
Comprehensive discussion 
of today’s American economy 
would not be possible without 
some treatment of college tu-
ition, the federal loans granted to 
alleviate its soaring cost, and the 
consequent burden of student 
debt under which the vast ma-
jority of college graduates are 
now entering the workforce, 
and adult life.

Federal lending 
to college students 
to help cover the 
costs of col-
lege tuition 
dates back 
to 1958. 
Shortly there-
after, the role of 
federal lending 
in college financ-
ing expanded, when 
the Higher Education 
Act of 1965 established 
the federal government 
as the primary provider of 
student financial aid. This is 
to say that federal student debt 
is not even sort of a recent phe-
nomenon. But you might not 
realize that given the fervency 
of the discussion surrounding it 
today.

That fervency is rooted, in 
part, in the growth of student 
debt that characterized the turn 
of the 21st century. Between 
2000 and 2014, the total volume 
of federal student debt increased 
by more than 300 percent to over 
$1.1 trillion, surpassing credit 

card debt as the largest source of 
consumer indebtedness, second 
only to mortgages. And how 
many headlines like this have 
you seen in newspapers and tele-
vision broadcasts over the last 
few years: “Graduate Cannot Pay 
Off $100,000 Student Loan Debt 
After Earning Degree in Fly-
ing Squirrels”? Stories like that 
seem to pop up all the time and, 

regardless of their representa-
tive authenticity, have cer-

tainly had a hand in 
shaping the na-

tional dia-

logue 
about 
cost 
and 

relative value of a college educa-
tion.

First, a little background: 
federal student lending pro-

grams were first established in 
1958 under the National De-
fense Education Act. The legis-
lation was passed in response to 
mounting concern throughout 
the country that American sci-
entists were not fully equipped to 
compete with their Soviet coun-
terparts (who had just launched 
Sputnik, the first-ever satellite, in 
October of the previous year). To 
that end, the NDEA incentivized 
specific courses of study, offer-
ing grants, s c h o l a r -
ships, and loans to high 
s cho ol s t u d e n t s 

s h o w i n g 
promise in 
math, science, 
engineering, 
and foreign 
language—all 
fields of study 
likely to pro-
duce national 
defense per-
sonnel.

T h e 
b r o a d e r 
goal of 

t h e 

NDEA was to provide low-cost 
loans to high school graduates 
who wanted to attend college. 
This program was expanded, 

most notably, in 1965, with the 
aforementioned Higher Educa-
tion Act, part of President Lyn-
don Johnson’s Great Society 
domestic agenda. The goal of 
the HEA was to improve social 
mobility and equality of oppor-
tunity by making college more 
accessible and affordable. 

It was at this time that the 
Federal Guaranteed Student 
Loan program was introduced. 
Under this program, loans to 
finance higher education origi-
nated with, and were funded by, 
private lenders, but their repay-
ment was guaranteed by the fed-
eral government in the event that 
the borrower defaulted. Today, 
the loans that originated with 
this program are better known 
as Stafford Loans, and although 
the terms of these loans have 
evolved since their inception 
(more on that in a minute), the 
Stafford Loan Program remains 
the largest source of low-interest 
college loans.

Because Stafford Loans 
are backed by the federal gov-
ernment, they are available at 
low interest rates regardless of 
a borrower’s credit history or 
economic security. When they 
were first implemented, Stafford 
Loans were strictly need-based, 
and eligibility was determined 

by a financial needs test. Origi-
nally, all Stafford Loans were 

subsidized, meaning that 
while the student was in 

school, the government 
paid the interest on their 

loans.
In 1972, the Ba-

sic Educational Op-
portunity Grant, 

known today as the Pell Grant, 
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The chamber has always been 
a hub; a meeting place for busi-
ness owners to communicate and 
network. As a chamber, you want 
to help your members connect so 
they can find synergy and grow 
their business. The mixer event 
is bread and butter for a chamber 
of commerce. I can’t think of a 
single chamber I’ve spoken with 
that doesn’t do some kind of net-
working event during lunch, after 
hours, or on the weekend. (If you 

don’t do any networking events, 
we’d love to know why.)

Networking can hit its limit, 
however, when only the same 
members keep going to the same 
events. In order to grow your 
business, you need to meet new 
people and develop new rela-
tionships. It’s not just about pass-
ing out business cards; it’s about 
making real connections with 
your peers.

One way to refresh your net-
working agenda is to partner 
with other chambers to help your 
members make new connections 
in nearby communities. An orga-
nization in Southern California 
has taken that a step further to try 
and connect as many chambers 
and businesses as possible.

The Largest Mixer started 
in Los Angeles, CA as a one-off 
event called “LA’s Largest Mixer” 
to bring all of the local chambers 
together. Dave Linden, the creator 
of the Largest Mixer, began his 
chamber career as a board mem-
ber of the Palm Springs Chamber 
of Commerce, but had moved on 
to a position as the public rela-
tions manager for a museum in 
LA. He wanted to have an event 
with the eight to ten chambers of 
which the local museum was a 
member. But during the event he 
discovered something curious.

“I was really surprised to see 
that a lot of the chamber staff who 
were at that meeting, they didn’t 
even know each other,” says Lin-
den. “And we’re talking like cities 
in LA that are literally right next 
to each other. But at the time, 
there wasn’t necessarily any kind 
of coordinated effort to bring all 

the chambers together in Los An-
geles for a big networking event.”

LA’s Largest Mixer was such 
a success they continued it an-
nually, and eventually, five years 
later, they created Orange Coun-
ty’s Largest Mixer; a year later, Las 
Vegas’ Largest Mixer; and then a 
couple years after that, Inland 
Empire’s Largest Mixer. With 
three of the four events happen-
ing in SoCal, they see a lot of ben-
efits. “Those three events kind of 
work well together,” says Linden. 
“There’s a lot of overlap as far as 
people that attend and exhibitors 
that are part of the event. And 
then certainly Las Vegas, which 
is its own market, but we do also 
see a lot of businesses in Vegas 
that also have offices in Southern 
California and likewise.”

The events themselves are 
actually very simple. When they 
say “the largest mixer,” that’s ex-
actly what it is. “We don’t have 
any workshops. There’s no speak-
ers,” says Linden. “It’s literally 
four hours of just wall-to-wall 
networking. The goal was never 
to build this into anything more 
than a high-energy opportunity 
to bring a lot of business people 
together.”

For those that thrive in this 
type of environment, the event is 
a huge success. “People that love 
to network, you put them all in 
one room and that’s where the 
energy of the event comes from. 
Because people that love to net-
work, they’re just on fire.”

Just how big are these events? 
“Well, for our Orange County 
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 The way people feel about media is very complicated. Even exactly what you mean when 
you say the word “media” makes a huge difference. When we say “media,” what are we really 
referring to? Is it a group of people? The journalists attending press conferences and reporting 
on the news of the day? Is it the audio and visual content we’re exposed to on the radio and 
TV? Is it what we choose to look at on Facebook and social media? The content our friends are 
sharing with us?
 I imagine a lot of you are thinking, “All of the above.” We wouldn’t disagree, and that’s kind 
of the point. The way each of us feels about media as individuals is incredibly different. The 
places where we view our media are incredibly different. We read from different sources; trust 
different people; and consume different things. There is so much available to everyone these 
days that it can be hard to sort through it all and make your own decisions.
 That’s the intent behind this illustration; not to tell you what to believe and what to disre-
gard, but to give you some of the necessary tools to make those decisions for yourself. It’s up 
to each of us as individuals to be conscientious readers. Who has an agenda? Who is for real? 
Who should we listen to? Everyone? No one? That’s up to you. Do your due diligence, inform 
yourself as much as possible, and make your decisions based on in-depth research of a topic.
 We hope that this guide is a fun and innocent way to learn what to look for as we all try to 
navigate the terrain of today’s media market. Enjoy!
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Imagine: You go out for din-
ner at a fancy downtown res-
taurant. At the end of the meal, 
your waitress delivers the bill to 
your table. You look it over, call 
your waitress over, and inform 
her that you will be paying no 
more than 70 percent of the to-
tal amount, and that the restau-
rant can expect your payment 
sometime in the next 90 to 120 
days. You exit the establishment 
and carry on with your evening, 
while evidence of any immedi-
ate consequences for the stunt 
you just pulled remains effec-
tively nonexistent.

Sounds crazy, right?
Unfortunately, for many 

freelance and contract workers, 
that scenario is all too familiar.

A freelance worker is de-
fined as an individual who has 
engaged in supplemental, tem-
porary, project- or contract-
based work within the past 
twelve months. By this defini-
tion, survey data reported by 
the Freelancer’s Union indicates 
that approximately 53 million 
people—or 34 percent of the US 
workforce—qualify as freelance 
workers.

Traditionally, the freelance 
market is highly unregulated. 
What freelance workers gain in 
schedule flexibility and freedom 
from traditional nine-to-five 
corporate culture, they sacri-
fice in job security, benefits, and 
general wage protections. But 
new citywide legislation passed 
by the New York City Council 
is aimed toward improving that 
precarious status quo.

On October 27, 2016, the 
New York City Council ap-
proved a bill titled “Establish-
ing Protections For Freelance 
Workers,” also known as the 
Freelance Isn’t Free Act. On 
November 16, 2016, New York 
City Mayor Bill de Blasio signed 

the bill into law, touting it as 
the first in the nation designed 
to protect wage payment rights 
of freelance workers. The law 
finally went into effect on May 
15, 2017, and one group that 
felt it had particular cause for 
celebration of the new law was 
the Brooklyn Chamber of Com-
merce.

In New York City, the total 
number of freelance workers is 
just shy of four million. Accord-
ing to Andrew Hohn, Presi-
dent and CEO of the Brooklyn 
Chamber of Commerce, rough-
ly 33,000 of those independent 
workers live in Brooklyn, and 
they are a vital part of the local 
economy.

Which is why the Brook-
lyn Chamber of Commerce has 
gone to great lengths to meet the 
needs of that particular sector 
of the economy. “We realized 
that even though the indepen-
dent worker is, by themselves, 
just a single person with a busi-
ness, when you look at them 
in aggregate, it’s a serious eco-
nomic force,” Hohn said. “And 
it’s growing.” In response to that 
growth, the Brooklyn Chamber 
of Commerce introduced a free-
lance membership rate in order 
to provide all of the benefits of 
a chamber membership, but on 
a scale (and at a price) designed 
more specifically for the inde-
pendent worker. 

It’s certainly a unique ap-
proach—as Hohn noted, “No 
one that we know of is really fo-
cusing on the sole proprietor”—
but it’s been well-received by the 
Brooklyn community, and the 
Brooklyn Chamber of Com-
merce’s freelance membership 
rate has been growing steadily 
ever since the membership pack-
age was introduced last year.

Which brings us back to the 
Freelance Isn’t Free Act: of the 
nearly four million freelance 
workers in New York City, more 
than seventy percent have re-
ported problems with receiv-
ing payment from employers 
for completed work. Hohn said 

that for him and his chamber, it 
was naturally synergistic to join 
forces with the New York City 
Council delegation in order to 
pass some form of wage protec-
tion for freelance workers. Why 
did they make this their goal? 
According to Hohn, “Because 
it’s the right thing to do.”

The Freelance Isn’t Free 
Act imposes three specific re-
quirements on New York City 
companies that contract with 
freelance workers. Those re-
quirements are:

A written contract if the 
freelancer’s services are valued 
at $800 or more. (This $800 can 
be an aggregate total value of 
small projects completed within 
a 120-day period.)

Payment must be made in 
full, and in a timely manner 
(i.e., either on or before the date 
specified in the contract; if no 
payment date is specified, then 
compensation is due no later 
than 30 days after the freelanc-
er’s completion of the contract-
ed work).

Prohibition of any type of 
retaliation or adverse action on 
the part of the employee against 
the freelance worker should the 
worker chose to exercise the 
rights afforded to them by the 
Freelance Isn’t Free Act.

If an employer violates the 
law, the resulting damages they 
would have to pay vary based on 
the nature of the violation; statu-
tory damages start at $250 and 
increase from there. Evidence 
of repeated violations of the law 
may even result in a civil action 
brought by the New York City 
Corporation Counsel, on behalf 
of the City of New York, to re-
cover a penalty of up to $25,000.

To the average freelance 
worker, these protections are a 
huge deal. That’s because, with-
out a law like this, a freelance 
worker who doesn’t get paid 
has essentially no method of 
recourse or way of efficiently 
and effectively recovering the 
money that’s owed to them. 
Think about it: many freelanc-

ers count on repeat clients in 
order to keep their business 
portfolio as robust as possible. 
Taking a more aggressive, inter-
personal approach—perhaps by 
threatening to sue, or by threat-
ening to “expose” a client for 
their shady business dealings—
could mean no more work from 
a much-needed revenue source. 
Because, let’s face it, even for 
those among the 70 percent of 
freelancers who have struggled 
to collect payment for complet-
ed work, there remains the hope 
that if they keep working for the 
client, eventually the client will 
make good on their payment. 

Or, even if the relationship 
with the troublesome client is 
not one that the worker counts 
on in order to make financial 
ends meet, there still exists the 
fear that a well-connected client 
might bad-mouth a freelancer 
who too aggressively pursues 
the money that they’re owed. 
That could mean a smaller rev-
enue stream down the line, as 
potential clients opt for contract 
workers who don’t have a repu-
tation for being quite as “dif-
ficult.” Oh, and forget taking a 
delinquent client to small claims 
court: by the time that process 
is over with, the worker is likely 
to have spent more in legal fees 
than whatever payment amount 
it is they’re hoping to get from 
their client.

