The American 
Sociological Review made clear the critical relationship between strong labor unions and a middle 
class economy. Declining labor union membership, according to the study, accounts for 20 percent 
of the increase in wage inequality among women and 33 percent of the wage inequality among men. 
The differences were beyond those that could be explained by education alone. As one of the study’s 
authors noted, “For generations, unions were the core institution advocating for more equitable wage 
distribution.”

Here, as with trade policy, an ounce of pre-distribution would be worth a pound of redistribution.  
Passing legislation such as the Employee Free Choice Act would lead us in that direction by making 
it easier for workers to form and join labor unions. Instead, we are in a period of strident anti-union 
activity. Other campaigns spend millions of dollars promoting so-called “right to work” laws that 
serve to further weaken labor unions. Now we are beginning to hear calls to abolish minimum wages 
and child labor laws to solve our economic problems and create jobs. It's as if those politicians 
advocating for corporate interests have lost their memories, if not their minds. They have forgotten or 
never learned about the struggles of past centuries. They seem to advocate for a medieval mercantile 
system and an oligarchy ruled by the wealthy and their descendants, like the royalists of old. In the 
beginning of the Industrial Age, it was common for children to enter the world of work at seven and 
eight. The industrial revolution did not give us a middle class. Working people had to fight to create it. 
It is because of democracy and citizen action that we have developed a society that holds out promise 
for us all. It’s what we were taught to believe about America, that it’s a land where everyone can have 
a better, richer, and fuller life.

We wouldn’t be in the mess we are in now if we had a strong, enduring policy that put living wages 
at the top of our list of economic priorities. Unfortunately, on all the important policies enacted, 



37

we have done just the opposite. We have policies that, intentionally or not, force people to work 
for less. From 1978 on, as Robert Reich argues, “Government deregulated, privatized, cut spending 
on infrastructure as a percentage of the national economy and shifted more of the costs of public 
higher education to families. It shredded safety nets. (Only 27 percent are covered by unemploy-
ment insurance.) And it allowed companies to bust unions and threaten employees who tried to 
organize.” Incredibly, some politicians want to double down and give in even further to demands by 
corporations for tax cuts and sensible regulations. In explaining his rejection of President Obama’s 
2011 American Jobs Act, Speaker John Boehner said, “Job creators in America are essentially on 
strike,” implying that businesses won’t create any jobs until they get their way on everything and 
bring our government to its knees. We should not be surprised, then, that the opportunities a 
middle class economy provides are getting harder and harder to find.  

In Good Jobs America, a book by Paul Osterman and Beth Shulman, a clear argument is made for not 
just any job, but jobs that will provide income that can support a family and allow them to prosper.  
As they so bluntly put it, “The gap between the low and middle class is collapsing.” With the right 
policies, government can help make bad jobs into good ones.  The work of Kris Jacobs and Kevin 
Ristau at the Minnesota Jobs Now Coalition makes it clear that raising the minimum wage would 
go a long way toward this end. The economy would improve as well when more money is put in the 
hands of those who will spend it. Prof. William Darity of Duke University proposes “A Direct Route 
to Full Employment.” His idea is that just as the Works Progress Administration and the Civilian 
Conservation Corps were used in the 1930s to put the unemployed back to work making things 
and providing services no one else would do, we should create a National Investment Employment 
Corps. This organization would encourage every local government, every school board, every county, 
and state to submit proposals for all the jobs services they would like to provide but don’t have the 
funds to make happen. They would apply to the agency for the funds and hire the necessary em-
ployees. He points out that it would cost no more than the $1.3 trillion handout to the investment 
banking community and would put to work the 15 million hands that are now idle. It would also be 
an investment that would pay back because workers pay taxes and contribute to the economy in far 
greater ways than they can subsisting on uncertain unemployment benefits.

In the same vein, a Fellow of the World Policy Institute and the Century Foundation, says, “If we 
do not begin to develop such policies, we will not have only the problem of runaway incomes for 
the few at the very top, but a large and growing part of the population – some of which is highly 
skilled and educated – that is cut off from the economy all together.” Our government has been 
moved in a direction where it no longer serves the interests of the vast majority.  Something must 
be done that will change this, something that will address the environment of vulnerability our 
current system creates for the majority of working people and their families.  A change in our basic 
contract and an institutional commitment to creating good jobs for working people will not only 
keep our economy moving but save our democracy.  

