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The Modern American Town
A Report to the Trustees of the Nottinghamshire Roosevelt Traveling Scholarship
Introduction and Thanks
This report is a summary of the findings from my eight week trip to the United
States of America in Autumn 2012. The trip was facilitated through and part funded by the
Nottinghamshire Roosevelt Travelling Scholarship1 (hereafter, ‘Scholarship’) and I am grateful
to the Trustees of the Scholarship, in particular my Mentor, Russ Blenkinsop, Secretary
Ellen Burns and also the major funders of the Scholarship, Nottingham City Council and
Nottinghamshire County Council.
I am also hugely grateful to all the families that I stayed with on my travels (mainly
through Servas2) and all the companies, local government officials, elected representatives and
other people who facilitated my travel, accommodation and research.
The full title of my research proposal was, “The Modern American Town: How its
employers, citizens and government are dealing with the current economic climate” and I
intend to summarise my findings into four key themes: ‘Downtown as a Destination’, ‘Public
Transport’, ‘Workplace Cultures and Community Integration’ and ‘Election 2012’. My original
research stimulus was to explore ‘Company Towns’ (defined as places with one or two major
employers or associated strongly with an employer, much as Boots (where I work) is so strongly
linked to Nottingham) but this inevitably evolved throughout my planning process and during
the unfolding of my trip into a slightly more general exploration of cities and their economic and
social dynamics. I was also keen to explore the political situation to support my second job as
an elected Councillor for Nottingham City Council and so specifically chose my dates of travel to
coincide with the November 6th elections.
There is, inevitably, a richness of detail that I will not be able to include in this report that
can be found either on my blog written whilst on the road (http://nottsal.blogspot.com) or which
can be explored via email (alex@alexball.co.uk) directly with me.
Itinerary
My trip was from 15th September 2012 to 11th November 2012 and visited the following
places: New York, New York; Dartmouth, Massachusetts; South Glastonbury, Connecticut;
Cincinnati, Ohio; Ann Arbor, Michigan; Detroit, Michigan; Chicago, Illinois; St Paul, Minnesota;
Seattle, Washington; Palo Alto, California; Merced, California; Yosemite, California; Houston,
Texas; Bentonville, Arkansas; Jasper, Georgia; Nashville, Tennessee; Washington, DC.
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This represents a broad “C” shaped movement around the country and enabled me to
see a wide variety of cultures, economies and climates in the eight weeks at my disposal.
Prior to my trip I knew that America was a hugely diverse country, existing as it does as
fifty highly autonomous states but the scale of the contrasts that I saw on my trip were far bigger
than I expected. If you told someone who knew nothing about America that Houston, Seattle
and Bentonville were all in the same country they probably wouldn’t believe you. The trip
enabled me to truly understand some of the essence of American society and culture.
Key Themes
Downtown as a Destination
In such a huge and car-dependant country (see ‘Public Transport’ section below) it’s
perhaps not a surprise that the city-centre (“downtown”) is suffering as people tend to focus
more on edge-of-town shopping and leisure facilities. This is a well documented phenomenon
both in America and the UK3. Towards the end of my trip in Bentonville, Arkansas I had
something of a revelatory moment. Whilst talking with David Wright, Bentonville’s Director
of Parks and Recreation discussion turned towards the vibrancy of Bentonville’s downtown
restaurant and cafe scene (more on this later) and David recounted a moment when earlier
in the summer good weather had brought lots of people into the town centre. Queues were
forming outside of the most popular restaurants but people were good naturedly enjoying the
evening sunshine and going from one place to the next to see if there was a spare table for their
family. There wasn’t just one restaurant that was drawing people in, as David said, “people
weren’t coming to go to Table Mesa4, they were here to be downtown”5. A simple enough
observation but fascinating that this was a noteworthy moment – in America it’s unusual for
downtown to be a draw in itself. All too often I saw or was taken to restaurants or attractions
that were only accessible by car or were totally isolated from other amenities or attractions. The
serendipitous interconnectivity of our city and town centres is what makes them great and all too
often American cities are missing that. People in the UK will talk about, “going into town” as a
leisure activity in itself – I’m not sure that many American cities would enable a similar practice.
I recognise the irony of this discovery of a thriving downtown leisure and
business scene in Bentonville, the hometown of WalMart, who are regularly accused of
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See variously: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/retailandconsumer/8953597/Graphicthe-decline-of-the-British-high-street.html; http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2012/mar/20/highstreet-shops-close-deloitte; http://www.walesonline.co.uk/business-in-wales/business-news/2012/
10/27/time-to-reverse-the-decline-in-our-high-streets-91466-32112097/; http://www.ppnd.org/media/
ISDOWN2.pdf; http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/kbenfield/the_fall_-_and_rise_-_of_small.html; http://
www.solutionsforamerica.org/viableecon/downtown-revitalization.html.
4 http://www.tablemesabistro.com – an excellent bistro – highly recommended if you’re ever in the area.