As is so often the case when 
dealing with small businesses, 
however, what’s good for those 
businesses often proves to be 
good for the local economy as 
well. As Hohn pointed out, hav-
ing a law like the Freelance Isn’t 
Free Act on the books in New 
York City (and, by extension, 
Brooklyn) “will help to foster an 
ecosystem in Brooklyn that en-
courages, welcomes, and helps 
freelancers grow [and] thrive.”

In an article published by 
Mondo, a tech-centric staff-
ing agency, Shannon Vize of-
fers four additional examples 
of how protections for freelance 
workers benefit employers and 

the greater economy. First, at 
the most basic level, having a 
law that requires a contractual 
agreement between employer 
and freelancer helps to mini-
mize stress: it ensures that both 
parties are protected and satis-
fied with the terms of the agree-
ment right from the outset, and 
the clear outline of a payment 
plan reduces the likelihood 
of an awkward or nega-
tive wages negotiation. 
Second, it increases pro-
ductivity and reliability: 
if a freelancer enters into 
an employee/client relation-
ship not knowing exactly when 
or if they’re ever even going to 
get paid, do you really think 
you’re going to get their abso-
lute best work? You might, but 
chances are, an worker who’s 
unsure about how they’re going 
to be compensated is not going 
to produce work as promptly or 
as high-quality as a worker who 
has complete confidence in the 
financial terms of their work 
agreement. 

Further, at a company-wide 
level, having protections for 
freelance workers can improve 
company culture. Let’s face it: 
most people are way less en-
thusiastic about working for an 
employer who has a reputation 
for treating freelancers poorly, 
or for stiffing contract workers. 
By treating freelance employees 
well, not only can a business ex-
pect to have a more loyal base 
of freelance workers, but it can 
also expect a higher retention 
rate among its full-time em-
ployees, as many would much 
prefer to work for a company 
with a positive reputation in the 
business community than one 
with a reputation for not mak-
ing good on payments.

Finally, protection of 
freelance workers is good for 
the local economy as a whole 
because it attracts talent to the 
area. According to Hohn, New 
York City is outpacing the rest 
of the state in job growth in the 
“project-based economy.” That 

growth will likely 
only continue 
now that the 
Freelance 
Isn’t Free Act 
has taken 
effect, simply 
because work-

ers will 
want to 

go work in places 
where their wages 
are legally pro-
tected.

Because the 
Freelance Isn’t 

Free Act is the first 
law of its kind to be 

enacted in the United States, it 
remains to be seen exactly what 
effect it will have on the local 

economy. How-
ever, grow-

ing talent 
gaps in a 
number of 
s e c t o r s —

particularly 
in tech- and 

design-related 
fields—means that more and 
more businesses are turning to 
the shared economy and the 
use of contract workers in or-
der to meet their needs. New 
York City in particular, Hohn 
explained, is seeing growth in 
the shared economy, as busi-
nesses realize “that you don’t 
need to hire a full-time graphic 
designer, because, among five 
businesses, you could share a 
graphic designer, which is really 
what the independent worker 
movement is all about.” 

And, as Hohn also pointed 
out, the growth in the indepen-
dent worker movement is not 
limited to New York City alone; 
it’s happening all over the coun-
try. In light of that growth, it 
seems probable that if the Free-
lance Isn’t Free Act yields posi-
tive returns for the New York 
City economy, other cities will 
work to pass similar legislation 
in order to become more com-
petitive in attracting talent.

and LA events,” says Linden, “ we 
see up to about 2,500 attendees 
in four hours, which is great. For 
Inland Empire and Las Vegas, it’s 
a little closer to 1,500. And that’s 
just due to the size of the towns 
that we’re in.”

These events work because, 
according to Linden’s philosophy, 
for a business, the more cham-
bers you’re a member of, the 
better. “My mindset has always 
been, ‘Hey, if my membership in 
one chamber works for me, then 
I have a feeling, if I’m a member 
of another chamber, it’s going to 
work just as well.’”

This theory goes both ways.
The idea behind the largest 

mixer, says Linden, “is to give 
chambers an opportunity to not 
only visit with each other and see 
each other, the once a year for a 
multi-chamber kind of event, 
but really to give them an op-
portunity to meet other business 
people that might be interested in 
joining their chamber or going to 
their events.”

Businesses looking to spread 
their reach can join other cham-
bers, and chambers looking to 
increase their membership can 
find them, but there are many 
other opportunities available at 
these events, too. In addition to 
the chamber booths, there are 
also business exhibitors market-
ing themselves to try and make 
connections. “It could be anyone 
from financial services to restau-
rants and radio stations to tech-
nology,” says Linden.

Each event typically has 
around 25-30 chambers in at-
tendance. They’re able to get so 
many chambers to attend be-
cause the event staff takes care of 
everything. “All we ask the cham-
bers to do is reach out to their 
membership to invite them to 

the event,” says Linden. “I think 
one of the reasons why the event 
works is that it’s an outside event 
planner, which is us, that throws 
the event for the chambers. So 
they don’t really have to do much 
other than promote the event, 
and show up for the four hours 
to then promote their chamber of 
commerce.”

In addition to chamber at-
tendees, there are other business 
referral groups and industry-spe-
cific associations in attendance 
that, Linden says, “makes it a 
nice, well-rounded event as far as 
the attendee learning about dif-
ferent networking opportunities.”

In a time when most of our 
interactions seems to be digital, 
there’s nothing that quite replaces 
the power and impact of meet-
ing someone face-to-face, having 
a real conversation, and making 
a real connection. That said, the 
lack of attendance at events like 
this is a common concern among 
chamber executives.

Why aren’t people attending 
these events?

 While we often blame so-
cial media for replacing a lot of 
our traditional behavior, Linden 
doesn’t think that’s the case. “I 
think I blame [poor chamber 
event attendance] more on ev-
erybody is overworked and un-
derpaid, so when it comes to just 
time management, sometimes 
the last thing you want to do is go 
out to a networking event.”

But when it comes to social 
media, in Linden’s experience, it’s 
actually a more useful tool as an 
icebreaker at networking events  
than it is an event replacement. 
“I don’t think it’s because social 
media has replaced [traditional 
networking]. If anything, what I 
think is fun, is when you are con-
nected with someone, let’s say on 
Facebook, and then you go to a 
mixer and you’re like, ‘Hey! We’re 
friends on Facebook! I recognize 

you!’ … And then you can con-
tinue the relationship after the 
event. I think it’s a great way to 
maintain relationships.”

In fact, he goes further to say 
that you can’t really replace the 
impact of in-person network-
ing with anything that’s as effec-
tive. “In what other world are you 
just walking up to a complete 
stranger and saying, ‘Hi, how are 
you? What do you do for a liv-
ing?’ That’s just not in the normal 
world, except for in the chamber 
mixer world, which I think is 
kind of unique, where people are 
actually hoping that you’re going 
to walk up to them and say, ‘Hi, 
what do you do for a living?’”

What Linden has noticed, 
however, is people attending the 
event who don’t have the best net-
working strategies or etiquette. 
He sees that as an opportunity for 
the chamber to step in and help.

“I think one of the things that 
chambers should really look at is 
throwing a networking etiquette 
workshop … because, unfor-
tunately, there’s a lot of, let’s call 
them ‘newer’ people to the net-
working world that don’t under-
stand that networking is building 
relationships.

“It’s not marketing your busi-
ness. … People will not come 
back to a networking event if they 
show up and all they’re doing is 
being bombarded with postcards 
and flyers from people at a mixer 
passing out materials. … Those 
that just show up to a mixer to 
market their business, not nec-
essarily build relationships, they 
turn off those people that are 
there for the right reasons.”

He continues, “I’ve never 
really seen a workshop based 
on how to properly network at 
events, and kind of the do’s and 
don’t’s. And I think if a chamber 
member shows up to a mixer 
with the idea that you’re just 
planting seeds; you’re not neces-

sarily there to see some return on 
investment and go home and get 
the big score. You plant the seeds, 
and throughout that year, there’s 
no reason why you’re not going to 
see some benefit and then main-
tain your membership, which 
is obviously what the chamber 
wants you to do in the first place.”

That’s what the Largest Mix-
er is all about: showing people 
the power of networking and 
getting them excited to attend 
other chamber events. “My idea 
has always been to come to the 
once-a-year, big, blow-out event, 
where you get really excited and 
inspired to network more, and be 
inspired to then go to chamber 
events throughout the year,” says 
Linden.

If you’re not in Southern Cali-
fornia or Las Vegas, what can you 
do to plan a similar event? Linden 
lists a few things that chambers 
can do to really help make their 
event successful.

1. Hire an outside event plan-
ner. For many multi-chamber 
events, the onus is on a single 
chamber to handle most of the 
organization. That is a lot of re-
sponsibility to place on just one 
member of the group, and every 
chamber will receive the same 
ROI if they have the same level of 
responsibility.

“I think when you have an 
outside person, not even so much 
be the mediator, but just kind of 
be the glue to put it all together, 
and for all the tasks, evenly, I 
think that that’s where these types 
of events will see the most suc-
cess,” says Linden.

Additionally, it’s too much 
to ask a board member or board 
committee to handle such a large 
task. “You can’t make an expo 
committee and then expect them 
to throw the event,” says Linden. 
“Because they all have 40-plus 
hour a week jobs in the first place. 
… I’ve seen so many board mem-

bers that got talked into being 
the chairperson of the event, and 
then after that event is over, the 
only thing they want to do is run 
as far away as possible, because 
they never want to do that again.

“If you’re going to have a 
committee, make those commit-
tee people maybe be in charge of 
selling x-amount of booths, or 
distributing x-amount of tickets 
or something more on the mar-
keting end, and then leave it to 
an event planner to be the one 
to handle the logistics with the 
venue and the health depart-
ment, fire department—all their 
permits and the rentals and ev-
erything,” says Linden.

2. Add a budget line for the 
event. “I think chambers, at this 
point, are so understaffed, and 
have so many programs, that if 
you wanted to add an extra one, 
just include in the budget to hire 
an outside event planner to pro-
duce the event,” says Linden. This 
will also help take the pressure off 
your staff and board members 
to handle the entire event them-
selves.

3. Encourage your board to 
welcome new chamber members. 
“I don’t know how many times 
I’ve been to some chamber lunch 
where there might be fifteen, 
twenty tables, and all the board 
members are sitting at the same 
table,” says Linden. “And it’s like, 
‘Why not have a board member 
go and sit at one of the other ta-
bles?’ So at least there’s someone 
representing the chamber at each 
table that can be welcoming to 
the new people. Because I really 
think that for the chamber world 
to maintain itself, it’s about bring-
ing in new businesses and getting 
new people involved and excited. 
And I think that when there’s not 
a nice greeting staff at one of the 
events, that people might leave 
going, ‘Oh, well, it was too cliqu-
ey.’ Which often happens.”

4. Make sure you have 
enough signage. “Oftentimes 
chambers will throw business ex-
pos in unique places, let’s say un-
used retail space in a strip shop-
ping center or something … But 
then there’s not enough signage 
and you’re driving around trying 
to find it. So definitely find some 
kind of either local printer to do 
some kind of membership pa-
rade and get some good signage, 
some good banners, that are just 
generic, you can use throughout 
the year, or just invest in it. Be-
cause there’s nothing more frus-
trating when there’s the one easel 
with the poster board that says, 
‘Chamber mixer here tonight,’ but 
it took you so long to find it, that 
by the time you get there, you’re a 
little frustrated.”

The networking mixer is still 
one of the best services provid-
ed by a chamber of commerce. 
Hopefully this gave you some 
ideas on how you can maximize 
that effort.

If you have any experience 
organizing such an event with 
multiple chambers, we’d love to 
hear from you and find out how 
it went. If you’re in the Southern 
California or Las Vegas areas, or 
just want to know more about the 
Largest Mixer, visit their website 
at www.largestmixer.com. Their 
next two events are the 13th An-
nual Las Vegas’ Largest Mixer, 
September 19 at the Texas Sta-
tion Hotel and Casino in Las Ve-
gas, NV from 5-9pm PDT and 
the 11th Annual Inland Empire’s 
Largest Mixer, happening on 
Tuesday, October 24 at the On-
tario Convention Center in On-
tario, CA from 4-8pm PDT. Tick-
ets for the mixer are $20.

LARGEST MIXER
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But with a perseverant sense 
of duty and resilience, communi-
ties like New Orleans, Louisiana 
and Seaside Heights, New Jersey 
have managed to recover from 
the devastating loss brought by 
natural disaster.

It’s been over ten years since 
Hurricane Katrina made land-
fall in New Orleans, and almost 
five years since Hurricane Sandy 
tore through Seaside Heights. 
In this piece, we’ll hear stories 
about the road to recovery for 
both of these communities—
one which has completed the 
journey, and one that’s still on 
its way. Through hearing stories 
like these, community leaders 
and policy-makers just might 
find themselves that much more 
capable of reacting and adapting 
to each new natural disaster.
 
New Orleans

“Up until Katrina, 
emergency assistance was 
calculated in terms of 30, 
60, and 90-day responses 
by [organizations like] 
Red Cross and FEMA,” 
explained Ben Johnson, 
President of the New Orleans 
Chamber of Commerce. “With 
Katrina, that started to change. 
There [had] never [been] any-
thing of this scale.” At the time 
of Katrina, Johnson was the 
CEO of the Greater New Or-
leans Foundation, a position that 
would make him both a partici-
pant in, and a witness to, the ef-
fort required to restore an entire 
community and economy in the 
wake of the costliest natural di-
saster ($108 billion) in Ameri-
can history.

