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FEDERAL ASSISTANCE REVIEW: DID IT MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

by

Dwight Ink

I suppose one can talk and talk and talk about management in
government and improving management and how bad management is in
various parts of government. One can talk about the general prob-
lems in government, the perennial poor image that most people seem
to have of government. But, I think one has to break these prob-
lems down into their details and dissect them a little bit to
understand why people have this perception. It's easy to attrib-
ute this negative perception to the factual claim that government
doesn't work. One must break the problem down for it is useful in
terms of getting some feel for how one goes about trying to deal
with these management problems and how to improve management. So,
I'm going to take you through the life cycle of one major effort
which had some success and some failure, as these things generally
do, in improving government in a very complicated and messy area--
the grant area.

Some people talk about the grant system but I always talk
about the non-system because I don't think anyone in the world ever
intentionally designed something like our grant-in-aid system. It
is more chaotic, more confusing, and more fragmented than anyone
in his right mind would ever purposely design. It really evolved,

but in a very uneven way.

The Setting

The setting for the Federal Assistance Review (F.A.R.) was
the middle 1960s. Social problems and urban problems existed long
before then, of course. They've existed as long as there have been
cities, as long as there have been communities. But in this country
it wasn't until the mid 1960s that the general public became aware
that we had some very serious social problems, and some very seri-

ous urban problems in this country. Frankly, it wasn't until the
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the reorganization, I was beseiged by congressmen, mayors and
others, each urging that the regional office be placed in his

home town. I was hauled up to the Hill by this group and that
group, and individual Congressmen. I fully expected some opposi-
tion, but there were a couple of things that we had going for us.
One, we did it on such a massive scale that a lot of opposition
counteracted each other. Also, there was no alternative plan that
didn't have at least as many problems as ours, so they couldn't
focus on an alternative plan. Almost everyone agrced that some-
thing should be done to simplify the system even though some were
not very enthusiastic about our reorganization plan. As you know,
it passed but I'm not current with it because I've been out of this
field for about two years. After three years into the project we
had about 75 agencies--federal agencies that had common regional
boundaries and common regional cities. I would suggest that this
is something of a landmark in terms of the structure of federal
government and will indeed have an impact in terms of the future

of the federal system.

Decentralization

Another important part of the program, the F.A.R. program, was
decentralization. I'm a great believer in decentralization, although
you can overdo it. I'm convinced that, on the whole, the federal
people in the field who are closer to the people that they're
supposed to serve and closer to the problems they have to deal
with, are more responsive than bureaucrats in Washington. However,
effective decentralization presumes the people in the field are of
equal ability to those in Washington; that they have decision-
making flexibility; and, that they have the needed resources.

What I am saying is that if you design decentralization in a
serious way and design it to make it work, it generally works very
well in most programs--not all programs. If, on the other hand,
you issue an order decentralizing but keep the system designed in

a centralized fashion, it's worse than doing nothing because you
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QUESTION: Do you think that general revenue sharing is
creating a problem of too much state power and perhaps hurting
the urban environment by taking resources away from the area that
needs it the most?

MR. INK: There is some of that problem. My view is that so
long as general revenue sharing represents the small proportion of
total federal aid that it now represents, there is not a very
serious problem. I think it's offset by the opportunity it provides
state and local levels to strengthen their managerial capacity.
These funds are more easily used for institution building because
of the lack of federal strings. Many of the federal grants are so
fragmented and so specialized that it's very difficult to, for
example, use them to build a strong central audit staff, or a
centralized purchasing office or a consolidated or centralized
automatic data processing system. If the proportion of the funds
increase to a substantial amount, then I would begin to be quite
concerned about the point you raise.

QUESTION: It appears that revenue sharing and grant consoli-
dation have actually reduced the money available to confront our
urban problems. How do you feel about that?

MR. INK: In some areas they have, in some areas they haven't.
I think the bigger problem is that resources have been allocated
through the budget in such a way that the inner cities are receiving
less funding.

QUESTION: Are there any steps being taken now to increase the
power of the A-95 clearinghouses by the federal government?

MR. INK: The Advisory Commission of Intergovernmental Rela-
tions (A.C.I.R.) has done more than anyone else in terms of focusing
on this problem, although much of their focus has really been on
Council of Governments which would build upon and strengthen the
A-95 process as a part of the overall approach. 1 do think that
one of the most interesting developments over the next ten to
twenty years will be where we go with respect to metropolitanwide

problems, how we deal with those problems. Ideally, I suspect
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