Redesign inherent in the ‘New Normal’

By David C. Olson

Convene a conversation with Tom Stinson or Tom Gillaspy, and the “New Normal” is likely to quickly surface. For years the state economist and state demographer have warned that changing demographics demand government examine and restructure its operations.

Add the voice of the statewide business community to the call for greater government efficiency, as revealed in the annual Minnesota Business Barometer Survey conducted by the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce and Himle Horner Inc. No one suggests that government redesign alone can solve the cycle of budget shortfalls. But four in 10 respondents believe that restructuring services can make a significant dent.

Stinson and Gillaspy were in unison as they described the “New Normal” at a session of Leadership Minnesota, a program exclusive to the Minnesota Chamber that focuses at the state’s changing economy and the issues that will shape its future. Among the signals: An aging population and more diverse workforce. Greater demand for public services. Slower economic growth. Scarcity of labor and talent. Chronic government deficits and cuts in service.

What does this all mean? We are presented a whole new set of opportunities, Stinson and Gillaspy say.

Translated, government at all levels must embrace a new mind-set as it examines what products and services to provide and how to deliver them. We must meet the challenge to preserve the Minnesota quality of life.

Initial steps were taken at the 2011 Legislature, and more work remains if we are to restore long-term stability to Minnesota’s balance sheet. Reform will be a common thread in the Minnesota Chamber 2012 agenda. Among our preliminary initiatives:

•
Adopt priority-based budgeting: Examine all public programs and services and stop simply building a budget based on past practices.

•
Implement the federal waivers in the Medicaid system as a follow-up to the 2011 legislation.

•
Purchase services through competitive sourcing: Evaluate those commercial services performed by government agencies on the basis of efficiency and customer service.

•
Reform the prevailing wage law: The current calculation tends to increase taxpayer costs for state-funded projects.

•
Evaluate highway projects: Ensure management systems are in place so taxpayers receive the greatest value for their transportation dollars.

•
Reform public employee compensation and benefits: These systems must align more closely with what is provided in the private sector. 

Creativity and innovation have enabled businesses to survive the recession and, in many instances, emerge stronger. Similar principles must guide government if Minnesotans are to adjust to the “New Normal.” It won’t be easy, but as Stinson and Gillaspy warn: “Creative destruction/disruptive innovation will change the way we deliver services.”

The statewide business community stands ready to help government rethink how it can deliver services at lower per-capita cost and still preserve Minnesotans’ quality of life.
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