The Minnesota State Legislature’s signature accomplishment on ensuring living wage jobs was 
raising the state’s minimum wage for the first time in nearly ten years and approving automatic 
annual increases tied to the rate of inflation. Considering Minnesota was home to the third lowest 
minimum wage ($6.15/hour) in the entire country, and one of only a handful below the federal 
minimum wage, this progress cannot be understated. When Minnesota’s minimum wage increase 
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is fully implemented to $9.50 per hour by 2016, over 350,000 Minnesotans will receive a raise 
and we will boast one of the highest minimum wages in the nation. Here is some demographic 
information that gives us a better idea of who stands to benefit from the wage increase: 45 percent 
have some college education and 57 percent are women. 62,850 are parents and 14,200 are the sole 
wage earner in their household. While even this wage level does not come close to being able to 
provide the kind of economic security needed to build a middle-class economy, it is an important 
step in the right direction. 

In addition to minimum wage workers, Minnesotans who care for seniors and people with disabil-
ities, whether at home, nursing homes or in other community-based settings, are some of the most 
grossly underpaid people in our workforce (who also have a physically and emotionally demanding 
job). This vital sector of our workforce is tasked with a challenging job that will only become more 
and more demanding as the Baby Boomer generation retires and ages. Without a good wage, it 
is harder to retain these individuals and maintain consistent, high quality care for our seniors and 
people with disabilities. Our legislature provided nursing home employees and community-based 
health care providers with a five percent funding increase (and thereby a wage increase) after years 
of funding cuts and stagnant wages. Much like Minnesota’s minimum wage workers, this modest 
increase does not come close to providing the level of economic security individuals need to reach 
their full potential, but it represents a serious course-correction within a very short timeframe from 
where we were just two short years ago. Let us all take hope that this is the first of many steps 
toward truly valuing the contributions of people who work. 

Along with living wages should come fair working conditions and compensation that soundly 
reject the notion held by some that workers are a burden to our employers. A big accomplish-
ment in Minnesota in this area is the Women’s Economic Security Act. While the title of this 
legislation would leave one to believe it focuses exclusively on economic benefits for women, the 
legislation’s goal is to improve economic security for working families overall. Some of these new 
law’s provisions include: an expansion of unpaid leave under the Minnesota Parental Leave Act 
from 6 weeks to 12 weeks for both moms and dads, while also allowing female employees to use 
unpaid leave for pregnancy-related needs; requiring employers to provide reasonable accommoda-
tions to an employee for health conditions related to pregnancy or childbirth; requiring employers 
to provide reasonable unpaid break time each day to an employee who needs to express breast milk 
for her infant child; prohibiting employers from disciplining employees who openly discuss their 
pay and compensation (one way that female employees discover pay inequities with their male 
counterparts); requiring businesses with state contracts to certify that they are in compliance with 
existing equal pay laws; and allowing employees to use existing earned sick leave to recover from 
sexual assault, domestic violence, or stalking and make those same circumstances available under 
unemployment insurance eligibility. 

A commonly accepted definition of a third world country is one that has virtually no middle class.  
Depending on which data you choose to use, the United States is either now a third world country, 
or is making good progress toward getting there.  Either way, it is time to wake up.  We cannot 
build a strong middle class on a foundation of cheap wages!
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A Time For Action
In a visit to Minnesota during the Summer of 2014, President Obama talked of a woman named 
Rebekah. She is one of millions of Americans who, to use the President’s words, “work hard, do 
everything right, and still feel like the odds are stacked against them.”

In other words, we are losing our middle class society.

By a middle class society, I mean one that supports our democracy. I mean one that creates growth 
and opportunities for each and every one of us. I mean one that benefits everyone, not just a select few.

In my years in the state legislature, I noticed that everyone talks about saving our middle class 
society, but many seem to want to do just the opposite. They talk of cutting education, defunding 
health programs, letting our roads fall apart, and how we should all work more for less. They want 
us to go it alone, to ignore Paul Wellstone’s great advice: “We all do better when we all do better.”