5 Private conversation
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destroying town centres both in America and around the world6. But Bentonville is a vibrant and
enjoyable place to live. There are at least half a dozen high quality restaurants, two cafe/bars,
an excellent independent bicycle shop, a barbers, beauty salon and gift shop just around the
town square. The existence of this successful town is due to the presence of the WalMart HQ
but there is a wider story too. WalMart, as the world’s largest retailer makes big requests of its
suppliers, including that they have a sales office presence close by. I knew this already before I
got to Bentonville but I hadn’t realised the scale of what we were talking about – between 1200
and 1400 companies (like P&G, Kraft, Unilever, CocaCola etc) with up to 400 employees each
located in the Bentonville/Fayetteville/Rogers triangle of North-West Arkansas. And the
employees in these satellite offices are senior players – as is befitting to service the WalMart
account. The cumulative impact of the presence of these offices is not only that tax and other
revenues have increased dramatically along with the population7 but that the expectations of the
residents (locals and newcomers alike) have risen8. This has all combined to create one of the
most desirable places to live in the country. I return later on to the impact that WalMart has had
on other communities.
From a city that’s on a positive growth trajectory to one that’s been on a downward slide
for a number of years. Detroit was always going to feature on my itinerary given its strong
association with the car industry, but I have to say that I was a little nervous to visit it given the
stories that I’d heard about safety and crime. However, my overwhelming experience was very
safe albeit a little depressing. This feeling of safety was mainly driven by the fact that it feels
like there’s no-one there – Motor City’s population now stands at around 700,000, down from
a post World War Two peak of around 2m9. And I spoke to one long term resident who said,
“compared with ten or fifteen years ago we’re buzzing – a decade ago you could have lain down
in the middle of the road there [pointing at the main road next to us] and no-one would have
been around to come and take your wallet”10. This conversation took place in the middle of the
business district at 9.30 on a Monday morning – it was eerily quiet.

6

See variously: http://www.larouchepub.com/other/2003/3045walmart_iowa.html; http://
theeconomiccollapseblog.com/archives/is-wal-mart-destroying-america-20-facts-about-wal-mart-that-willabsolutely-shock-you; http://money.usnews.com/money/blogs/capital-commerce/2009/09/09/wal-mart-todestroy-small-businesses-time-magazine-reports.
7 Which more than tripled over the twenty years from 1990: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Bentonville,_Arkansas#Demographics
8 Private conversations with David Wright, Bentonville Director of Parks and Recreation; Bob McCaslin,
Mayor of Bentonville; Troy Galloway, Bentonville Director of Community Development; Mike Churchwell,
Bentonville Director of Transport.
9 http://newsfeed.time.com/2011/03/24/vanishing-city-the-story-behind-detroit%E2%80%99s-shockingpopulation-decline/
10 Private conversation
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There was a huge amount of passion from people that I spoke to for Detroit and
for supporting its embryonic renaissance. There are pockets of regeneration stimulated by new
players like Avalon Breads11 and the burgeoning beer and food scene in Corktown12 alongside
established highlights like the Institute of Arts13 but these are scattered and few and far
between. The landscape between these highlights was all too often bleak and frankly
depressing and a sign of better days long gone. Put simply, Detroit’s downtown wasn’t seen as
a destination – all too often people looked outwards to the suburbs – either literally (witness the
huge “white-flight” and now the exodus of the Black middle-class too14) or psychologically –
comparing property prices and schools with those out in the County. Before I went away I read
about (and blogged about15) the concept of ‘Planned Shrinkage’ where municipalities will
withdraw services and amenities from the peripheral areas of a city as the population declines
because the tax base can no longer support a city of that size. I was sceptical when I first read
about it, but the more I saw of Detroit and the more I spoke to people it might be that this is
exactly the right solution for the city. Things that people said to me still resonate in my
head: "the city's too big, we need to downside"; "the city needs to grow its tax base, we're too
big"; "we can't keep the city this size". I really like the city and want to see it survive and thrive
and I wonder if just such a radical solution might be the way forward.
11

http://www.avalonbreads.net/
See: http://www.pjslagerhouse.com/ and http://slowsbarbq.com/
13 http://www.dia.org/
14 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eight_Mile_Road#Cultural_impact
15 http://nottsal.blogspot.co.uk/2012/03/managed-decline.html
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Cincinnati offered a different perspective on ‘downtown’. Physically dominated by the
huge Proctor and Gamble Towers (more on P&G’s influence on the city below) it also features a
number of elements that make it an attractive destination in itself – green public space (funded
by P&G as it happens), a live music programme in the summer, a thriving German themed beer
festival16 and a variety of shops and restaurants. The city has made a conscious choice to
focus on live music with a world class symphony orchestra17 playing in the magnificent Music
Hall.

It was on the way to see that building that I saw first-hand evidence of a radical
way of transforming a city. The walk from downtown North to Findlay’s Market18 takes you
quickly from a socially and racially mixed and fairly vibrant city centre into an almost exclusively
Black neighbourhood and one that is obviously struggling. Some clear signs of decay and also
something of a renaissance but at times it didn't feel like the best of places to be. I was
particularly struck by the deliberate demolition of unused housing stock and other buildings.
From a strict economic point-of-view of course, reducing your building and housing stock
(especially when they are dilapidated) increases property values and encourages use of the
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http://www.oktoberfestzinzinnati.com/
http://cincinnatisymphony.org/Home.php
18 http://www.findlaymarket.org/
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neighbourhood in new ways. The City’s Development Corporation19 is based directly in this
neighbourhood and surrounding their (pretty plush) offices there already seems to be some
gentrification going on. Their website talks about land-banking and assembling plots for
redevelopment. Ed Glaeser discusses this kind of regeneration activity in his book, 'Triumph of
the City': “Leipzig is worthy of emulation less for its cultural strategy than for its hardheaded
policy of accepting decline and reducing the empty housing stock. In 2000, one fifth of the city’s
homes stock was vacant, a total of 62,500 units. After refusing to accept the reality of decline
for decades, the city government finally recognised that those units would never again house
anybody and it made more sense to demolish them and replace them with green space.