Regarding the change in re-
sponse, Johnson explained, “One 
huge piece was the overall trans-
formation of responses to ma-
jor disasters. The second piece 
was the economic development 
side of it. It wasn’t part of the 
emergency assistance response. 
And I think what they learned 
from Katrina, is you need to be 
equally engaged in getting the 
businesses up and running, get-
ting the economy back, other-
wise there is nothing for people 
to come back to.”

And where businesses were 
able to return to work, there was 
the issue of workforce housing. 
“The CEOs came back but there 
was nowhere for the majority of 
workers to live,” explained John-
son. Due, in part, to an organi-
zational structure ill-equipped 
for dealing with such large-scale 
tragedy, FEMA became a source 
of frustration for many commu-
nity leaders as they found that it 
lacked the flexibility necessary 
for them to effectively address 
exactly these types of problems. 
For instance, a relatively inex-
pensive renovation of a hotel’s 
first floor that could have quickly 
provided a much-needed sup-
ply of workforce housing never 

actually happened, because it 
didn’t meet the specific criteria 
set forth by FEMA, even though 
it constituted an efficient solu-
tion to an urgent problem. The 
ability and willingness to make 
practical, need-based decisions, 
the community found, was sore-
ly lacking. 

It soon became clear to many 
in the New Orleans communi-
ty that the federal government 
did not have the capacity to re-
spond to Katrina. By Johnson’s 
estimate, it was only about six to 
nine months before community 
members realized that recovery 
efforts were going to have be 
largely in their own hands. So, in 
response to that realization, local 
civic leaders began to delegate 
tasks to community members, 
while systematically document-
ing things for FEMA and other 
such government organizations—

and demanding responses.

“There was unprecedented 
collaboration after the storm,” 
Johnson recalled. “Groups that 
never worked together, they 
realized that this [recovery ef-
fort] is only going to work if we 
all work together.” Johnson also 
noted that the memory of Hur-
ricane Andrew in Miami helped 
motivate the New Orleans com-
munity to take matters into their 
own hands: “Twelve years after 
Andrew, they still had FEMA 
trailers there,” he said. “You [be-
come] old news pretty quickly.”

For New Orleans, this spirit 
of cooperation has paid off. A 
city that was 80 percent un-
inhabitable just ten years ago, 
now boasts accolades enviable 
of any world-class city: #1 Busi-
ness Climate (Business Facili-
ties); #1 Most Economical City 
(KPMG); #1 Brain Magnet in 
America (Forbes); and #3 City 
in Winning the IT Jobs Battle 
(Forbes). Hospitality and tour-
ism numbers have surpassed 
pre-Katrina conditions; some of 
the best hospitals in the country 
are in New Orleans; even NASA 
is back to being a formidable lo-
cal presence. “Anything that’s 
gone out of Earth’s orbit started 
here in New Orleans and Loui-
siana,” Johnson said. “We just 

built the rocket ship that’s going 
to Mars.” The knowledge-based 
economy is bustling in this city, 
making it one of the top cities 
for relocation.

The new New Orleans has a 
new personality to match its re-
furbished facade. Ever since Ka-
trina, Johnson said, ”There’s just 
a different attitude. … It’s more 
of a can-do, ‘get on the train, get 
out of the way’ [attitude].” This 
new attitude has proven espe-
cially conducive to local entre-
preneurship and small business 
growth—a development that, 
Johnson added, “is spectacular.”

A more recent change is 
how the New Orleans commu-
nity chooses to remember the 
event that set it on its current 
course. For instance, Johnson 
explained, major commemora-
tions pretty much stopped after 
the tenth anniversary. “It was 
hard every year coming back to 
the anniversary date, everybody 
basically reliving it as they tried 
to memorialize all the people 
that died, the hardship, all the 
people that couldn’t come back. 
It was cathartic and important.” 
But now, he continued, instead 
of focusing on past hardship and 
loss, the community celebrates 
all the progress they’ve made 
since Katrina, and looks forward 
to all that lays ahead.

Seaside Heights
In September 2012, the 

second-costliest hurricane in 
American history, Hurricane 
Sandy, hit the entire eastern sea-
board, most severely damaging 
New Jersey and New York. Sea-
side Heights, New Jersey is an 
oceanfront beach community 
that was particularly devastated 
by Hurricane Sandy. The bor-
ough’s population more than 
doubles during the summer—
from 30,000 to 65,000 people—
making for a robust tourism 
industry. But Sandy, along with 
the ten-alarm fire that followed 
a year later, essentially wiped 

out Seaside Heights’ entire 
economy.

“A few days after San-
dy, FEMA’s initial rush of 
people told us that [based 
on] their experience with 

Katrina, this would be a 
five- to seven-year post-
hurricane rebuild,” re-
called Borough Admin-
istrator Christopher Vaz. 
“It certainly was not what 
people wanted to hear, but it’s 
the reality,” he added, noting that 
the five- to seven-year window 
has turned out to be “110 per-
cent accurate.”

A rollercoaster sitting in the 
Atlantic Ocean became an iconic 
image of Hurricane Sandy. This 
rollercoaster, the Jet Star, came 
from Seaside Heights’ Casino 
Pier, a major driver of econom-
ic activity for the borough. The 
hurricane claimed much of Ca-
sino Pier as well as the Funtown 
Pier to the south, and essentially, 
all the businesses in between, up 
and down the boardwalk. Oh, 
and it also destroyed the board-
walk itself. But the community 
remained steadfast in their de-
termination to be ready for their 
next summer season.

“The mission was to be open 
by Memorial Day Weekend,” 
Vaz recalled. “The businesses in 
town worked very hard to make 
that happen. Casino Pier had the 
Jet Star removed from the ocean. 
They removed what was left of 
the upper deck. They put them-

selves in a position to open back 
up in the spring. Many of the 
businesses on the boardwalk, the 
restaurants and bars, did what 
they could. On the south end, 
Funtown wasn’t able to open up 
the rides, but a lot of the busi-
nesses in the south end were able 
to open. The t-shirt stores, the 
ice cream stores, the carousel—
they were able to find a way to 
open.  

“We made it through the 
summer, but it wasn’t a great 
summer for Seaside 
Heights because a lot of 
people just assumed we 
were closed,” Vaz contin-
ued. “That was a big battle 
in 2013 and 2014. The 
Governor and his wife did 
a series of commercials to tell 
people that we were open.”

Then, in an unfortunate 
twist of fate, after moving at 
breakneck speed to recover from 
Hurricane Sandy, the Seaside 
Heights community was dealt 
another blow. “The fire hit in 
September 2013. It was like get-
ting hit on the other side of the 
face at that point,” remembered 
Vaz. “It took out the whole five 
blocks. What Sandy didn’t take, 
the fire took.

“We had what we called a 
‘double storm’. We lost a very 
large part of our economic base 
from the fire. It took out an en-
tire amusement park [Funtown]; 
it took out an arcade, it took out 
about 90 businesses.”

The fire destroyed the south 
end of the boardwalk, literally 
reducing the area to ashes.  The 
conclusion of the fire investiga-
tion attributed the cause of the 
fire to the hurricane that hit less 
than a year prior. “Sandy basi-
cally moved basements from 
one side of town to the other,” 
explained Vaz. “Apparently there 
was a faulty wire.”

Again, a sense of urgency to 
recover resurfaced: “There was a 
rush between the state, Seaside 
Heights, and Seaside Park (neigh-
boring town) to get the debris 
removed and get the boardwalk 
rebuilt. It’s been difficult because 
there were two or three large 
owners but over sixty separate 
tenants, and a lot of them had 

ninety-nine year leases,” 

Vaz explained. “It was a big 
mess.”

Funtown still hasn’t re-
opened, and it likely won’t in the 
near future, which is problem-
atic for Seaside Heights’ econo-
my. “It was like having a Macy’s 
at one end of the mall, and a JC 
Penney at the other—the two 
anchors,” Vaz said. “They were 
longtime competitors, but both 

were around so long, they were 
happy [that way]; they each had 
their own niche. Now that we 
don’t have that southern anchor, 
that side of the mall is dark.” 

Just as one might imagine in 
a mall with a missing anchor ten-
ant, the small businesses that de-
pend on the foot traffic between 
the amusement parks have also 
suffered. “Our south end of the 
boardwalk, it’s been tough for 
those business owners,” said Vaz. 
“People tend to walk and they 

reach a certain point and 
just turn around and go 

back. There’s some building go-
ing on though—restaurants, ice 
cream. It will help get people to 
the south end, but the big draw 
was Funtown.”

Independent of the com-
munity’s efforts to rebuild the 
boardwalk, Seaside Heights has 
also become more aggressive in 
their efforts to let people know 
they’re open for business, and 
to entice them to come visit. 
For example, Vaz and his team 
started a marketing campaign to 
promote the slew of family activi-
ties the area has to offer: bonfires 
on the beach; Family Fun Night; 
beach equipment (like inflatable 
obstacle courses) for sale. The 
town even had a stage donated 
by MTV through a telethon put 
on by the cast of The Jersey Shore, 
which they now use to stage ma-
jor concerts.

Also, the borough and the 
owners of Casino Pier worked 
together on a complicated land 
swap, that allowed the pier to 
replace the rides destroyed by 
Hurricane Sandy. The deal re-
quired state approval, which 
was easily obtained given the 
local economic importance of 
the pier. Consequently, the Jet 
Star, once the iconic image of 
Sandy, was replaced by a mod-
ern coaster, Hydrus, which New 
Jersey Governor Chris Christie 
described as an “iconic image of 
survival and moving on.”

Four years removed from 
the full effects of Hurricane 

Sandy, Seaside Heights 
has made tremendous 
progress, but the com-
munity still has a long 
way to go. According 
to Vaz, “The boardwalk 
is still struggling. Some 

business weren’t able to reopen. 
We’ve since started a very ag-
gressive redevelopment strategy 
using state-enabled tax incen-
tives to encourage developers to 
come into town.”

Their recovery thus far, 
however, is a testament to both 
the power of local collaboration, 
and the strength of leadership 
from the State of New Jersey. 

“If you look at the successes [in 
the response to Sandy] that New 
Jersey and the Jersey Shore has 
had—and we’ve had a lot of suc-
cesses—they were because of 
the governor. He came through 
in a big way,” said Vaz. Now, 
when the governor walks down 
the boardwalk, Vaz continued, 
“people will stop and clap for 
him. We see him differently than 
other people see him. We had 
some major victories because he 
intervened. He was able to get 
things done for us here. When 
we had the fire, he was here. He 
came with his cabinet, DEP, 
DCA, and economic develop-
ment authority people and oth-
er agencies, while the fire was 
still burning. When the fire was 
done he wanted the new board-
walk up overnight. He knew 
how to manage a crisis, that’s for 
sure.”

The 2012 season was the fi-
nal season of The Jersey Shore, 
and by many local measures, 
Seaside Heights’ best year fi-
nancially. The summer of 2012 
ended with Hurricane Sandy. 
So, naturally, the community 
tends to compare where it is 

today, with where it was 
back in 2012. So far, Vaz 
said, “our beach numbers 
have recovered pretty 
well.  Our beach revenues 
for 2016 were just shy of 

[revenues for] 2012.”
Still on the mend from an 

economy-erasing series of disas-
ters, Mr. Vaz sees progress but 
tempers his optimism with pa-
tience: “Each year it looks differ-
ent; it’s been incremental.”

The experiences of New Or-
leans and Seaside Heights indi-
cate some progress in terms of 
our capacity and capability of 
rebuilding communities dev-
astated by hurricanes. The Post 
Katrina Emergency Manage-
ment Reform Act of 2006, signed 
into law by President George W. 
Bush, addressed many of the 
shortcomings revealed by Ka-
trina. Then, the Presidential 
Policy Directive/PPD-8 by Pres-
ident Obama in 2011 further 
identified needs after a disaster, 
essentially requiring broad col-
laboration among many federal 
departments and agencies. This 
collaboration is coordinated by 
the Recovery Support Functions, 
which includes Economic Re-
covery, and Community Plan-
ning and Capacity Building—
roles that were sorely missed in 
New Orleans, and made a world 
of difference in Seaside Heights.

For more information on 
the New Orleans Chamber of 
Commerce, please visit newor-
leanschamber.org. To see how 
Seaside Heights is coming along, 
please visit www.seaside-height-
snj.org.
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Then, in an 

unfortunate twist 

of fate, after moving 

at breakneck speed 

to recover from 

Hurricane Sandy, 

the Seaside Heights 

community was 

dealt another 

blow. 

Their recovery 

thus far, 

however, is a 

testament to both 

the power of local 

collaboration and 

the strength of 

leadership from the 

State of New 

Jersey.

...instead of 

focusing on 

past hardship and 

loss, the community 

celebrates all the 

progress they’ve 

made since 

Katrina

Hurricanes bring destructive winds and 
oceans onto land. With them, they take 
homes, businesses, and lives, and as 
the waters recede and the winds calm, the 
communities they ravage are left picking up 
the pieces, wondering how and if they will 
be able to return to their way of life. 

New Orleans, LA, 9-11-05 | Lieut Commander Mark Moran, 
NOAA Corps, NMAO-AOC

Seaside Heights Post Sandy - The Jet Star | Hypnotica 
Studios Infinite

Casino Pier | SurFeRGiRL30 (flickr)New Orleans, LA, 11-15-14 | Roger Smith
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There’s a popular expression 
among those involved in cham-
ber work that’s used to convey 
the level of organizational, op-
erational, and structural diversity 
throughout the chamber indus-
try. You’ve probably heard it be-
fore: “If you’ve seen one chamber 
of commerce, then you’ve seen 
one chamber of commerce.”