So how do we save our middle class economy? A middle class society is supported by five building 
blocks: education, health care, transportation, clean energy and environment, and living wage jobs.  
Maintaining these foundations must be our number one legislative priority if we are to provide 
people like Rebekah with the opportunities they deserve.

Education is something everyone agrees is vitally important. Many states commit to quality educa-
tion for all in their constitutions. But too often, actions are speaking louder than words. College is 
harder to afford and does not guarantee the job prospects it used to. The same budget cuts that put 
college out of reach are wreaking havoc at all levels of education.

We know that a society that can’t provide health care for all its citizens is a society at risk. We 
hear that we have the best health care in the world. But the numbers tell us differently. Our health 
outcomes do not measure up to the rest of the world because our system, even with the advances 
made with the Affordable Care Act, does not assure universal access.

Healthy economies require that goods and people can move around easily. Investment in transpor-
tation infrastructure is essential if we are to grow. But we aren’t making the investments we need.  
We all feel the cost as roads, bridges, and public transportation are neglected.
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Environment and energy use go hand-in-hand in a middle class economy. A clean, safe environment 
supports good health and quality of life for everyone. But instead of moving forward on clean energy, 
we continue to rely on imported oil and to live with the economic and environmental consequences. 
Shouldn’t our foreign policy be based on something nobler than oil imports?

The fifth foundation of a middle class economy is living wage jobs.  Generations before us took for 
granted that hard working Americans would share in our prosperity and created our middle class 
society. But we have abandoned that understanding. Wages for most Americans have flat-lined 
during the past few decades in spite of continuing pressure from rising costs of life’s essentials.

President Obama calls it “economic patriotism.” I call it “maintaining the foundations of a middle 
class society.” But we all know what the signs saying “Opportunity for All” mean, and we all un-
derstand that costs of losing that vision for America.

Every legislative session faces tough choices. The next one will be no different than the last in that 
regard. My dream is that from now on we will be guided not by more talk and rhetoric, but by clear 
roadmap for restoring and enhancing the five foundations of our middle class society.

In his documentary “Inequality for All” former Labor Secretary Robert Reich, confronts the ques-
tion, “Where do we look for a better model of the kind of economy that could do a better job in 
meeting the needs of everyone?” The answer he finds is the ‘United States,’ at a time when enough 
of the people, Republicans, Democrats, business owners, union members worked together to build 
an economy that put us on top of the world rankings. Beginning in the era of the New Deal and 
following World War II, policies and initiatives were aimed at building an economy that benefited 
everyone. Something happened that changed all that.

In his memoir, Beckoning Frontiers, Mormon banker, Mariner Eccles, speaks out against the pow-
erful interests of his day. (Eccles is the man some credit with setting Roosevelt right on the New 
Deal. He continually pushed FDR to do more to put people to work.) He scorned those who be-
lieved nothing could be done about the depression criticizing their notion that, “a depression was 
the scientific operation of economic laws that were God-given and man-made.” They advocated for 
prudence and thriftiness and letting the natural forces run their course. “Nonsense!” said Eccles.  
The economy, he said, “was nothing more than a determination of this or that interest, specially 
favored by the status quo, to resist new rules that might be to their disadvantage . . . It became 
apparent to me as a capitalist, that if I lent myself to this sort of action and resisted any change 
designed to benefit all the people, I could be consumed by the poisons of social lag I had helped 
create.”

Instead, Eccles went to work to change the rules that were protecting the interests of the rich and 
powerful. “Having lost faith in my business heroes, I concluded that I and everyone else had an 
equal right to share in the process by which economic rules are made and changed.” After the col-
lapse of our economy in 1929 he joined with others to rebuild the economy with a new set of rules.
Changing the conversation about how we move forward and build and maintain a middle class 
economy is not an easy task. This is going to be a big job, far too big for any one of us, or even any 
group of us, to get done on our own. All of us working together, however, is a different story. We 
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can get this done as it was done once before. We can renew our calling to build “a more perfect 
union” for all Americans. And when we do, we will all have something that we and future gen-
erations can be very proud of. Together, in the words of the late Senator Paul Wellstone, “I can’t 
promise you we’ll make it a Heaven on earth, but I’ll tell you one thing — we can make it a better 
earth on earth.”

Let’s get to work!
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