Bulldozing vacant homes reduces the costs of city services, eliminates safety hazards, and
turns decaying eyesores into usable space. Leipzig set a target of destroying 20,000 vacant
units”20. Similar to Detroit’s ‘Planned Shrinkage’ this is economically correct but socially
challenging and I wonder how long term residents feel about it.

19
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http://www.3cdc.org/
Glaeser, 2012, Kindle ‘Location’ 1388.
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Cincinnati is doing a similar job to Detroit but on a smaller and more managed scale and
have put in place the new attractions in the city centre (centered around the performing arts)
before or at the same time as the demolitions whilst Detroit seems to have stalled a little on their
journey.
The presence of Proctor and Gamble in Cincinnati has had what looks like a generally
positive influence on the city. During conversations with a couple of employees there21, it
emerged that the 2001 riots22 had an impact on the ability of P&G to recruit the very best
young people to come and work for them in the head office23 in the city. In a deliberate piece
of ‘Enlightened Self Interest’ the company invested in the social life and infrastructure of the city
to improve both the reality and the reputation. A lot of this money went into live music – in line
with the presence of the Music Hall (as above).
There was a real recognition in some towns that the lack of a ‘downtown’ was negative
factor for driving economic growth, particularly when wanting to attract a younger, more affluent
population to live, work and socialise in a particular area. Cupertino in California are keen
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Including with FD Wilder, P&G’s Vice President for Global Market Strategy and Planning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2001_Cincinnati_riots
23 See below for why it is exclusively young people P&G were recruiting
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to make positive moves forward on this offer as seen in their ‘Main Street’ project24. And in
Woonsocket, Rhode Island, which was one of the more depressed places that I visited on
my trip there was a front-page newspaper story25 on the day that I was there about plans to
revitalise Main Street.
Finally on this theme, I turn to Houston. A curious place (“Houston is unique
among all American cities in that it lacks a zoning code”26 – ie there are no controls on what
type of buildings are next to one another and the concept of ‘planning permission’ that we are
familiar with in the UK does not exist) and one that I was keen to experience. A lot of what I
saw was entirely in line with my pre-conceptions – a huge sprawling car-dependant behemoth
of a city with no discernible centre. But at the same time there was a lot of green space and
public amenities that did break up the monotony of car travel. There was certainly no concept
of “going downtown” which opened this section. And perhaps that is to be expected in a city of
over 2m people. But then Chicago with a population 30% larger manages to have a clear
centre and a navigable layout. This isn’t to say that Houston has nothing to do – quite the
opposite – the restaurants, parks, museums and other attractions were of the highest order, it
just didn’t feel like a city, more a collection of suburbs bolted together. I hugely enjoyed my time
here as a visitor, it just didn’t feel like a place where I could live.
Public Transport
Throughout my trip I drove approximately 1900 miles, took 14 internal flights, made
two long distance (36hrs+) train journeys and used as much local public transport (bus, tram,
subway train and commuter rail) as possible.
In some cities like Chicago, New York and DC there is an excellent urban transit system
yet other cities of a similar or larger size aren’t anywhere close to this level of provision. I won’t
pretend to fully understand the threshold modelling27 that seems to be the academic mainstay
in this area but instead offer a few of my own observations from California, Cincinnati and
Houston. Overall I think that wider acceptance of public transport is restricted by three things:
the strong streak of Libertarianism in the American people; a fundamental failure of effort that
undermines existing public transport provision and thirdly a curious concept of ‘otherness’ that
prevents wider public acceptance.
Prior to departing I had already considered what the public transport
infrastructure might be like in America28 but it wasn’t until about two thirds of the way through
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http://www.cupertino.org/index.aspx?page=1127
http://www.woonsocketcall.com/node/6248
26 Glaeser, 2012, Kindle ‘Location’ 3667.
27 http://www.publictransit.us/ptlibrary/specialreports/sr2.trafficdensityretrospective.pdf
http://www.its.berkeley.edu/publications/UCB/2011/VWP/UCB-ITS-VWP-2011-6.pdf
http://www.travelmatters.org/about/transit-thresholds
28 http://nottsal.blogspot.co.uk/2012/03/streetcar-named-desire.html
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my trip that I had a moment of particular clarity. In conversation with a local politician 29 and
businessman30 in California I learned that Apple runs a series of employee commuter shuttle
buses to their Cupertino HQ from as far away as the San Francisco Bay area. Further
researched revealed that Facebook, Google, eBay, Electronic Arts and Yahoo! also provide this
sort of service31. I was astonished that the American spirit of private enterprise and selfreliance is so strong that these companies would effectively overpay (vs, say, a fair local tax
contribution to fund a publicly owned transport system) to run their own (duplicated) shuttle bus
network. In any modern European city this would be a municipal transport system open to all,
including non-employees, funded out of local and national taxes. This in-built distrust or
rejection of government (ie a strong Libertarian instinct) as a concept in the American psyche
might help explain the sorry state of some of the transport systems I experienced.