While that sentiment is abso-
lutely correct, I would still say that 
at its most basic, fundamental lev-
el, pretty much every chamber of 
commerce is working toward the 
same goal: providing a wide range 
of services to their local business 
community, and helping to stim-
ulate the local economy in the 
process. And while the work that 
goes into achieving that common 
objective manifests differently at 
every chamber, this overarching 
principle has emerged as a com-
mon thread running through the 
work of every chamber that the 
NCR has worked with.

That is, of course, until a cou-
ple weeks ago.

The American World Trade 
Chamber of Commerce, with of-
fices in Dallas, Detroit, New York 
City, and an opertations center in 
Maryland does exactly the oppo-
site of what I’ve just described. 

The American World 
Trade Chamber of Commerce 
(AWTCC) is a national chamber 
of commerce whose central focus 
is US exporters and, more specifi-
cally, the certificates of origin and 
customs documents that accom-
pany exporters’ products when 
they’re shipped overseas.

A certificate of origin is a doc-
ument attesting to where export-
ed goods were produced, manu-
factured, or processed; perhaps 
counter-intuitively, it has nothing 
to do with where the product is 
being shipped from. The coun-
try in which goods are manufac-
tured, in turn, informs the appli-
cation of tariffs, duties, and other 
trade policies that might affect 
the shipment, as well as whether 
or not the imports should benefit 
from preferential treatment.

Wendy Fichter, President 
and CEO of the American World 
Trade Chamber of Commerce, 
used the following scenario to 
exemplify the role of certificates 
of origin in international trade: 
“If you wanted to send cereal to 
China, their general tax, or duty, 

on cereal is 80 percent of the 
value, which is pretty high,” she 
explained. “However, the United 
States has what we call ‘most fa-
vored nation’ status with China 
… [which] allows cereal manu-
factured in the US to only pay a 
25 percent tariff.” The way you 
take advantage of that “most fa-
vored nation” status is by includ-
ing a certificate of origin that 
proves the product in question 
was made in the United States.

In order to be valid, a cer-
tificate of origin must be signed 
and stamped by a chamber of 
commerce. Businesses are not al-
lowed to approve their own (or 
anyone else’s) certificates of ori-
gin. Chambers of commerce were 
granted this unique authority as 
part of the 1923 Geneva Conven-
tion, when governments all over 
the world officially recognized 
chambers as credible, competent 
third-parties in the issuance of 
certificates of origin. 

The rules for issuing certifi-
cates of origin are set forth by the 
International Chamber of Com-
merce, whose World Chambers 
Federation established a universal 
set of “best practices” aimed toward 
reinforcing the trust and integrity 
of what’s called the “Certificates of 
Origin Accreditation Chain.” 

To join the Accreditation 
Chain, a chamber goes through a 
process similar to that which a lo-
cal chamber applying for accredi-
tation with the US Chamber of 
Commerce would have to com-
plete. The only difference is that 
it has a more specific focus, and 
the standards that chambers have 
to meet have to do with security 
and credibility in issuing certifi-
cates of origin. The American 
World Trade Chamber is the only 
chamber of commerce in the US 
that belongs to the Accreditation 
Chain, and that membership and 
accreditation brings with inter-
national recognition at customs 
agencies all over the world.

Membership to the Accredi-
tation Chain represents a cham-
ber of commerce’s commitment 
to following the International 
Chamber of Commerce World 
Trade Federation International 
Certificate of Origin Guidelines. 
These guidelines, otherwise, are 
only adhered to on a voluntary 
basis-which is exactly what cre-
ated a need for a place like the 
AWTCC.

The American World Trade 
Chamber first opened its doors 

back in 2011. Fichter explained 
that the move was prompted 
by a small group of people who 
worked with exporters discover-
ing, through their work, that an 
alarming number of US cham-
bers were not following the in-
ternational guidelines for issuing 
certificates of origin. This can 
cause a multitude of problems for 
the exporter-paying too much in 
import taxes; products becoming 
compromised as they sit in stor-
age at customs awaiting entry; 
even issues of inadequate cyber-
security, which can leave export-
ers and their goods vulnerable to 
hackers and pirates. (Yes, pirates.) 
Wanting to be able to work with 
a chamber of commerce that  
did adhere to international  
guidelines, they decided to start 
their own chamber, and the 
American World Trade Chamber 
came to fruition.

While the AWTCC undoubt-
edly addresses an important need 
in the chamber industry, the un-
derlying issue has yet to disappear 
entirely. In fact, according to Fich-
ter, one of the biggest problems in 
her line of work is the number of 
chambers that issue certificates of 
origin with no idea of what the 
rules even say. When chambers 
authorize documents that are not 
in compliance with international 
guidelines, Fichter explained, 
it lowers the quality of work that 
customs agencies all around 
the world are looking for when  
examining certificates of origin. 
That, in turn, increases the risk 
of documentary fraud, which 
can be hugely detrimental to  
international trade and the world 
trade environment as a whole.

But the ramifications of  
inaccurate documentation are 
felt at the level of the individual 
business as well. As mentioned 
previously, if an exporter’s paper-
work isn’t accurate, it can delay 
the importation of their prod-
uct, which will typically be put 
into storage until the exporter is 
able to get their paperwork in or-
der. This can be problematic for  
multiple reasons: for one thing, 
the exporter is fined for each 
day that their product spends 
in storage. On top of that,  
as the container sits in storage, the 
quality of its contents may begin  
to diminish. (Food, for example, 
will start to rot.)

While that is undoubt-
edly an inconvenience, Fichter  
does point out that this doesn’t 

happen to everyone whose  
documents are inaccurate; some-
times, people get lucky, and 
things get to where they’re go-
ing, regardless of the quality of  
their paperwork. But say you’re 
an American exporter ship-
ping to China and there’s an 
issue with your certificate 
of origin; even though your 
product might get through  
customs anyway, it means that 
you will almost certainly be 
paying the highest possible tax  
on that product. If you recall the 
“cereal to China” scenario, that’s  
the difference between a 25 per-
cent tax with a valid certificate  
of origin, and an 80 percent tax 
without.

“Who can afford to pay that 
kind of difference on an export?” 
Fichter said. “You’re not doing 
business in an efficient way if 
you’re not claiming that differ-
ence on the taxes that you have 
to pay. … It’s not of value if you’re 
doing it wrong.”

By Fichter’s estimates, 
the AWTCC issues about 
25,000 certificates of origin  
and thousands of other customs 
documents every year. In her two 
years at the chamber, Fichter is 
not aware of any shipments held 
up because of paperwork that the 
AWTCC had issued.

“They say that a bank teller 
knows counterfeit money in-
stantly [when they see it] be-
cause they’re so familiar with the 
real thing,” Fichter explained. 
“That’s the same thing with us. 
We know where the problems are  
[with certificates of origin] be-
cause we’ve seen so many that are 
done correctly. We’re able to flag 
them right away.”

On top of the immense vol-
ume of certificates of origin 
they’ve dealt with, Fichter and 
her staff also went through an ex-
tensive training, which consisted 
of six months of online study, and 
cost roughly $1,000 per person. 
Consequently, Fichter became 
the first chamber executive in the 
US to be certified by the Interna-
tional Chamber of Commerce to 
authorize certificates of origin; 
with the rest of her staff follow-
ing suit, the AWTCC became the 
first chamber to be wholly certi-
fied by the International Cham-
ber. And it’s this type of expertise 
that makes the AWTCC such a 
valuable partner not only to busi-
nesses, but to chambers of com-
merce all over the country.

The AWTCC does have some 
of its own direct members, but 
their preference is for establishing 
partnerships with local chambers 
of commerce through what they 
call an “affiliate export program,” 
wherein the AWTCC manages 
a certificate of origin program 
on behalf of the local chamber. 
Fichter says this kind of service 
works for any size chamber but 
is perfect for smaller chambers, 
or for chambers who may only 
have one or two members who 
need certificates of origin. Be-
cause, she explained, if you only 
have one or two members that 
require the service, do you really 
want to spend all that time and 
money receiving proper training, 
when you might have hundreds 
of other members with their own 
set of needs that need addressing? 
Probably not; to do so would be 
impractical. 

When the AWTCC partners 
with a local chamber, members 
of the local chamber can apply 
online for certificates of origin by 
going to their chamber’s website 
and logging in through a portal 
(all of which is branded to the 
local chamber) in order to have 
the American World Trade seal 
on their certificate of origin. And 
that seal, alone, is of immense 
value: “Since we’re the only cham-
ber accredited by the Internation-
al Chamber,” Fichter explained, 
“our seal is recognized world-
wide. We’re registered around the 
world with customs.” That makes 
for an all-around smoother bu-
reaucratic experience for custom-
ers trying to sell their products 
overseas.

Additionally, a partnership 
with the American World Trade 
Chamber can benefit local cham-
bers directly, and not just their 
members: aside from affording 
chambers the ability to offer this 
service in an effective and ef-
ficient manner without having 
to undergo extensive training, a 
partnership with the AWTCC is 
also a great source of non-dues 
revenue. Establishing the part-
nership is free to the local cham-
ber; they don’t have to do any-
thing other than continue to sign 
up their own members. Members 
pay for the service themselves 
on an as-needed basis, each time 
they request a certificate of ori-
gin. Then, the AWTCC gives a 
portion of the revenue generated 
by those fees back to the chamber 
that the customer came through.

Another important, though 
perhaps easily-overlooked, rea-
son that the pay-as-you-go, “soft-
ware as service” model makes 
sense is because it keeps every-
thing equitable among members 
of a local chamber. As Fichter 
pointed out, if only a small frac-
tion of a chamber’s membership 
requires certificates of origin, 
“Why would you offer that ser-
vice for free? Why give them 
something for free, when every-
one else is paying for it by their 
dues?” she asked, adding, “That 
doesn’t seem right.”

Ultimately, what really moti-
vates Fichter and her staff is a pas-
sion for helping small businesses 
and, by extension, chambers of 
commerce. “The big businesses, 
they have legal teams and people 
who tell them what they need to 
do and instruct them to do it the 
right way,” Fichter explained. “I 
feel like it’s those small businesses 
that need help; that ‘mom and 
pop’ shop who’s making some-
thing really unique and sending 
it overseas, and paying more for 
it than what they sold it for. We’re 
really providing a big value to 
them, as well as to the chambers 
that have these small business 
[members] who need help, [but] 
aren’t in a position to help them.”

The goal of the American 
World Trade Chamber’s partner-
ship program is to support Amer-
ican businesses by bolstering the 
value of a membership to a local 
chamber of commerce. This pri-
ority is reflected in the fact that 
the chamber’s business model is 
not built on member dues, but on 
the revenue generated by certifi-
cate of origin fees. Because of all 
this, the AWTCC really isn’t in 
the market for its own members 
(though direct enrollment does 
happen from time to time).

“The local chamber has so 
much value to offer, besides just 
certificates of origin,” Fichter 
said. “We’re not really looking 
to increase our membership at 
all. What we really want to do is 
increase our partnership with 
chambers so that we can help 
them help their members.”

For more information on the 
American World Trade Chamber 
of Commerce (or to fill out an ap-
plication to partner with the AWT 
Chamber), visit www.awtcc.org. 
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Chamber Corner: Two Different Chambers, Two Tips for Chamber Board Service
Every chamber of commerce has a story to tell. In Chamber Corner, we take an in-depth look at chambers from across the country 
and tell their story. Want to be considered for Chamber Corner? Tell us why at nationalchamberreview@gmail.com

American  World  Trade  Chamber  of  Commerce

The ROI on Chamber Board Service
Bob Harris, CAE
Contributing Writer

“Leaders are made, they are 
not born,” said football coach 
Vince Lombardi. So where does 
one find a good source for lead-
ership development? Chamber 
boardrooms are ideal schools for 
leadership.

Most volunteers join a board 
out of a sense of responsibility 
and passion. Few people consider 
that board service results in en-
hanced skills to support personal 
and career growth.

If the nominating committee 
comes up short on candidates, be 
certain they are conveying the in-
direct value of board service.

The Chair’s Perspective
This was described by an 

outgoing chair. “Board service 
has high rewards in a low cost 
environment with minimal risk,” 
he told the annual meeting. The 
experience is an opportunity for 
learning an array of leadership 
and business skills that will have 
long-term benefits.

He described the lessons he 
learned while serving, stating 
there are not many forums in 
which one can learn so many life-
long skills.

Account Retention: Focusing 
on recruitment and satisfaction 
of members.

Budgeting: Understanding 
budgeting and reporting; moni-
toring costs.

Collaboration and Nego-
tiation: Identifying partnerships 
outside of the chamber to build 
strength through collaboration.

Community Service: Learn-
ing to position the chamber as a 
good corporate citizen.

Customer Focus: Serving 
members and attracting prospec-
tive members through customer 
service excellence.

Evaluation: Using tools to as-
sess financial performance, com-
mittees, and the performance of 
the board of directors.

Forecasting: Monitoring in-
ternal and external forces which 
have an impact on programming.

Governing Documents: Rec-
ognizing how articles of incorpo-
ration, bylaws, and policies guide 
an organization.

Leadership: Recognizing the 
desirable behaviors in genuine 
leaders and developing one’s own 
style of leadership.

Lobbying: Understanding 
civics, how laws are made, coali-
tion building, and seeking oppor-
tunities to influence regulations.

