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Indiana’s new pol-
icy is, “If it is broken, 
throw it out.” We ap-
plied that policy to 
township assessors 
and now we are ap-
plying it to township 
government. Soon we 
may do the same to 
urban school districts.

When something 
is not working as it 
should, what do you 
do? Kick it or bang it, thinking a good 
jarring will restore proper functioning? 
Examine it, diagnose the operation of its 
parts, seek to fix the faulty mechanism? 
Rid yourself of the offending thing and 
get a new one? Or, do without whatever 
the thing was intended to do?

Not long ago, similar homes in the same 
Indiana county were assigned very dif-
ferent values. Assessments seemed arbi-
trary and subjective. Township assessors’ 
offices were ripe with opportunities for 
nepotism, excessive spending and sweet-
heart assessments. The Legislature’s solu-
tion: Get rid of township assessors, except 
in a few instances.

County assessors assumed the responsi-
bilities of township assessors. Most often, 
the township assessors were hired into the 
county assessors’ offices. Those township 
assessors who ran low-cost, efficient and 
equitable operations were bundled in with 
the inept and the crooks.

Rather than carefully auditing the ac-
tivities in each township assessor’s office, 
Indiana chopped down the institution. We 
did not expose the crooks or offer up the 
inept for public scrutiny. Worse, when the 
scythe cuts through, the healthy plants 
fall with the diseased. 

Now township trustees and their advi-
sory boards face their turn. Again there are 
charges of mismanagement and malfea-
sance. Instead of investigating, exposing 
and prosecuting, we will eradicate town-
ship government.

Yes, too many local governments infest 
Indiana. We do not, however, establish 
criteria for consolidating governments or 
coordinating governmental functions. In 
the case of townships, we are instructed to 
abandon their activities to the counties.

Likewise, large inner-city school corpo-
rations are under attack. The fact that such 
schools are the depositories for society’s 
poorest and most afflicted populations is 
well-understood, but not forgiven. Instead 
of seeking to improve these schools, we 
rush to put them out of business.

A proposal before the Legislature offers 
vouchers for use in private schools. For 
students from households with income 
of less than $42,000, the vouchers would 
be worth 90 percent of the per-pupil state 
aid formerly received by the school the 
student leaves. Statewide, such vouch-
ers would average more than $6,000 per 
student per year. In Indianapolis Public 
Schools, the amount would be in excess 

of $7,800 per student for private tuition.
The amount of the voucher (and the 

commensurate decrease in state aid to the 
public school) goes down as the student’s 
household income rises. For a student from 
a household with income from $42,000 
to $84,000, the voucher is 50 percent of 
per-student aid, falling to 25 percent when 
the student comes from a household with 
income between $84,000 and $105,000. 
This insidious idea presumes a school 
with poor students can give up a larger 
part of its state aid than can a school with 
a wealthy clientele. 

This program destroys the public 
school economy. If 10 students leave 
an elementary school, how much less 
money is needed to run that school and 
its buses? Will the heating costs decline 
for the building? Will fewer teachers be 
required?

We don’t like the performance of ur-
ban schools, so we devise a program to 
destroy them. We don’t approve of the 
behavior of township officials, so we leg-
islate them out of existence. We don’t feel 
comfortable with the assessment of our 
homes, so we dismiss township assessors.

If it doesn’t work, break it. If it is bro-
ken, throw it out. Never fix anything. 
Will that be the next motto on our license 
plates?•

Marcus taught economics for more than 30 years 
at Indiana University and is the former director of IU’s 
Business Research Center. His column appears weekly. 
He can be reached at mmarcus@ibj.com.

Indiana says, ‘If it’s broken, throw it out’

Indy Connect late 
last year unveiled 
the Central Indiana 
Transportation Initia-
tive, a proposed inte-
grated transportation 
plan for central Indi-
ana. The plan was the 
result of public and 
private research, de-
liberation and multi-
ple forums for public 
comment. Those who 
participated in the process and created the 
plan should be commended for their will-
ingness to address a topic that has been 
neglected for too long.

The delay in implementing an integrated 
transportation system has hurt air quality 
for the metropolitan region. As an Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency non-attain-
ment area for air quality, Indianapolis must 
create more efficient and cleaner means of 
transportation. The data are clear: India-
napolis ranks ninth among the country’s 
most polluted metropolitan areas, accord-
ing to the American Lung Association, 
near the top in the amount of cancer-caus-
ing toxins released into the air, and first in 
lung cancer deaths among women.

One study estimated that, if Indianapo-
lis increased the average number of pas-
sengers in a vehicle from one to two, the 
smog in the city would decrease at least 
25 percent. A broadly supported, inte-
grated mass transit solution helps address 
Indianapolis’ poor air quality.

However, there are two aspects of the 

initiative that cause concern: the funding 
mechanism and the lack of a showcase el-
ement to successfully define mass transit.    

A successful mass-transit system will 
cross jurisdictions. Funding must be 
broad-based and not subject to referenda. 
For good reason, Indiana’s system of gov-
ernment is not based on direct democracy.