One of my early internal flights was when I left the North-East and flew to Cincinnati
in Ohio. Being naturally frugal I had researched that a taxi from the airport to my hotel would
cost $25 but the bus fare was only $2. Given the bus stopped on 5th Avenue where all the
downtown hotels are located I failed to see why anyone would take a taxi. On arrival at the
airport and having struggled to fund the bus stop I started to understand why a taxi might be a
preferred option. The bus stop itself only confirmed my suspicions – an unloved, unmarked and
underused spot that didn’t fill me with confidence that the bus would actually turn up. However,
turn up it did and whilst I was the only passenger (in a double length bendy-bus) the service
was quick and efficient. I wonder how many other people were put off by the lack of signage
to the stop or lack of a simple sign saying, “Bus to Downtown goes from here”. I think there’s a
cultural barrier to higher public transport usage but also a practical deficit in implementation that
will hold things back.
Perhaps the most striking moment in regard to public transport was when I was staying
with an old friend in Houston. My friend is a life-long Texas resident but didn’t even know that
Houston had a railway station until I said I would be arriving by train. For an engaged, intelligent
and curious guy (a commercial lawyer) I was really surprised at this lack of knowledge. On
arrival and seeing that the station basically consists of a temporary looking structure and one
track I was less surprised but there’s still a broader point about the cultural place that public
transport holds in American society – it’s definitely something that “other people” use.
I enjoyed excellent service on the two Amtrak journeys that I took – from Minneapolis to
and from Los Angeles to Houston33. Most people looked at me somewhat askance
when I mentioned that I was going to be taking the train, and when you think about it it is a
somewhat perverse choice – the flight from Minneapolis to Seattle would take about about three
and a half hours and cost about £140 whilst the train takes a day and a half and costs around
Seattle32
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http://rodsinks.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/kevinmcclelland
31 http://sfist.com/2012/09/25/behold_the_secret_corporate_shuttle.php
32 http://www.amtrak.com/empire-builder-train
33 http://www.amtrak.com/sunset-limited-train
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£400! But for the cultural and aesthetic experience I had to do it and don’t regret a moment of it.

The on-board travel experience that I had was nothing short of excellent and
itself surfaced another common trait of the American personality – an openness and hospitality
that we would find close to uncomfortable in the UK. When travelling on Amtrak the sleeping
quarters are small34 but the service is exemplary, with each carriage of around 16 people
serviced by an attendant who makes up your bed, can bring you food and drinks if required, will
shepherd you off the train at longer station stops and corral you back on when the train is about
to depart and everything in between. I never felt I wanted for anything but didn’t feel suffocated
either. The real highlight of the Amtrak experience however (aside from the extraordinary
scenery) was the mealtimes. The PA system called it “family seating” but they meant
communal – you made a reservation and got slotted into a table (of four) according to
availability. As there were a fair few single travellers or couples this meant you never met the
same people twice. It was during these mealtimes that I started to get a sense of the type and
diversity of the service’s clientele. I was easily the youngest passenger which was as expected
but I was (pleasantly) surprised at the fact that the majority of passengers were Americans
rather than (as I had worried might be the case) Europeans who are more attuned to longdistance rail travel. I met a huge variety of people – from Dads travelling back from visiting their
daughters at University, a couple enjoying their retirement, a guy doing a weekend commute
from the orchard his parents owned in upstate Washington and pretty much everything else in
between. In between these mealtimes and conversations I was able to enjoy the extraordinary
scenery and took the time to reflect, think and write. Seeing the desolate wilderness of North
Dakota and Montana roll past for a full day was a treat that I will treasure for a very long time.
Workplace Culture and Community Integration
During the Election campaign, the Republican Presidential candidate, Mitt Romney,
was widely castigated for his comments in 2008 that the Government should, “Let Detroit
Go Bankrupt”35. Partisan politics aside (it was parlayed into a devastatingly effective attack
34
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from team Obama36 that was potentially decisive in Ohio) it was an interesting comment in
that it underlines the American business tradition of failure. Failure isn’t so much tolerated as
celebrated (for example, here37) and the way bankruptcy laws are structured means that it is
much easier to fail and start again (or restructure your business whilst it’s in trouble38) in the
US than it is in Europe. This is generally understood to create a more entrepreneurial spirit in
America which I was interested to understand if I would see any evidence of during my trip.
I heard a lot of criticisms of the way that the automotive companies engaged with
the city government of Detroit, “they had to be dragged to the table every time”39 and whilst I
wasn’t able to confirm or deny this myself with the companies concerned, I certainly didn’t
detect the level of engagement that I would have expected from such major employers with the
city. One place where there was much more visible engagement with the city and surroundings
was in Cincinnati. As discussed above, Proctor and Gamble have invested in the city’s
facilities, particularly around the performing arts. As one employee said to me, “we’re a
company that like families – we produce products for families, compared with a bank which
employees people that like money”40. Whilst it obviously is not quite a clear cut as that, there is
something in the notion that the people who are employed by a particular business will be of a
relatively homogenous type – and this is likely to be particularly noticeable in an organisation
like P&G with their avowed ‘Promote From Within’41 policy. This combination of family-oriented
employees, a corporate intent to improve the community (as discussed above) and a stable and
highly committed workforce means that the company’s influence looms large within the city.
And the physical influence is noticeable too – the P&G Towers dominate the centre of the city.