Marketing: Using traditional 
and digital marketing initiatives, 
including improved use of social 
media.

Meeting Planning: Learning 
about negotiating with facilities 
and speakers, setting guarantees, 
and estimating attendance while 
working to protect revenues.

Meeting Rules: Understand-
ing rules of order, agendas, and 
consensus building.

Networking: Improving net-
working skills in a variety of set-
tings.

Printing: Realizing the pro-
cesses and deadlines necessary to 
keep projects within budget and 
on schedule.

Public Speaking: Enhanc-
ing speaking confidence through 
opportunities to represent the 
chamber.

Revenue Generation: Identi-
fying new sources of revenue to 
sustain an organization.

Roles Respect: Respecting the 
distinctions of board governance 
and staff management; working 
as partners.

Selflessness: Deflecting credit 
to ensure that the entire leader-
ship receives due recognition.

Strategic Planning: Planning 
strategically for the long-term, 
and making best use of resources.

Time Management: Learning 
to better manage time and set pri-
orities between volunteer respon-
sibilities, business, and family.

Training and Programming: 
Identifying educational needs 
and finding ways to offer cost ef-
fective programming.

Values and Principles: Re-
specting the culture and princi-
ples within the organization.

Website Enhancement: 
Maintaining a vibrant website for 
members and consumers; moni-
toring analytics and increasing 
search engine optimization.

Writing: Improving written 
communication so messages are 
consistent, brief and effective.

The past chairman closed by 
telling members that a commit-
ment to lead has greater return 
on investment than it costs. “All 
the functions that the board com-
pletes within the year are similar 
to the business functions needed 
in your own work environment.”

Bob Harris, CAE, offers free 
governance tips and templates at 
www.nonprofitcenter.com.

Discover what CGI’s Street Banner 
Program can offer your community.

u See page 10

Building Community 
Within Community
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Ligonier Valley Chamber of Commerce | Ligonier, Pennsylvania
Patrick McCabe
Editor-in-Chief

The cozy, tree-lined streets 
of small town America are at 
the heart of what a chamber of 
commerce hopes to accomplish. 
When you’re trying to draw 
residents to your events, shop-
pers to your stores, and tour-
ists to your attractions, all while 
competing in a modern online 
marketplace, the importance of 
chambers in these communities 
cannot be overstated.

Walk toward the center of 
Ligonier, Pennsylvania, and 
you’ll be transported back 
in time. This town lives and 
breathes American history. 
From the French and Indian 
War-era Fort Ligonier to the 
historic bandstand that sits in 
the town square known as The 
Diamond, Ligonier is a tour-
ism community that relies on 
everyone working together to 
help maintain robust activity in 
a town with an aging populace.

Susan Grunstra, Executive 
Director of the Ligonier Valley 
Chamber of Commerce, moved 
to the area with her husband 
about ten years ago. The mo-
ment they arrived in town it felt 
like home. “We were looking for 
a place to move … and we fell 
in love with the area. We drove 
in from the north, so we came 
into Ligonier and stopped at the 
stop sign and looked at The Dia-
mond and looked at each other 
and said, ‘Yeah, we want to live 
here,’” says Grunstra.

She was originally hired as 
an executive assistant for the 
chamber in 2011. A year and a 
half later, she and her husband 
relocated, but then another 18 
months later they returned to 
Ligonier where Grunstra was 
invited back to resume her role. 
“At the end of 2015, I was asked 
to be the interim director when 
our executive director left, and 
then I was officially made ex-
ecutive director in February of 
2016,” says Grunstra.

The chamber currently sits 
at around 360 members, but 
they are working on a campaign 
to increase that number by of-
fering what they call “commu-

nity memberships,” or member-
ships for non-business people 
who want to support the town. 
“We have a lot of folks who are 
professional people that don’t 
work in Ligonier, they’re em-
ployed elsewhere, and this is a 
way that they can still support 
Ligonier,” says Grunstra. “We 
also have a lot of folks who 
have a second home or a sum-
mer home in Ligonier. It’s a way 
for them to be connected with 
what’s happening in Ligonier. 
It’s also a great way for our re-
tired businesspeople to still be 
involved in the business com-
munity.”

Because the town relies so 
much on tourism, the chamber 
functions more like a visitor’s 
bureau than as a typical busi-
ness-centric chamber of com-
merce. “We try and keep our 
members involved in the com-
munity,” says Grunstra. “We try 
and promote our members out-
side of the area to give visitors 
and interested people who may 
be coming to the area reasons 
to shop in Ligonier, stay in Li-
gonier, visit Ligonier.”

The town has a lot to offer, 
says Grunstra. “We’ve got mu-
seums. We’ve got Fort Ligoni-
er. We’ve got [historic] attrac-
tions. We’ve got art. We’ve got 
shopping and dining. It’s just 
a different sort of place than a 
typical business-centric sort of 
chamber. And that’s what we 
promote.”

And promote they do.
“We try really hard to help 

our businesses get their brand 
or their signature take out into 
the world,” says Grunstra. “So 

we have a lot of very interest-
ing boutique-type stores. We 
have small businesses that are 
very craft-centric. We have a 
lot of service businesses. We 
keep their names out there. We 
have a tremendous number of 
very active nonprofit organiza-
tions in this area. We keep their 
name out there. We try to make 
sure that we are as much of an 
information clearinghouse for 
all of our businesses as we can 
be. It’s really important for us 
to let people know that we’re 
not just a sleepy little town 
on Route 30, somewhere be-
tween Pittsburgh and the rest of  
Pennsylvania. There’s a lot here 
to offer, and here’s what it is, 
and here’s what’s going on, and  
these are great reasons to make 
that turn off of Route 30 and ex-
plore our area.”

Without a notable indus-
try in the area, the businesses 
face some challenges. “You 
have to be more aware of what 
challenges small business own-
ers face,” says Grunstra. “It’s a 
slightly different focus than cor-
porate or industrial businesses 
because—I mean, the economy 
affects everybody. But the econ-
omy affects small businesses, 
and many of my small business-
es are seasonal or affected by 
seasonality because we function 
as a tourist area, so you have  
to keep those things in mind 
and try and do what works best 
for your group of businesses  
in the community.”

This focus on promoting 
their seasonal businesses folds 
right into the chamber’s event 
schedule. 

“Every year, the chamber 
hosts fourteen or fifteen … 
summer band concerts,” says 
Grunstra. “We [also] do eleven 
events that bring people into 
town throughout the year. We’re 
also involved with Fort Ligonier 
Days, which is our big, signa-
ture community event in Oc-
tober. So we try to bring people 
in during all four seasons for 
different reasons, to different 
places throughout the commu-
nity and just kind of act as that 
central hub of information.”

With Fort Ligonier Days 
comes a lot of challenges, but 
they’re the good kind of chal-
lenges. “Typically, we have 
somewhere in the neighbor-
hood of over 100,000 people 
come through Ligonier in 
three days,” says Grunstra. “So 
it is definitely a big business 

weekend for everybody in the 
community.”

Originally a chamber event, 
it eventually got so big the 
chamber needed help from the 
town. “The chamber started the 
festival in 1960, and it grew and, 
over time, got bigger and bigger,”  
says Grunstra. “It was decided 
in the late 1990s to incorpo-
rate the event in order to better 
be able to reach out for other 
sources of funding that the 
chamber is not able to, because 
of its particular corporate sta-
tus, there’s funding that we’re 
just not able to reach out for. So 
the event was incorporated as a 
separate entity in the late 1990s, 
so the chamber still works with 
the corporation that runs the 
festival, providing a lot of ad-
ministrative support.”

This is an interesting exam-
ple of how a chamber and town 
can work together to be suc-
cessful. Everyone takes owner-
ship, everyone helps, everyone 
succeeds. “We’re sort of like the 
central clearinghouse for every-
thing,” says Grunstra. “We’re the 
people who answer the phones 
and, hopefully, have the answers 
to the questions.”

That’s not their only big 
event, however. “In January, 
we have an ice fest. We have a 
weekend in January where we 
do over 50 ice sculptures around 
Ligonier,” says Grunstra. “This 
past year, it was 70 degrees both 
days, so the first round of ice 
sculptures, the ones that went 
out on Saturday, were almost 
gone by Sunday. And normally, 
when the guys are carving, one 
of the things we do on Sunday 
is a speed carving contest be-
tween four of the ice carvers of 
the company we use, and then 
the folks in the audience vote 
for their favorite ice sculpture. 
Normally, when the guys are 
carving ice for the speed carv-
ing contest, they’re bundled up. 
They’re in coveralls, the whole 
deal. This year, they were in 
short-sleeved shirts and jeans 
carving ice. It was just crazy.”

Amidst all of this, they face 
some real challenges: an aging 
population, and trying to find 
the next generation of busi-
ness owners. “Our signature 
store on The Diamond has been 
family-owned for 117 years, but 
there’s no next generation,” says 
Grunstra. “So who’s going to 
come in and take over that busi-
ness? Or is someone going to 
come in and take over that busi-

ness? So, succession, I think, is 
a big issue for this community. 
The other thing affecting a lot 
of businesses, of course, is the 
whole internet shopping, digital 
connection. So, is the next gen-
eration actually coming here to 
shop? Some of them are, some 
of them aren’t. And that’s a con-
cern. On the other hand, we’re 
still driven by tourism, so it’s 
kind of two sides of the same 
coin.”

The question isn’t just, Who 
are the next business owners go-
ing to be?, but also, Who is go-
ing to work for them? “Good 
employees is a big issue in our 
region,” says Grunstra. “We’re 
simultaneously working on a 
comprehensive plan, not only 
between our borough and the 
surrounding township, we’re 
also working on one for the 
county. So, there are a lot of 
things that are being brought 
up and addressed, not only at 
the local, town level, but also 
at the county level. And big 
[issues] are being attractive to 
younger people, having jobs 
that are attractive to younger 
people, transportation is an is-
sue because we are so spread 
out, and the fact that our popu-
lation is aging and declining. So, 
there are a lot of things swirling 
around there being discussed 
[to determine what] we need 
to look at and change in order 
to be an attractive place to live, 
to open a business, to work. All 
of those things. So, it’s kind of 
an interesting time to be here, 
working on all of those proj-
ects.”

Being just 50 miles from 
Pittsburgh is another benefit to 
living in Ligonier. For a small 
business owner, it would cer-
tainly be more affordable to 
open a business in Ligonier 
than Pittsburgh, and with their 
robust tourism, there is oppor-
tunity. One thing they’re doing 
to promote local business is a 
spin on the typical shop local 
campaign: shop local bingo.

“People can pick up a bingo 
card at locations around town, 
and then, in order to get a bin-
go, they need to go into shops 
and find an object—it’s the 
same object in any store but it’s 
somewhere different—and once 
they locate the object, then they 
get a stamp on their card at that 
location. And because all the 
cards are random, you and your 
best friend, even if you’re doing 

the game together, your bingos 
are going to be entirely differ-
ent. And then there will be prize 
drawings throughout the sum-
mer and a grand prize draw-
ing Labor Day weekend. We’re 
hoping it’s just a fun summer 
event that, if you’ve never been 
to Ligonier before, if you come 
to Ligonier all the time, maybe 
you go into stores you don’t 
normally shop in or you didn’t 
know were here, and it’s just a 
great way to get people circulat-
ing around town a little more.”

Apart from events, the Li-
gonier community has a lot to 
be proud of. One of Grunstra’s 
favorite initiatives is a program 
they call RAMS, Recogniz-
ing Amazing Merchants and 
Students. As she explains it, 
“This is a maker program, so 
throughout the year, the stu-
dents from elementary level on 
up, design and make items and 
then have a show where partici-
pating merchants come in and 
purchase merchandise that the 
students have made and then 
sell it in their businesses. We 
have a kick-off night that we 
call RAMS Night. It’s a stop-
and-shop night, so we mark 
the locations with balloons, we 
have music on The Diamond 
provided by students, and then 
we showcase the student-made 
merchandise. And the senior 
high students run the company 
that takes care of the manufac-
turing, the marketing, the ac-
counting, the distribution, the 
whole deal. So it’s a very hands-
on, very in-depth project that 
helps kids understand the busi-
ness of creating, making, sell-
ing, and distributing products.”

With twelve to fifteen busi-
ness involved, the program 
has been well received. It’s a 
great way to make connections 
throughout the community- 
connecting businesses to the 
schools, businesses to the com-
munity, and schools to the com-
munity.

Every small town in Ameri-
ca has its own story, its own his-
tory, its own meaning. Ligonier, 
PA holds a special place in many 
hearts. From their rich history 
to events on The Diamond, it’s 
easy to see why. 

To learn more about the Li-
gonier Valley Chamber of Com-
merce, visit www.ligonier.com.

Fort Ligonier - Ligonier, PA | Danny Thompson

The Diamond - Ligonier, PA | Jim Forest

Revise the Board Agenda
Bob Harris, CAE
Contributing Writer

The board meetings were boring.
The agendas included a doz-

en reports and updates that ate up 
valuable time. Discussions were 
not innovative, inspiring, nor 
visionary. Directors whispered, 
“This is a waste of our time.”

It is a misconception that 
meetings are for listening to 
reports. Especially when the  
reports could have been distrib-
uted and read in advance.

Asked why the agenda in-
cludes so many reports, the 
elected chair said, “We’ve always 
done it that way.”

Purpose
An agenda ensures that 

meetings are purposeful—a 
framework communicating de-
sired outcomes. The agenda sets 
a starting and ending point, so 

directors can pace their discussions.
It allocates sufficient time 

so each topic or program can be 
vetted. Carefully crafted, it paints 
a picture and projects desired 
outcomes, allowing the board to 
function as a team.