If such a measure failed at the ballot 
box, how would civic leaders advance a 
cause that is necessary for the region’s suc-
cess? What if the initial measure passed, 
yet a subsequent measure to repeal fund-
ing passed, which would result in halting 
construction and stranding the city and 
the taxpayers with an incomplete system? 
This is what happened in Cincinnati.

The first leg of a mass-transit system 
should demonstrate effectiveness, encour-
age broad-based support, enhance the 
city’s image, and be based on a financially 
viable model. A light-rail line should run 
from Union Station to the Indianapolis In-
ternational Airport. While rail lines exist 
downtown, unfortunately, in an effort to 
maintain costs, the Airport Authority elim-
inated some of the infrastructure needed 
for rail, raising the cost for this solution.

However, the merits are plain. Union 
Station, a centralized facility designed 
for such a use, exists and has been finan-
cially unstable since trains left the station. 
Ample parking exists, and a direct line to 
the airport would offer downtown work-
ers easy access to their offices and the 
airport, improving productivity. 

By linking Union Station to an urban 
transportation system and extending the 

rail line from downtown to the Hendricks 
County border, which is adjacent to the 
airport, workers in the gargantuan ware-
houses that populate Hendricks County 
would have access to a reliable transit sys-
tem. Those workers would no longer de-
pend on cars to get to and from work, im-
proving air quality and worker reliability.

Finally, the city of Indianapolis has in-
vested hundreds of millions of dollars in its 
downtown infrastructure to attract and sus-
tain an economy driven in large part by con-
ventions. Taxpayers have funded privately 
owned hotels and sports palaces and a mas-
sive convention center, all of which depend 
on continued taxpayer-supported marketing 
programs to bring visitors to Indianapolis.

For conventioneers, one of the great-
est expenses is travel from the airport to 
downtown. A light-rail line allows con-
ventioneers to collect their luggage, pur-
chase a round-trip ticket, and walk onto a 
train that deposits them at Union Station. 
Their hotel is a short walk or cab ride 
away—clean, efficient, simple and direct.

The Indy Connect proposal is a good 
start, but it has significant operational and 
financial risks. A simple first step—light 
rail from downtown to the airport and the 
Hendricks County border—benefits tax-
payers, professional and industrial workers; 
improves the city’s image; and, most im-
portant, coddles those who are funding the 
downtown renaissance: the conventioneers.•

Williams is regional venture partner of Hopewell Ven-
tures, a Midwest-focused private-equity firm. He can be 
reached at bwilliams@ibj.com.

Light rail to airport is key for downtown
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We keep taxes low 
at our peril

I greatly appreciate [Morton Marcus’ Jan. 
17 commentary, “Daniels ignores deficit of 
neglect.”] As we have seen our already poor-
quality educational system and libraries cut 
every year, while raising expectations—it is 
darkly ironic that the same politicians are 
making these contradictory decisions.

More quietly, we have cut services to 
many of our most disenfranchised neigh-
bors, while bragging about being one of 
the few states with a balanced budget. I 
am not a rich person, yet I would rather 
pay more taxes for better performance.

Money alone will not solve these is-
sues, yet lack of funding can defeat them. 
Indiana so often is on “worst of the worst” 
lists in the nation, that I have become con-
cerned about those who most need these 
continually dwindling services. 

I hope our current and future governors 
will reflect and broaden their perspec-
tives of how best to prioritize the issues of 
state government.

Sharon M. Wardrip

Renn adds value
Congrats to IBJ for publishing the article, 

“Indianapolis must reinvent itself—again” 
by Aaron Renn [in the Jan. 10 Forefront].

Renn is one of the foremost urbanolo-
gists in America and he has a knowledge 
and love of Indianapolis.

Mayor [Greg] Ballard could do worse 
than to bring Renn in and pick his brain to 
drill down to the core problems that Mar-
ion County faces and to find solutions. 
Renn mentions the “old suburb” problems 
of poor schools, crime and higher taxes. 
We located in Lawrence Township for the 
schools. In 1996 we moved to Hamilton 
County for the same reason.

The problems are real, but they can be 
solved. Local government can and must 
solve these problems. Improved infrastruc-
ture, while essential, is not sufficient. Crime 
and taxes can and must be controlled.

Lastly, Indianapolis is a region, not just 
a city or county. The problems of one part 
will spill over to the rest if not solved.

John L. Sorg

Volunteer today 
Thank you for [Greg Morris’ Jan. 17 col-

umn]. Like a lot of adults, I’ve had “volun-
teer” on my to-do list for quite some time, 
and that time just never seems to come.

After reading your article I reached out 
to the Noblesville Boys and Girls Club 
this morning and will be going up there 
this week to see how I can best give them 
some of my time. 

As I look back to my childhood, if it 
weren’t for the Boys and Girls Club of Co-
lumbus, there is no way I’d be where I am. 
It’s time to return the favor. 

Jim Brown
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