36
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http://www.barackobama.com/truth-team/entry/romney-wanted-toand-would-havelet-detroit-go-bankrupt/

http://www.fastcompany.com/3002809/be-henry-ford-apprentice-yourself-failure
The irony is that Obama allowed Detroit’s car manufacturers to do this, broadly in line with what
Romney was suggesting 2008 to enable their restructuring whilst having protection from their creditors.
39 Private conversation
40 Private conversation
41 http://www.pgbalkans.com/promote-from-within
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As a counterpoint to the positive story above about how WalMart has improved
the quality of life in its home town of Bentonville, I was interested when I was in Seattle to hear
from the trade union movement about their campaign against the opening of further WalMart
stores in the area. There is no WalMart within the cities boundaries but a number in the
surrounding locality. The local UFCW trade union42 collaborated with community group, Puget
Sound Sage43, to create a report exploring the how a community changes when WalMart opens
up. The report is pretty damning, concluding that “we are able to demonstrate that Walmart
would be expected to have a net negative impact on any local community where its average
wage is less than the average wage paid by existing retail competitors. Based on these findings
and broader impacts not covered in this analysis but reported by credible sources elsewhere we
conclude that there is no basis for treating Walmart’s arrival in a neighborhood as anything but a
net loss in terms of the public good”44. Just as the impact of the WalMart head office had
broader (positive) implications for the town of Bentonville than anyone might have imagined, so
the arrival of a WalMart, “has the potential to lower the total payroll value in the area; negatively
impacting not only those workers who receive their wages from Walmart, but a broader class of
individuals who supply goods and services to those workers”45. The report is relatively damning
about WalMart’s methodology for justifying their positive impact, laying out their rationale:
42
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44 Fowler, 2012, p1
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“...their new store will: (i) Fill unmet need (people would buy more groceries if only they could
find a place that was selling them, (ii) Create new demand (people will want to spend more of
their income on groceries once they see the products that WalMart has to offer, and, (iii)
Capture demand that is current ‘leaking’ out of the region (people are buying their groceries so
far away that we should treat those sales as taking place in some competing region and as
dollars leaving the local economy)” then simply noting, “These assumptions are not valid”46. It
was not part of my research to understand the impact of individual retail outlets in the cities that
visited but I note the irony that whilst WalMart is often criticised for the negative impact on city
centres and the evidence I gathered in Seattle backs this up I also saw the huge amount of
good the company has done in the town where it was founded.
Also in Seattle, I had some fascinating discussions with both the White Collar47 and
Blue Collar48 trade unions for Boeing about the changing ways that the company and its
employees have engaged with the city and the surrounding areas. I first met with IAM751
– the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers, AFL-CIO District 751
who represent 45,000 active, retired and laid-off workers at The Boeing Company in Puget
Sound and California. This union’s leadership and its members is highly politically and locally
active – they were keen to use the saying, “when Boeing sneezes, Seattle catches a cold” to
justify their involvement in the wider community. This kind of symbiotic relationship between
companies and their environs was at the heart of my research proposal. This activism meant
that the union were highly involved in the November elections, going so far as to issue a set of
recommendations and endorsements in local political races.
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By way of contrast, SPEEA (The Society of Professional Engineering Employees in
Aerospace who represent 25,000 engineers, technical workers, pilots and other professionals in
the aerospace industry) almost didn’t seem to consider themselves as a Trade Union at all and
certainly didn’t feel it appropriate for them to suggest to their members that there might be a link
between their occupation and how they might want to vote in the election. Historically SPEEA
have been more of professional association and adopt a more cerebral and engineer-like
approach to their work. In recent years however, the organisation has evolved as relations with
Boeing have changed (often for the worse) over time. In fact, both unions have had watershed
moments in their relationship with Boeing that had knock-on impacts on the city and environs.
One of the recent moments in this long history was celebrated by a framed copy of the front
page of the Seattle Times on the wall of the offices of the IAM union leaders I was meeting with.
The 1st December 2011 edition blared, “Boeing, Machinists Reach Sweeping Agreement”49.
This deal was indeed landmark, securing the manufacturing of the 737MAX by union workers
in Washington (rather than going to the non-unionised plant in South Carolina) and also ending
a long-standing dispute involving the National Labour Relations Board. As a brake on that drift
of jobs away from the unionised plants in Seattle the deal was a useful stalling moment but
has done little to stop the overall direction. The team at the IAM were keen to share with me
what they called “the disappearing aeroplane” – a schematic showing the steady decline in the
proportion of the ‘birds’ that were made by unionised employment – as seen here.
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Whilst the IAM has a long and rumbustious history of labour relations, the thoughtful,
technical and considered colleagues at SPEEA50 had, until the year 2000, only one strike in
their nearly 60 year history. The 2000 strike (then the longest white-collar strike in history)
is still talked about in hallowed terms by the members that I met51. The union are still in
negotiation as I write over the current contract renewal and when I visited in late 2012 were not
feeling confident about a swift resolution.
Despite these different in negotiation styles and history of relations with the
Boeing company, both unions were united by their view on the corporate HQ in Chicago. This
needs a little context: In early 2001 the company announced that it would be moving its
corporate HQ away from Seattle52. At that time the company did not have a new location in
mind – it effectively instituted a Dutch auction for cities to offer the largest package of tax-breaks
and other incentives for them to relocate. This race-to-the-bottom was won by Chicago53 and
the company moved around 500 people into the new office in the autumn of that year. I talked
to a number of people about this move when I was in Seattle and got a fairly consistent picture.