Bad Habits
Do you have an elected chair 

who believes it is “only fair” that 
all reports should be presented 
or heard?

In this case directors may 
have to listen to reports even 
when they start with, “We 
haven’t done anything but I’ll 
give you an update.”

Another bad habit: Starting 
late and running over the time 
scheduled for adjournment. The 
chair and attendees must be re-
spectful of the times set by the 
agenda.

Discipline is required if the 
board uses a consent agenda. A 

consent agenda is the process of 
distributing the officer, commit-
tee, and staff reports in advance 
when the meeting notice is sent.

By moving general reports 
to consent there is more time to 
focus on visionary efforts.

Of course this requires re-
ports to be prepared in advance 
by the officers, staff, and com-
mittees. Subsequently, the direc-
tors must be disciplined to read 
the reports.

You can identify the director 
who did not read the reports by 
the frequent query, “I just have a 
question.”

Craft a New Agenda
I know of no rule, law, or 

policy that says an agenda can-
not be redesigned. Take the op-
portunity to craft an agenda that 
works for the board.

The aim of every meeting is 
to find significant outcomes that 

advance the mission. Volunteers 
want to make best use of their time.
Try these agenda adaptations:

Crafting the agenda is a 
shared responsibility of the chief 
elected officer and the chief staff 
officer.

In developing the agenda, 
consider how it specifically reflects 
or advances the strategic plan.

Use a consent agenda to dis-
tribute reports in advance, and 
urge directors to read them be-
fore arriving at the meeting—a 
fiduciary duty.

At the start of the meeting, 
the chief elected officer should 
describe what needs to be  
accomplished and the desired 
outcomes.

Include the mission state-
ment at the top or bottom of the 
agenda. Frequently ask, “How 
does this discussion advance our 
mission?”

Divide the agenda in thirds. 

One-third updates; one-third es-
sential operations and approvals; 
one-third visioning.

Include time markers so at-
tendees know whether a topic is 
expected to take five or 45 min-
utes, for example.

Where topics and reports 
have “champions,” list their 
names so they know they are ex-
pected to lead the discussion.

In lieu of reports, use a dash-
board to visually depict progress 
by agreeing on the performance 
measures the board wants to 
monitor.

Agree how far in advance 
the agenda and supporting doc-
uments will be distributed or 
made accessible; you want di-
rectors to anticipate and allocate 
time for preparation.

Use technology and encour-
age directors to bring their tab-
lets and laptops and/or project 
the topics on a screen. Avoid di-

rectors ruffling through piles of 
papers.

Consider adding a “mega is-
sue.” A topic that is of particular 
importance that encourages in-
novation and problem solving.

“What’s next?” Before the 
meeting adjourns, ask what’s 
next to ensure understanding of 
assignments and deadlines.

After the board meeting an-
alyze the minutes. If they don’t 
reflect significant results, con-
sider additional revisions to the 
agenda until it is honed for a 
high performing board.

I’ve found that every board 
member, and every meeting, has 
an intent to achieve significant 
results. The agenda should be 
the platform for success.

Bob Harris, CAE, offers free 
governance tips and templates at 
www.nonprofitcenter.com.
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was created in order to help low-
income students attend college. 
Unlike student loans, Pell Grants 
do not require repayment. In 
that way, they are considered a 
sort of “fiscal stabilizer,” to miti-
gate the effects of tuition increas-
es on lower-income families. The 
original intent of the Pell pro-
gram was to protect low-income 
students from having to take out 
loans in order to attend college. 
Remember this, because it’s go-
ing to be an important detail 
later on in the student debt con-
versation to protect low-income 
students from having to take out 
loans in order to attend college. 
Remember this, because it’s going 
to be an important detail later on 
in the student debt conversation.

Unsubsidized Stafford Loans 
were introduced as part of the 
Higher Education Amend-
ments of 1992. This development 
greatly expanding the number of 
eligible borrowers by eliminating 
the requirement of demonstrable 
financial need. The Higher Edu-
cation Amendments of 1992 also 
created the Federal Direct Loan 
program, which provided low-
interest student loans that origi-
nated with the US Department 
of Education, instead of with a 
private lender. The Federal Di-
rect Loan program has accounted 
for all government-backed loans 
since 2010, when the federal gov-
ernment took over loan origina-
tion from banks by eliminating 
the “guaranteed’ loan. Today, all 
federal student loans originate 
with the government. Accord-
ing to the Federal Reserve, as of 
February 2015, the United States 
government owned roughly 86 
percent of the $1.5 trillion of ag-
gregate student loan debt.

Also in 2010, student debt 
surpassed credit card debt and 
became the largest nonmortgage 
source of consumer indebted-
ness. Nearly 70 percent of stu-
dents graduating with a Bach-
elor’s degree are also graduating 
with some amount of debt. Ac-
cording to the US Department of 
Education, that translates to more 
than 43.3 million people with stu-
dent loan debt, as of the 2015-16 
academic year.

The macroeconomic and so-
ciological implications of these 
figures are enormous. In recent 
years, student debt has blocked 
the smooth transition of many 
college graduates into a middle 
class adulthood. While address-
ing a crowd at LaGuardia Com-
munity College earlier this year, 
New York Governor Andrew 
Cuomo said of the growing bur-
den of student debt, “It’s like start-
ing a race with an anchor tied to 
your leg.”

Student loan borrowers are 
less likely to buy cars, purchase 
homes, get married, or start fami-
lies. Home ownership among 
Americans under age 35 has been 
steadily declining since 2007, and 
a July 2017 report from the Fed-
eral Reserve Bank of New York 
shows that nearly half of all 23-
25 year-olds are still living with 
their parents. A study from the 
Pew Research Center found that 
the share of 18 to 29 year-olds 
who are married dropped from 
59 percent in 1960 to 20 percent 
in 2010. And data from the Cen-
ter for Disease Control indicates 
that, after years of consistent de-
cline, the US birth rate reached 
an all-time low in 2012, and has 
yet to show any sign of a trend 
reversal. (It is worth noting here 
that lower birth rates are often 
associated with economic reces-
sion; what makes this decrease 
unique, however, is that while the 
economy has since recovered, the 
birth rate has not.)

A 2012 study published in the 
Harvard Law Review attributes 
the problems of higher education 
economics to four specific causes: 
increasing tuition; rising indebt-
edness; mounting defaults; and 
declining returns. 

So, is it worth taking on that 
much debt—or any debt at all—
in order to attend college? Will 
the eventual payoff ever really 
outweigh not just the cost of at-
tendance, but the opportunity 
cost of forgoing all those years in 
the workforce and instead spend-
ing them in a classroom? Further, 
will the growing glut of college 
graduates actually enhance the 

career prospects of those who at-
tend (and graduate), or have we 
saturated the market to the point 
of devaluing the Bachelor’s de-
gree? And finally, is a college de-
gree still the great equalizer it was 
once thought to be, fulfilling the 
promise of meritocracy?

In the years during and im-
mediately after the Great Reces-
sion, it became almost fashion-
able to suggest that the American 
economy was in the midst of a 
“college bubble”; that the state of 
student debt constituted a “crisis” 
akin to that of the credit crisis 
and housing bubble that colored 
the first decade of the century. 
Central to these claims is the as-
sumed validity of certain implicit 
assumptions: that the longterm 
benefits of a college education 
do not outweigh the short-term 
costs of attendance; that recent 
and prospective high school 
graduates have misjudged the 
value of a college degree; and that 
nothing can be done to correct 
the current trajectory of higher 
education economics. But do any 
of these claims hold water?

Let’s start by looking at the 
overall increase in student debt. 
When you read or hear reports 
of the rapid growth in aggregate 
student loan debt throughout the 
beginning of the 2000s, it makes 
it sound like tuition prices are ris-
ing at a rate so astronomical as 
to be out of reach for all but the 
economic elite. But the reality of 
the growth in student borrow-
ing has to do with the number 
of students taking out loans; not 
the amount of money each one 
requires. In fact, since 2000, av-
erage per-student borrowing has 
remained relatively stable. What 
hasn’t changed, however, is the 
overall number of borrowers. 
And that’s thanks, in part, to the 
Great Recession.

Higher education is a coun-
tercyclical industry, which means 
that demand for it rises even 
amidst adverse economic condi-
tions. In fact, during every period 
of recession in America since the 
1960s, college enrollment has in-
creased. Economic recession is 
usually accompanied by a higher-
than-usual unemployment rate; 
as a result, the opportunity cost to 
attend college is dramatically less-
ened for a larger segment of the 
population. Plus, the lowered and 
stagnant wages of a weak econ-
omy increase financial pressure, 
thus motivating more people to 
seek methods of supplementing 
their income. A longterm invest-
ment to that end is a new creden-
tial.

Further, the enrollment in-
crease precipitated by the reces-
sion was concentrated among 
nontraditional students. In the 
years during and immediately 
following the Great Recession, 
nontraditional students repre-
sented almost half of all new bor-
rowers. When considering the 
growth of aggregate student debt 
in recent years, this has some im-
portant implications.

Nontraditional students have 
come to represent a significant 
portion of the college population. 
In fact, by some estimates, nearly 
as few as one in five modern day 
college students actually qualify 
as what we would consider “tra-
ditional”: an 18-22 year-old full-
time student who enrolled in col-
lege right out of high school and 
is financially dependent on their 
parents. Nontraditional students, 
on the other hand, are defined by 
the National Center of Education 
as meeting any one of the follow-
ing criteria: older than 18 at time 
of initial enrollment; takes classes 
part-time; works full-time; not 
dependent on parents for finan-
cial aid purposes; has one or 
more dependents other than a 
spouse; is a single parent; or does 
not have a high school diploma.

Since nontraditional stu-
dents are more likely than their 
“traditional” counterparts to be 
independent from their parents 
for financial aid purposes, they’re 
subject to higher borrowing lim-
its; and often, their financial inde-
pendence is part and parcel with 
less parental support than tra-
ditional students experience, so 
taking advantage of those higher 
loan limits is not uncommon. 
But what also is unique about the 
“nontraditional” higher educa-
tion experience is where it is most 
likely to take place: at for-profit 
and/or open-access institutions, 

and community colleges.
According to the American 

Association of Community Col-
leges, the average age of a com-
munity college student is 29. At 
for-profit institutions, just over 
three out of every four students 
are over the age of 24. As the 
numbers suggest, these institu-
tions are perhaps better-suited to 
the nontraditional student popu-
lation than to the pool of recent 
high school graduates. And that 
has to do with elasticity of supply.

In the November 2013 edi-
tion of The ANNALS, an aca-
demic journal published by the 
American Academy of Political 
and Social Science, Andrew Barr 
and Sarah E. Turner note that 
short-term labor fluc-
tuations, such as those 
experienced during and 
after the Great Reces-
sion, have little to no 
impact on enrollment 
figures at research uni-
versities and liberal arts col-
leges; such institutions simply 
lack the capacity to respond to 
changes in enrollment demand. 
Conversely, at community col-
leges and open-access for-profit 
institutions, “recessionary con-
ditions have a substantial im-
pact on the returns to relatively 
short-duration enrollment and 
training opportunities.” The 
short-term career and technical 
training programs offered by 
these institutions are especially 
popular among nontraditional 
students.

Unfortunately, these pro-
grams also have relatively low 
labor market returns. For one 
thing, for-profit universities 
have traditionally low comple-
tion rates. A study released by 
the Education Trust, a nonprofit 
advocacy organization, indicat-
ed that only 22 percent of full-
time, degree-seeking students at 
for-profit institutions graduate, 
compared to 55 percent at pub-
lic institutions and 65 percent at 
private nonprofit institutions. But 
even for those who do manage to 
complete their program of study, 
the return on investment is still 
likely to be underwhelming. As 
Sara Goldrick-Rab points out in 
her book Paying the Price: Col-
lege Costs, Financial Aid, and the 
Betrayal of the American Dream, 
for-profit institutions produce 
“degrees that employers value 
far less than community college 
degrees, often equating them to 
high school diplomas.” A 2014 re-
port from the US Department of 
Education adds hard data to that 
rather harrowing comparison, as 
it showed that three out of four 
for-profit higher education pro-
grams produce graduates who go 
on to earn less money than, on 
average, than high school drop-
outs. 

Further, tuition at a for-profit 
university is, on average, six times 
higher than community college 
tuition, and twice as high as the 
average tuition rate for a four-
year public university. Given the 
higher cost of attendance, cou-
pled with the fact that nontra-
ditional students typically come 
from lower-income families, it’s 
no surprise that more than nine 
out of ten students at for-profit 
institutions have to take out loans 
to finance their education. But 
those loans are made all but im-
possible to repay when students 
leave college with a pile of debt, 
and no degree to show for it. 

What makes this situation 
even more remarkable, however, 
is the amount of money flowing 
from the government to these in-
stitutions. Data from the US De-
partment of Education indicates 
that every for-profit university 
in the country receives at least 70 
percent of its funding from feder-
al sources, much of it in the form 
of student loan packages. And 
even though those federal dollars 
are issued under the assumption 
that they will be paid back by the 
borrower, this is complicated in 
the for-profit sector by the fact 
that nontraditional borrowers—
who, in case you’ve forgotten, are 
disproportionately concentrated 
in the for-profit and 2-year sec-
tors—experience the highest rates 
of default on their student loans. 
In fact, research published by the 
Brookings Institution in Septem-
ber, 2015 showed that among stu-
dents who left college in 2011 and 
subsequently defaulted on their 
loans (meaning, they didn’t make 

any payment for at least 270 days 
during their first two years of re-
payment), 70 percent were non-
traditional borrowers. 

