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Prison Education
Most prison guards I’ve encountered speak and act

as though the men inside are of another, sub-human

species. That’s the nature of the institution. . . . Legal

rights sail like clouds—visible, beautiful, beyond reach—

above conditions on the ground inside America’s

prisons. If Rushmore [a pseudonym] is representative,

American prisons can best be understood in their day-to-

day practice not as the last reach of the laws and the

judicial system devolving from the Constitution and Bill

of Rights, but as small cities of men under uneasy

occupation: there are insurgents and law-abiding

citizens; the occupiers are outnumbered and under such

stress that they can only rarely afford to acknowledge

the difference. The laws inside Rushmore are those prac-

ticed by the cadre of guards who control the 60 acres

inside its wall.

—MAXWELL COTTO, a pen name

for a volunteer prison teacher, in

Salmagundi (Spring–Summer 2009)

ple, Florida was so malappor-
tioned that 13 percent of its
voters elected a majority of the
state legislature. But even after
apportionment was modernized,
the rate of statehouse turnover
remained low.

Term limits became the
reformers’ dream: They would
boost competition, remove the
incumbency advantage and speed
up turnover, even improve oppor-
tunities for women and minor-
ities. Unfortunately, according to
political scientists Eric Prier and
Kevin Wagner of Florida Atlantic
University, things got worse al-
most as soon as the term limits
kicked in.

Term limits in Florida appear
to have created what are in effect
eight-year terms for incumbents,

with little incentive to be con-
cerned about aggregate public
opinion or voters during the
length of the term, the authors
say. Instead of running against a
sitting legislator, a challenger can
just wait out the officeholder’s
remaining four years.
Competition rose after the first
eight-year period, but was not
sustained. In the 2004 primaries
for the Florida House of Repre-
sentatives, not a single opponent
appeared on the ballot in 71 per-
cent of the races for 120 seats.
Many members had no oppo-
sition in either the primary or
general election. And because
candidates with no official chal-
lengers are automatically elected
without appearing on the ballot,
11 senators took their seats after
the election without a single vote
cast for or against them.

Maine had a similar experi-
ence after voters approved term
limits in 1993. Before term limits,
Maine averaged about 58 unop-
posed primary races for its lower

No jurisdiction in America

embraced legislative term limits
more ardently than Florida,
where in 1992 a record 77 percent
of voters agreed to a constitu-
tional amendment that throws
the bums out of the statehouse
after eight years.

Long before the first hanging
chad ever dangled from the
punch hole of a butterfly ballot,
the Sunshine State was receiving
bad reviews on democratic prac-
tice from a number of political
scientists. Prior to the “one
person, one vote” Supreme Court
decisions of the 1960s, for exam-
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The Eight-Year Itch
T H E  S O U R C E :  “Running Unopposed:
Assessing the Impact of Term Limits on
Competition in Florida and Maine” by Eric
Prier and Kevin Wagner, in Politics and
Policy, Feb. 2009.



ing new roads across wide ex-
panses of rural land. If that money
were invested instead in urban
areas, its effects would be far
greater, the authors say. In dense
locations, more people benefit
from improved infrastructure.

But Washington is ill equipped
to coordinate the multiple levels
of government in metro areas,
many of which extend into multi-
ple municipalities and even states.
As a result, programs dealing with
housing and schooling or trans-
portation and energy “remain
largely divorced from one another,
precluding integrated problem-
solving.”

Nearly 70 years ago, the his-
torian Arthur Schlesinger Sr.
wrote: “These urban provinces,
new to the American scene . . .
face grave difficulties in meeting
the essential needs of the
aggregate population. . . . It is
clear that new and unanticipated
strains are being placed on the
federal system framed by the
Fathers for a simple agricultural
economy.” It’s long past time, the
authors say, for a new approach.
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$43 Million
for What?

The U.S. Environmental

Protection Agency’s Superfund pro-
gram was created to clean up the
nation’s worst toxic waste sites and
draw renters and buyers to once con-
taminated areas. Twenty-nine years

and $35 billion later, Clemson
University economist Daniel K. Ben-
jamin writes, the program has
produced an average economic bene-
fit per site “likely quite close to zero.”

The law was passed after the Love
Canal disaster captured headlines
across the country. Chemicals buried
in an abandoned canal in upstate
New York had begun oozing into
basements, turning trees and vegeta-
tion black, and pooling on lawns and
on a local school grounds. Hundreds
of families were evacuated, and the
site was eventually cleaned up at a
cost of millions of dollars.

Earlier studies of a small num-
ber of Superfund cleanups have
found substantial benefits. But
Superfund sites are hard to
compare to average housing tracts
because they are often located in
poor rural areas. Economists
Michael Greenstone of the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology
and Justin Gallagher of the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, investi-
gated what happened to housing
prices, rental rates, population
movements, and overall demo-
graphics in roughly 400 areas
cleaned up under the Superfund law
compared with 290 similar sites that
narrowly missed being included
because of a lack of money. They
noted that there may be health and
aesthetic benefits that were not cap-
tured in their data, but the bottom
line was clear: Superfund expendi-
tures made no difference in rents,
sales, or desirability of adjacent
housing, either immediately or even
20 years after the cleanup.

Benjamin says it’s possible that the
hazards at the sites were overesti-
mated by the EPA, or that the toxic

legislative house. After term lim-
its, the average increased to 127
out of 151 possible contests.

Term limits were supposed to
draw in a large new group of can-
didates to vie for public office and
create “a more democratic, open,
and active electoral environment
populated by citizen legislators.”
So far, the authors conclude, that
claim has proven “almost entirely
false.”
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Money for Metros

Here’s some advice for

Washington: To get the most out
of each stimulus dollar, focus on
the country’s top metropolitan
areas and forget about the states.

The 100 largest metro areas
are the engines of the U.S.
economy, write Bruce Katz, Mark
Muro, and Jennifer Bradley, of the
Brookings Institution’s Metropoli-
tan Policy Program. Though these
urban centers occupy just 12 per-
cent of the nation’s land area, they
generate two-thirds of its jobs and
three-quarters of its gross domes-
tic product. California has the
eighth-largest economy in the
world, but most of the activity is
concentrated in just four metro
areas. Together, the economies of
Los Angeles, San Francisco, San
Diego, and San Jose are larger
than India’s.

The federal government sends
the bulk of infrastructure funds to
states, whose departments of
transportation tend to favor build-
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T H E  S O U R C E : “Miracle Mets” by Bruce
Katz, Mark Muro, and Jennifer Bradley, in
Democracy, Spring 2009.
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T H E  S O U R C E :  “Superfund Follies, Part II”
by Daniel K. Benjamin, in PERC Reports,
March 2009.