The corporate objective was to be closer to their shareholders and other sources of capital and
to create a broader geographic base for the company. For Chicago this was about adding
another corporate HQ to their city with the kudos that it brings. All rational enough and from a
strict economic point of view a sensible decision. What I suspect was not factored into the
decision was the emotional and cultural impact it would have on the company and the
employees left behind in Seattle. By this I mean that the rank-and-file employees that I met saw
this move as a deliberate snub and insult to them and the city where they lived. But even more
damaging than this was the cultural change that it engendered – people talked about the “postChicago” Boeing management as being not just at a geographic distance but also a cultural
distance – they felt that the company leadership no longer understand what it was like on the
ground. However true this was (and I have to say, I’m a big fan of management being as close
as possible to their teams – it’s good for morale, engagement and communication) the
perception of this distancing came across to me as a highly damaging phenomenon.
Obviously during just a couple of short meetings I was unable to get fully under the skin
of the relationship between Boeing, its workers and the city of Seattle (not least because Boeing
never responded to my requests to meet with them) but there is a fascinating story to be told
about the company, the city and its residents.
Finally, a brief note on civic pride. As discussed above, Detroit’s population has been
denuded over the years, leaving a rump of residents that predominantly cannot leave for
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The union is hugely proud of their unofficial motto of, “No Nerds, No Birds” – ie no engineers means no
aeroplanes – even to the level of having all manner of merchandise and memorabilia available with the
slogan.
51 Some interesting context here: http://www.heraldnet.com/article/20100923/BIZ/709239947 and here:
http://www.avweb.com/news/atis/181947-1.html
52 http://abcnews.go.com/Business/story?id=88453&page=1
53 http://www.spaceandtech.com/digest/sd2001-19/sd2001-19-001.shtml
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social or economic reasons. But there also seemed to be a strong (if small) core of residents
determined to make a positive contribution to the city that they love. I note some businesses
aiming to do just that above but close this section by sharing a couple of photos – one I took
and one that I wished I had. The simple street art made even me as visitor stop and think for a
moment. And coupled with the provocative slogan from one local company visible in the middle
distance made the short walk down Woodward Avenue to Detroit’s downtown quite a reflective
one.

54

Election 2012
Being a political activist and something of a news junkie, it was like Christmas every day
being in America in the run up to the November 2012 elections. Perhaps as you might expect
from a outward looking and internationally focussed organisation, all of the Servas hosts that I
stayed with were keen to talk about politics in general, my views on the British political situation
and the prospects for President Obama's reelection. I loved this opportunity to have some
really in-depth and passionate conversations with engaged people including, variously, a gay
rights activist, a healthcare reform campaigner and a workers' comp lawyer. This was however,
something of a self-selecting group and I often found myself in "violent agreement" about how
right we were, how terrible the Republicans were and how Obama should definitely be reelected. I was often conscious of this re-enforcing tendency and tried to check myself wherever
possible so I was intrigued to see a mirror version of it later on in my trip.
For all the passionate discussion that I was part of, the fact remains that turnout in the
Presidential election was pretty low by the standard of most developed democracies. It's hard
to know why this is, not least given the huge amounts of money spent on the various races
by the candidates and parties. It's easy to be stuck in the bubble of the politically engaged
proportion of the country, especially in places like Ohio where the TV advertising truly was wallto-wall and forget about the c. 50% that don't (for whatever reason) think that politics is anything
that should concern them.
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NB the second photo is not mine and can be found here: http://www.flickr.com/photos/lavautem/
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Interestingly, because of the highly Federal system of government whilst participation in
the headline Presidential race might grab a lot of the headlines, there were a number of local
races or ballot initiatives that would have a more direct impact on peoples' lives. But ironically,
these would often get an even lower level of engagement and turnout. There were a couple of
local races that caught my eye that I'll share some thoughts on.
Minneapolis falls into Minnesota's 5th Congressional District which is Keith Ellison's
seat. Keith's biography alone (he was the first Muslim congressman) is enough to make him
a fascinating person to have the chance to meet55 but his personal energy and bold political
positioning made the day I spent with him and his team one of the highlights of my trip. Keith
runs a barnstorming political operation, often saying things like, " we’re running like we're ten
points down"56 with some great policy positioning. As seen in the below leaflet, the positive,
inclusive messaging of "everyone matters, everyone counts" enables Keith to take some strong
progressive positions. One of these campaigns was around voter registration. From the
perspective of the British registration and voting system the American approach (more on which
below) does look impossibly convoluted and repressive for turnout. Minnesota has always had
a very open system for registration – enabling same day registration and not asking voters to
bring any form of identification to the polling station. There was a proposal in November to
change this system to require ID to be produced to vote. At first I was in favour of this (this was
before I'd see the system in practice – which I covered below) but Keith was able to show me
the hidden agenda behind this proposal and so why he was opposing it. Increasing the hurdles
to voter registration and participation disproportionately exclude the poor, minorities and the old
and the campaign to disenfranchise those groups was a partisan piece of electoral strategy by
local Republicans.