Student loans happen to be a 
substantial source of revenue for 
the federal government: between 
2013 and 2022, the federal student 
loan program is projected to earn 
an average of $18 billion per year. 
When it comes to defaulted loans 
in particular, the government col-
lects approximately 120 percent 
of each one. If a borrower defaults 
on a federally guaranteed loan, it’s 
the taxpayer that gets stuck pick-
ing up the tab. And considering 
that nontraditional students tend 
to borrow tuition money and 
default on their student loans at 

higher rates than their tra-
ditional counterparts, when 

those students are preyed upon 
by for-profit and open-access in-
stitutions promising job returns 
that they have been proven statis-
tically incapable of delivering, it 
affects all of us. 

If there exists a “crisis” in stu-
dent debt, then it exists almost 
entirely in the for-profit and 
open-access sectors of higher ed-
ucation. There, students—many 
of whom come from low-income 
backgrounds looking for market-
able, job-specific training—are 
often misled by advertising that 
promises an affordable training 
program that will lead to better 
job prospects, and a better eco-
nomic future. What those stu-
dents end up with more often 
than not, however, is debt, full 
stop. Goldrick-Rab writes, “With-
out a college degree, and having 
forgone years of work experience 
and seniority to attend college, 
former undergraduates without 
degrees can find only low-paying 
jobs. Even paying off a modest 
amount of loans puts them in a 
compromising condition. This is 
the real student debt crisis.”

Whether or not a college edu-
cation is a worthwhile investment 
greatly depends on the quality of 
that education. Poor labor market 
outcomes—and, consequently, 
loan outcomes—are strongly as-
sociated with attendance at insti-
tutions with low rates of comple-
tion and job placement.

The value of a college educa-
tion, however, is still essentially 
irrefutable. On one side of the “Is 
college actually worth it?” debate 
are those who will argue that ris-
ing tuition prices coupled with 
declining wages in entry-level 
positions means that going to 
college is no longer an economi-
cally sound investment. However, 
in a 2012 article appearing in the 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 
authors Christopher Avery and 
Sarah Turner cite decades’ worth 
of data to support their claim 
that “the earnings premium for 
a college degree relative to a high 
school degree nearly doubled in 
the last three decades.” 

And although the Great Re-
cession took a heavy toll on many 
sectors of the economy, this “earn-
ings premium” did not decline as 
a result; in fact, Avery and Turner 
write, “the alternative to a weak 
labor market for college graduates 
[following the Great Recession] is 
a much weaker labor market for 
those without a college degree.” 
In short: Does economic down-
turn make it harder for a college 
graduate to get a job? No doubt. 
Does it make it even harder for 
someone without a college degree 
to find work? You bet.

So, while there is a measurable 
return on investment for those 

who pursue a college degree, the 
magnitude of those returns are 
highly conditional on the type of 
institution the student attends. A 
for-profit institution, for example, 
despite the higher sticker price, 
does not typically lead to a cre-
dential any more valuable than 
a high school diploma, while a 
degree from a nonprofit or public 
institution can still make for posi-
tive labor market returns, even if 
that education must necessarily 
be funded by student loans.

With the aggregate student 
debt ballooning at a seemingly 
alarming rate, the possibility of 
a “higher education bubble” is a 
prominent feature of most dis-
cussions of student debt in the 
United States. However, such 
rhetoric fails to acknowledge 

some crucial factors contribut-
ing to the growing amount of 
student debt. As already dis-
cussed, the spike in borrowing 
is attributable in large part to 
institutions that tend to enroll a 
disproportionate share of non-
traditional borrowers, many of 
which were prompted to enroll 
by the economic conditions of 
the Great Recession. 

In a 2015 study published 
by the Brookings Institute, 
Adam Looney and Constan-
tine Yannelis write, “In 2000, 
borrowers from for-profit and 
2-year institutions accounted 
for less than 35 percent of all 
borrowers; by 2014, the num-

ber of borrowers had 
more than doubled at 
for-profit schools and 
2-year institutions, ris-
ing by 114 and 167 per-
cent, respectively.” This 

increase contributed to higher 
aggregate debt not only because 
more college students means a 
larger metaphorical borrowers’ 
pool, but also because, as men-
tioned earlier, the students enroll-
ing at these institutions are more 
likely to have to borrow money to 
cover tuition costs than students 
at private nonprofits and public 
institutions.

But these enrollment patterns 
alone are not enough to explain 
the rate at which student debt 
has increased since the turn of 
the century. Another contribut-
ing factor is the state of private 
lending markets during the Great 
Recession.

It’s no secret that the 2008 
financial crisis, considered by 
many economists to be the worst 
of its kind since the Great De-
pression, severely weakened the 
banking industry, and ultimately 
gave way to the Great Recession. 
The 2008 financial crisis actually 
began in 2007 with the deterio-
ration of the subprime mortgage 
market, and developed to a fe-
ver pitch on September 15, 2008, 
with the collapse of the invest-
ment bank Lehman Brothers. 
The subprime mortgage crisis 
forced banks all over the United 
States to write off billions of dol-
lars in sub-prime loan losses; this, 
in turn, left banks without either 
the willingness or the solvency 
(or both) to continue lending 
money at the rate that they had 
been previously. Consequently, 
most banks tightened their lend-
ing terms and raised their lending 
restrictions to unprecedented lev-
els, resulting in a rapid reduction 
in loan availability to both busi-
nesses and households.

This, of course, proved to be 
disastrous in its own right, as GDP 
declined in countries all over the 
world, and median household 
wealth in the United States fell by 
a staggering 39 percent between 
2007 and 2010. But another, less 
talked-about effect of the finan-
cial crisis was the effect it had 
on how families funded higher 
education. The disappearance of 
private lending alternatives likely 
generated a whole new wave of 
demand for student loans, as high 
school graduates who would have 
once relied on their parents to se-
cure funds for college found that 
they now had to do it themselves. 
Barr and Turner summarize this 
phenomenon succinctly, writing, 
“The growth in federal student 
loans may overstate the true in-
crease in borrowing for students 
to attend college, if the increase in 
Stafford loans supplanted other 
types of loans, which may have 
been a relatively cheap source of 
credit for parents before the fi-
nancial crisis.”

This means that the panicked 

tone of much of the mainstream 
coverage of student debt growth 
is likely misplaced, as the increase 
in student debt may reflect a shift 
in how families fund higher edu-
cation more than it indicates a 
sharp increase in borrowing for 
college. A recent study published 
by the Harvard Law Review As-
sociation reports that between 
1990 and 2010, federal borrow-
ing increased by 319 percent, as 
students in 2010 borrowed an 
average of three times more per 
year from the federal govern-
ment than students in 1990 did. 
However, the sole cause of this 
increase is not simply tuition 
price increases, as some are quick 
to suggest; it has a lot to do with 
the greatly diminished number 
of borrowing sources available to 
parents in the wake of the finan-
cial crisis.

Although this does suggest 
that the impact of tuition in-
creases on student debt is often 
overstated, it certainly isn’t to say 
that the two are unrelated. While 
student steadily increased to be-
come the largest source of non-
mortgage household debt, state 
appropriations to higher educa-
tion began a precipitous decline, 
falling 17 percent between 2007 
and 2012. As public subsidies 
declined, reliance on tuition dol-
lars increased, shifting the cost-
burden of higher education from 
state governments, to individual 
students.

The decrease in state appro-
priations to public universities 
was yet another indirect result of 
the Great Recession. As Barr and 
Turner point out, the tightening 
labor markets, collapsed housing 
market, and overall wealth reduc-
tions that characterized the late 
2000s and early 2010s “resulted 
in shrinking state revenues as the 
bases for income, corporate, and 
sales tax fell. An increased reli-
ance on income taxes, changes 
in the set of items subject to sales 
tax, and reduced diversity of the 
tax base resulted in higher volatil-
ity in tax revenue during the last 
decade.”

Unfortunately, as state ap-
propriations to higher education 
decreased, tuition prices contin-
ued to increase. And although 
the federal government is more 
generous now than ever in its 
provision of financial aid to stu-
dents from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds, the rise in unsub-
sidized borrowing (i.e., the itera-
tion of student borrowing that is 
not need-based) indicates that 
many middle-class families are 
having trouble meeting the de-
mands of the rising costs. This 
middle-class “squeeze” is mostly 
a product of the fact that, while 
the Pell Grant program has an 
annual expenditure of $35 billion 
(the highest it has ever been), the 
growth in Pell-related spending 
hasn’t kept up with the increased 
demand for financial aid, mean-
ing that the purchasing power of 
the grant has declined drastically 
over the last couple of decades. 
Sara Goldrick-Rab writes, “In 
1990, only the poorest quarter 
of American families had to pay 
much more than 20 percent of 
their annual income for higher 
education. Today, 75 percent of 
families pay at least that-after all 
grants are distributed.”

The many, measurable im-
provements that a college degree 
has the potential to make on a 
person’s economic (and, indeed, 
overall) well-being is evidence 
that higher education is still a 
worthwhile investment, despite 
rising tuition costs and the ad-
verse macroeconomic effects of 
widespread student debt. How-
ever, it seems unconscionable 
that so many American fami-
lies-three out of every four, to be 
exact-should have to devote the 
types of financial resources nec-
essary to secure a better future for 
their high school graduates. To-
day, college is all but essential for 
lower-income young adults who 
wish to move up the socioeco-
nomic ladder. By improving the 
way higher education is financed, 
the United States would be poised 
to become the type of meritocra-
cy in which hard work and perse-
verance really do make for a bet-
ter life, and economic well-being 
and upward social mobility are 
not contingent on the depths of 
one’s pockets.
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Throughout news reports, 
advertisements, and political 
campaigns, we’ve all been told 
over and over again that the 
middle class is shrinking.

But when you hear the 
term “middle class,” do you 
generally know if you belong 
to it? Do you wonder if you’re 
just on the cusp, or maybe how 
high up in the middle you are?

Knowing exactly where 
you fall on the socioeconomic 
scale can be a helpful tool in 
financial decision-making. The 
majority of Americans, how-
ever, inaccurately assess their 
positions on the wealth spec-
trum. This makes it harder to 
foster effective public debate 
on issues like tax reform and 
entitlement programs, as the 
popular tendency to conflate 
“economic aspirations” with 
“actual financial situations” 
means that many Americans 
have inaccurate understand-
ings of things like wealth in-
equality and social mobility. 
(There’s significantly less of the 
latter, and more of the former, 
than most Americans realize.) 

By some estimates, as 
many as 90 percent of Ameri-
cans self-identify as “middle 
class,” and among that 90 per-
cent, annual household in-
comes range anywhere from 
less than $7,000, to upwards of 
$120,000. Part of the reason for 
this over-classification is that a 
universal definition of “middle 
class” does not actually exist.

Semantic satiation is the 
psychological phenomenon 
that occurs when a word is 
repeated so many times that 
it begins to lose meaning. Say 
the word “groceries” enough 
times in a row, for example, 
and it’ll start to sound almost 
eerily hollow. This is essential-
ly what’s happened to the term 
“middle class” in contempo-
rary discourse: we’ve overused 
it to the point of rendering it 
meaningless.

The lack of a single, com-
prehensive definition, how-

ever, doesn’t mean that there 
exists no useful standards by 
which to determine class sta-
tus; it’s just that not everyone 
can agree on which measures 
to emphasize. As noted in a re-
port from CNN Money, “Some 
experts define the middle class 
by income, [while] others de-
fine it by lifestyle.”

Starting with income, the 
Pew Research Center defines a 
middle class household income 
as anything ranging from two-
thirds to double the national 
median ($55,775 as of 2015, ac-
cording to the US Census Bu-
reau). That means that nation-
ally, a middle class income can 
range anywhere from (roughly) 
$37,000 to $111,550. 

But not all middle class in-
comes are created equal: where 
you live can also have a consid-
erable impact on how far your 
money goes, and how “middle 
class” your lifestyle actually is. 
For example, a household in-
come of $35,000 would qualify 
someone as “middle class” in 
Ohio, but not in Connecticut, 
where the median income is 
significantly higher (approxi-
mately $66,000, compared to 
Ohio’s median income of about 
$51,000). 

Other useful indicators in 
determining class status include 
things like the amount of debt 
a household has relative to the 
size of its savings account, or 
how much disposable income it 
has to spend on things like en-
tertainment, clothing, food, and 
transportation.

And if you ask anyone 
on the street to tell you what 
makes someone “middle class,” 
while they may not be able to 
draw on averages, percentages, 
and income figures, they could 
probably give you a set of qual-
itative measures of a middle 
class lifestyle: a college educa-
tion, home ownership, one or 
two vehicles, regular family 
vacations, a retirement fund 
or savings account, money to 
spend on nonessential items. 
Our understanding of the 
middle class has become, and 

perhaps always will be, one 
and the same with the typical 
American Dream of a house 
and white picket fence.

So how do we achieve that 
goal? What can we do to make 
sure we have enough money in 
the bank to allow us to rest a 
little bit easier every night; to 
ensure that our middle class 
aspirations eventually become 
our real-life financial condi-
tion?

It starts with being finan-
cially literate.

Do I know how to protect 
my money?

Financial literacy is essen-
tially the ability to manage and 
understated your money and 
financial resources in order to 
maximize their benefit to you 
and your family throughout 
your life. Financial literacy 
encompasses a large body of 
knowledge, and a broad range 
of skills, that includes every-
thing from establishing a bud-
get and savings schedule, to 
investing and retirement plan-
ning, and more.