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The second local race that was of direct relevance to people that I met was in
Washington state. Along with a number of other states Washington was asking its residents
what they thought of the idea of gay marriage. During my stay I was hosted by a gay couple
so this had a particular resonance. Sara and Rebecca were in a committed relationship and
did all the usual things that long term couples do from buying a house together to having a
pet. But they were not able to marry and had to suffer the slight indignity of carrying a credit
card sized ID from Washington State saying they had registered their relationship and so they
had the right to make healthcare decisions for each other in the event of an accident or similar
event in another state. Already an ideological supporter of gay rights, this personal perspective
confirmed my views on the matter. I was delighted that the people of Washington supported
the right for gay couples to marry57 and Rebecca and Sara married shortly afterwards on 12th
December 2012.
Rebecca and Sara were also very illuminating about their perceptions of local
government. The key discussion that sticks in my mind was around the Seattle "Light Rail"
(tram) scheme58. A reasonably good system that I used several times, not least to get to the
airport to fly onwards and at various times to get to meetings around the city, Rebecca and Sara
talked about how they voted in favour of the budget that included the light rail system in the
1980s when they first moved to the city – but it took nearly 20 years to come to fruition 59. This
resonated with me in relation to two other cities – Detroit and Chicago.
Famously corrupt in its leadership, Chicago is almost a byword for the kind of patronage
politics exemplified by the Daley family60 and is considered to be the cradle of ‘Machine
Politics’61. But for all that, the city is vibrant, flourishing and highly successful. Detroit is
probably no less corrupt – with a rich tradition of cronyism and maladministration, culminating
most recently with the tenure of Kwame Kilpatrick as Mayor62. From various conversations with
people in Chicago, Detroit and ex-pats from both cities a broad consensus emerged. That was
that although people knew that their politicians were often corrupt, as long things happened
then this was forgivable. The sin in Detroit politics was that the corruption meant money went
into someone’s pockets but the project (whatever it might be) never happened. In Chicago the
costs were inflated to incorporate for the various payoffs that were required but there was
generally something to see or use or visit at the end of it all. Perhaps the notable exception to
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2012/11/07/marijuana-and-same-sex-marriagewin-big-in-ballot-measures/
58 http://www.soundtransit.org/Schedules/Central-Link-light-rail
59 I should say that either my notes from this conversation are incorrect or there are some false memories
at work as it appears that the Light Rail system was first approved in 1996. (Or there may be some
confusion with a proposed Monorail Extension which did go through a highly convoluted and ultimately
unsuccessful approval process: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seattle_Monorail_Project). But either way,
the general point about the slowness of the political process holds true.
60 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_J._Daley
61 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_machine
62 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kwame_Kilpatrick
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this is the Detroit ‘People Mover’63, a public transport system so useless I at first thought it might
be some kind of grand-scale public art installation. A pet project of Mayor Coleman Young and
a sad legacy of the mis-direction of public funds that has all too often blighted Detroit.
I was very excited when on Election Day itself I was able to accompany my hosts hen in
Georgia to their local polling place and experience the voting myself first-hand. First thing to
note is that as a US voter you don't get a polling card each election like we do in the UK – this
explains for me some of the issues with people not knowing if they are registered to vote or not
knowing where to got to vote: has spawned a whole set of websites64 to help people locate their
polling station. As a political activist in the UK you spend a lot of time telling people who've lost
their polling card that it doesn't matter and they can still vote without it, but I think I like the
security and simplicity of the system we have that means you know you're registered to vote
before you make the trip out to the polling station. And although I laugh when I get my card at
home which has a detailed map to help me navigate the 400 metres up the road to my polling
station, it's better to have that than turn up at the wrong place. The second thing is that you
have to show some form of ID to vote in Georgia. This is interesting because of the campaign
from Rep. Keith Ellison (as discussed above) ran in Minnesota to prevent just such a thing
being required there. I'm a bit conflicted on this one – I think it's odd that in the UK you can just
turn up and say your (or any) name and address and they'll dish out a ballot paper, but I know
that any kind of restrictions will fall disproportionately on the most excluded in society already –
the poor, the old and minorities. And based on my experience on election day further
restrictions will reduce turnout and suppress participation which has got to be a bad thing. (As
an aside, I was pleased to notice that one thing was exactly the same as the UK – the
somewhat matriarchal poll staff who were very suspicious of my presence and almost asked me
to wait outside in the rain).
All throughout the process there were a lot of queues. Now I'm British so that
means I automatically like queues but this was extraordinary! You had to queue to get a form to
complete certifying that you were a legitimate voter and not disqualified – again this is often
seen as a type of voter suppression and it was somewhat fearsome. Once you've filled in the
form mentioned above you queue up again to get your ID checked and be issued with your
ballot. You then queue for a final time to actually vote. The elections office in Georgia
eschewed the tried and tested method of using a piece of paper and a pencil that has worked
so well in the UK for many centuries and use a complicated system of touch screen computers.
I was therefore able to be very smug when the system crashed and refused to work. I said
(perhaps little too loudly) to those around me: "a pencil never ran out of power or crashed!".
Once the computers were coaxed into life the (by now somewhat testy) queue started moving
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relatively quickly65. When you got to the head of the queue your ID was scanned (everyone
used their driving license – but other forms were acceptable – not sure how they would "scan"
them if they didn't have a barcode) and you were given a sort of credit-card with a chip on it that
you took over to the main voting action.
At this point I obviously stepped away so that I didn't compromise the security of
anyone's vote but I imagine that the screens then show you a series of ballot options and you
press your choices. I know that you don't get any kind of confirmation or receipt which is odd as
this would be easy enough to produce I'm sure. I picked up a (facsimile) copy of the ballot from
Detroit which ran to four pages. Georgia’s was just two66 but the number of positions that were
elected through the ballot box rather than simply being appointed was surprising.
In terms of election night itself, I had a slightly strange experience. I ended up at a
dinner with a number of other people who were not quite on the same political page as me. We
had a good discussion about the election and business in general – but I think I was always on
a losing wicket being 4-1 against when we got into the real political stuff. The real revelation for
me however was the level of delusional thinking around 'skewed polls'. A quick detour before
we get into this. Many people will recognise the concept of groupthink and the 'echo chamber'
where you end up believing your original opinions even more fervently when you discuss it with
people of similar views. And I'm as guilty of this as anyone – I socialise and work with people of
very similar views and so always come up with a start when I meet people who fundamentally
disagree with my views and almost forget why I believe what I do (see the start of this section).
And so it's perhaps not a surprise that I hadn't come across the idea of “Skewed Polling” 67
which apparently had been a common discussion point amongst Republicans for the six or eight
weeks before the election. The basic theory was that the public polls (which had been showing
small but significant leads for the President in all the swing states for the last couple of weeks
at least) were oversampling Democrats and were based on a 2008 turnout model. This was all
total news to me at dinner on Election night but I was firmly told by the Republicans present that
Romney was going to comfortably win and that the polls were all 'skewed' (classic group-think).
This line of thinking generated a whole industry of recalibrating the polls – eg UnSkewed Polls 68.
Obviously the result looked like be somewhat different as the evening progressed so I slipped
away in order to leave the Romney supporters to their commiserations alone.
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One potential voter when I was there had turned up at the wrong polling station – he needed to be in
the next county. He claimed to have voted here in the primaries so wasn't happy but the staff sent him
away never-the-less. I hope he got a chance to vote somewhere! The staff member actually used the
phrase, "the computer says no" when she entered his address – obviously this is a cultural thing as I was
the only person to laugh at this point.
66 Which you can see some photos of here: http://goo.gl/NJpt8 and here: http://goo.gl/IOesT
67 http://thehill.com/homenews/campaign/251413-gop-takes-aim-at-skewed-polls
68 http://unskewedpolls.com/. (As an aside, it should be noted that the polling companies (like YouGov,
MORI etc) make no money (or make a loss) on political polling – they do it to create publicity and as a
loss-leader for more lucrative commercial work – so they stake a lot of credibility and future commercial
work on getting it right and have little incentive to do anything other than report the truth as they find it).
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Final Thoughts
Given the huge diversity of people, places and experiences that made up my trip I’m not
sure that I can ever draw it all neatly into a single conclusion but I hope that the above gives
some sense of the richness of the learning that came out of my visit. A few final thoughts to
close with.
Despite my best intent at finding it, company towns do not really exist any more. Either
through an attritional process of job relocation or outsourcing (Boeing in Seattle), decline in the
core industry (the motor companies in Detroit) or simple growth in the city (Chicago) all the
places I visited were no longer dependant on their initial or major employer. Perhaps the
closest place to a true ‘Company Town’ was Bentonville with WalMart. But even then the
number of support companies, suppliers and leisure/retail companies that have sprung up
around it make it a vibrant and diverse standalone city.
A Libertarian and independent spirit is inbuilt to the American psyche. This can have (to
me) frustrating consequences (eg, poor public transport, widespread gun ownership) but the
pioneer spirit and openness to new possibilities offers an incredible scale and breadth of
opportunities. And having spent a full day travelling across Montana and North Dakota I can
start to understand where it comes from. I think if I lived in such a remote location I'd be pretty
suspicious of Government located the other side of the country in Washington DC. And the self
reliance and independence fostered by the naturally inward looking communities that the train
passed through probably contributes to the entrepreneurial spirit discussed above.
Despite the uniting forces of independence and libertarianism, it felt like there was
often more that divided the people of America than brought them together. As discussed
above, I often found myself in self-reinforcing groups that could lull you into a false sense of
homogeneity which in reality is far from the case. I suppose it's to be expected given the scale
and size of the country – the issues, problems and opportunities that face Seattle will be very
different to those in Atlanta. However, despite these differences, even when I was at significant
odds with the people I was talking to, the innate American politeness and openness to others
came through strongly and I never felt uncomfortable.
Finally the broadest of all possible declarations of gratitude – to the American people as
a whole. Just prior to my trip I visited the American Embassy in Grosvenor Square for a briefing
from the Cultural Attaché. An interesting meeting and one that give me a lot of helpful tips for
my trip but one line of discussion in particular resonated for me. The staff member from the
Embassy summarised our discussion by saying that I’d have a brilliant trip because Americans
are, "hardwired to help". This absolutely turned out to be true and for that I will be forever
grateful.
Bibliography

Alexander Ball
January 2013
Fowler, Christopher S. 2012. “The Economic Impact of a Walmart Store in the Skyway
Neighbourhood of South Seattle”. Puget Sound Sage. Available at http://goo.gl/OAvo9.
Glaeser, Edward. 2012. “Triumph of the City”. Pan.