In addition to economic 
factors such as student debt, 
wage stagnation, and extreme 
purchasing habits, another 
massive contributing factor 
to the decline of the Ameri-
can middle class is that, by 
and large, they’re not saving 
enough money. According 
to a 2016 study conducted by 
Bankrate, approximately 60 
percent of Americans have less 
than $1,000 in their savings 
account, while 34 percent of 
survey respondents reported 
savings account balances of $0. 
Why is this happening? One 
popular answer is: because we 
don’t know how to take care of 
our money.

Sure, our parents would tell 
us to save up all those ten- and 
twenty-dollar bills from birth-
day cards and holidays so that 
we could buy the next big thing, 
and as we got older they would 
hound us about making sure 
we always have some money in 
the bank “just in case”—but did 

we ever learn anything more 
than that? Did we really learn 
all about interest rates, infla-
tion, loans, compound interest, 
mortgages, stocks, 401ks, and 
retirement?

The answer, for most peo-
ple, is no. 

Shining a light on Millenni-
als, a study produced by Bank 
of America in conjunction with 
USA Today revealed that Mil-
lennials feel confident in their 
ability to manage money but, 
“feel less experienced in their 
actual knowledge of finances 
(17%) as opposed to their ex-
pertise in things like social me-
dia (34%) and food (33%).”  

Entering young adulthood 
around the time of the 2008 
financial crisis, Millennials 
saw the struggles their parents 
went through, and as they en-
ter prime spending years, it’s 
clear to see that their spending 
and saving habits differ vastly 
than that of Generation X or 
the Baby Boom.

Millennials tend to pri-
oritize saving their money for 
much more immediate ends 
like trips and vacations, as well 
as saving to pay off debt from 
credit cards and student loans.   

Being financially illiterate 
can have devastating effects, 
no matter what financial class 
you’re in or how big your pay-
check is every week. As the 
Chicago Tribune aptly put it 
recently, “Saving is a require-
ment; just like paying rent or 
utilities. When you save only 
what’s left over” meaning after 
bills and food are taken care of,  
“those leftovers never appear, 
even if your income is high.” 

Saving money is difficult, 
but it is imperative. It’s a com-
mon suggestion among finan-
cial planners and advisers that 
millennials should be saving 
about ten percent of their in-
come a year for retirement, 
because if they don’t start ear-
ly, they could end up like the 
Baby Boomers: the Center for 
Retirement Research reports 
that about 43 percent of Baby 
Boomers will not have enough 

money to retire. That lack of 
knowledge on how to save and 
the urgency to start saving im-
mediately is a future too many 
of us could be facing. 

A Federal Reserve Eco-
nomic Survey asked people 
if they had enough money 
in the bank to pay for a $400 
emergency like a health prob-
lem or a car repair. The sur-
vey revealed that 47 percent 
of respondents said that they 
could not afford the $400 with-
out having to sell something 
or borrow the money. Un-
fortunately, living paycheck 
to paycheck is becoming the 
norm. Many Americans don’t 
understand the intricacies and 
complexities of investing and 
saving money, so when unex-
pected costs hit it can truly put 
them into a deep hole. 

CNBC, citing financial ad-
visors, suggests having “three 
to six months of living expens-
es in an emergency fund to pay 
for unexpected costs.”

From there, it’s recom-
mended that households have 
other savings accounts for 
things like a wedding, vaca-
tion, new home, or just your 
typical rainy day fund, so that 
they’re never blindsided by 
large costs.

But are those suggestions 
truly attainable in our eco-
nomic climate? Well, it de-
pends. Maybe you can’t have 
an account with three months’ 
living expenses, but know-
ing to start an account to use 
solely for emergencies or un-
expected expenses is a step in 
the right direction, because 
with roughly half of the nation 
being financially unstable, it’s a 
problem that needs a solution 
sooner rather than later. 

The middle class is a cor-
nerstone of the American 
economy. Household con-
sumption itself comprises 
more than two-thirds of GDP, 
and with less people in the 
middle class, comes less spend-
ing power which in turn could 
seriously damage the econom-
ic growth of the United States. 

It’s a problem that impacts not 
just the country, but the world. 

What has to change?
The middle class is emblem-

atic of the everyday American 
and we can’t afford to just let it 
continue shrinking.

For households, the big-
gest thing they can do when 
it comes to becoming finan-
cially stable, is seek informa-
tion. Learning good habits and 
receiving solid advice will go 
a long way to helping people 
save money and protect their 
future. Some employers even 
have a financial adviser on-site 
or bring one in to have semi-
nars on financial literacy. Of 
course, seeking the counsel 
of a financial adviser or plan-
ner is always a good first step. 
From there, you can speak to 
someone one-on-one about 
your personal needs and create 
a plan going forward.

For future generations, we 
need to start pushing knowl-
edge of finances much earlier. 
A recent Wall Street Journal 
article notes, “The most scal-
able solution to this problem 
would be to teach financial lit-
eracy in school.” Now that may 
be unlikely, but the truth in 
the statement stands: everyone 
needs to understand money, 
and how they should be using 
it. 

In local communities, if 
chambers of commerce are 
looking to become advocates 
for not just business owners, 
but people in their communi-
ties as well, offering financial 
literacy crash courses or pro-
viding helpful tips from finan-
cial advisors within the cham-
ber would be a good start. The 
more people are able to have 
a handle on their wealth, the 
better off they’ll be both in the 
future and in the present, and 
the greater benefit that will be 
to the local economic climate. 

Because when you’re talk-
ing about an issue that impacts 
everyone, not just the middle 
class, the more knowledge you 
have, the better.  

Patrick Harney
Staff Writer

From the beginning of his 
campaign, President Trump 
had his sights set on modify-
ing existing U.S. law for major 
banks and the financial sector 
at large. According to the then 
President-elect’s transition web-
site, the goal of changing the 
current regulations falls under 
the “Financial Services Policy 
Implementation Team,” where 
its plans would be to “dismantle 
the Dodd-Frank Act and re-
place it with policies to encour-
age economic growth and job 
creation.” 

In this goal, Trump will 
have supporters in Congress, 
which will be led by Repub-
lican majorities in both the 
Senate and the House. Among 
some of the most outspoken 
critics of the Dodd-Frank Act 
include House Rep. Jeb Hen-
sarling (R-Tex.), who chairs 
the House Financial Services 
Committee, and Sen. Tom 
Cotton (R-Ark.).

Cotton, who hosted a two-
day speaking event for sup-
porters with fellow lawmaker 
Rep. Trey Gowdy (R-S.C.) in 
early December 2016, touched 
on a desire to change the struc-
ture of the Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau. According 
to a story on the event as cov-
ered by the Washington Post, 
Cotton found the structure of 
the Bureau to be at odds with 
oversight, noting how “it is ex-
empt from congressional bud-
geting and it simply declares to 
the Federal Reserve how much 
money it wants.”

Cotton’s remarks on the 
funding structure of the CFPB 
dovetail with an earlier ruling 
by the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the District of Columbia, 
which issued a ruling on the 
structure of the bureau being 

unconstitutional. According 
to the D.C. court’s website, the 
decision was reached on Octo-
ber 11, 2016, between the PHH 
Corporation and the CFPB. In 
a summary of the case, PHH, 
a New Jersey-based mortgage 
company argued against the 
constitutionality of the CFPB, 
after being fined for $109 mil-
lion. The levy came as a result of 
the CFPB charging PHH with 
allegedly participating in an il-
legal kickback scheme, accord-
ing to a New York Times story 
covering the court’s ruling.  

As a result of the court’s 
decision, the CFPB is now a 
prime target for the Repub-
lican-led Congress and the 
Trump administration. This 
makes for a unique contrast 
to the bureau’s founding, back 
in the Summer of 2010, when 
the Dodd-Frank Wall Street 
Reform and Consumer Protec-
tion Act was signed by Presi-
dent Barack Obama. 

This particular piece of 
legislation, passed along party 
lines in a Democratic-majority 
Congress, included a number 
of safeguards built in to avoid 
the possibility of another eco-
nomic recession following 
the 2008 crisis. Aside from 
the Consumer Financial Pro-
tection Bureau, several other 
measures were passed, includ-
ing the Volcker Rule, designed 
to prevent trading and invest-
ments in from banks that did 
not directly serve their cus-
tomers. Additional measures 
included governmental over-
sight on general financial sta-
bility, expansion on laws re-
lating to liquidation of large 
companies dealing in insur-
ance or banking, transferences 
of power to institutions such 
as the Federal Reserve and ad-
ditional consumer protection 
oversight, according to the 

Library of Congress’ webpage 
covering the legislation. 

The Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau exists un-
der the Consumer Financial 
Protection Act of 2010, located 
under Title X of the Dodd-
Frank Act. However, before 
it was a fully funded federal 
outfit, it began as an idea from 
Senator Elizabeth Warren (D 
– Ma.), who was a professor at 
Harvard specializing in bank-
ruptcy prior to her winning a 
Senate seat in 2012. In Warren’s 
view, having some regulation 
in the financial and mortgage 
sectors would go a long way to-
wards preventing at-risk bor-
rowers from getting swamped 
by debt. This came about due 
to confusing language and 
complexities in credit card 
agreements and other financial 
lending practices, according 
to the article “Unsafe at any 
Rate.” The article, published in 
the Democracy Journal in the 
summer of 2007, was written 
by Warren, which marks it as 
one of the first examples of her 
advocacy for oversight into fi-
nancial lending practices. 

In Warren’s opinion, buy-
ing a mortgage should be like 
buying a toaster, noting how, 
while “it is impossible to buy 
a toaster that has a one-in-
five chance of bursting into 
flames and burning down 
your house,” the same cannot 
be said for mortgages. Warren 
notes how a family can refi-
nance a home with a mortgage 
that would “have the same 
one-in-five chance of putting 
the family out on the street-
and the mortgage won’t even 
carry a disclosure of that fact 
to the homeowner.”

Even though her initial 
title for the group was the “Fi-
nancial Product Safety Com-
mission,” it nevertheless began 

to take shape. Obama added 
the central idea to his plans for 
overhauling financial regula-
tions in June of 2009, before 
getting included with addi-
tional rules in Dodd-Frank. 

Once the Act was passed, 
the CFPB was up and running, 
with Warren as the leader of 
the group. 

However, due to intran-
sigence from Republican and 
several Democratic lawmak-
ers, it was clear that Warren’s 
nomination would not pass the 
Senate with the votes required. 
Therefore, Richard Cordray, 
who was initially selected to 
lead enforcement efforts on 
behalf of the bureau, was soon 
elevated in her place as the 
nominee to lead the CFPB. 

Opposition to the CFPB 
began almost immediately, due 
in part to the method in which 
Cordray was appointed. 

According to a January 
2014 article by the Washington 
Post covering the formation 
of the bureau, the opposition 
came from Republican Sena-
tors, who refused to hold a vote 
on Cordray for six months, cit-
ing the belief that “the bureau 
should be headed by a com-
mission instead of a director.”

Following the opposi-
tion to voting on Cordray’s 
appointment, and President 
Obama’s decision to install 
him after six months as a re-
cess appointment, there was 
a series of public statements 
against the CFPB by lawmak-
ers, in addition to financial en-
tities refusing to comply with 
decisions issued by the bureau, 
citing its lack of authority as a 
method to avoid paying fines 
or to comply with rulings.

Eventually, Cordray was 
approved by the Senate in July 
regarding his appointment in 
a 66-34 vote in favor, allowing 

the CFPB to continue its work 
without a cloud of illegitimacy 
undermining it. The vote came 
about from former Senate Ma-
jority Leader Harry Reid, who 
threatened to eliminate the su-
permajority needed for a Sen-
ate filibuster.   

However, even after Cor-
dray was approved, there were 
challenges being issued by 
those getting targeted by the 
bureau, with PHH Corp. be-
ing the most successful, having 
managed to get the D.C. Court 
of Appeals to declare the struc-
ture of the organization as be-
ing unconstitutional. 

While it did lead to the 
bureau’s dissolution, as many 
opponents had hoped, it did 
remove the autonomy of the 
group as a whole, making the 
director answerable to the 
President. 

The director of the bureau 
was initially only capable of 
being removed from the office 
“for cause,” otherwise known 
as a breach of the statute, ac-
cording to the original lan-
guage in the legislation. How-
ever, due to the decision from 
the Court of Appeals, Presi-
dent Trump will have more 
leeway to replace the director 
as he sees fit.

Another concern among 
proponents of the bureau in-
volves funding. 

The budget for the Bu-
reau originates from within 
the Board of Governors of the 
Federal Reserve. As a result, 
it boasts an autonomy which 
few other agencies possess, 
immune from Congressio-
nal funding and Presidential 
whims. This mirrors the Re-
serve itself, which is answer-
able to Congress, although 
their Board of Governors are 
appointed to 14-year terms, 
thus removing political pres-

sures. 
However, efforts to put 

the bureau under Congressio-
nal committee funding may 
come to fruition, as proposed 
by the House Financial Ser-
vices Committee. This would 
include doing away with the 
director’s power, instead leav-
ing its administration to a bi-
partisan five-member commit-
tee, similar to other regulatory 
bodies, such as the Securities 
and Exchange Commission. 
As for funding, there is the 
possibility that the bureau, if 
it were to receive funding from 
Congress, could lose the abil-
ity to attract top-tier talent. 

In an article written on the 
bureau by Bloomberg, Adam 
Levitin, a professor at George-
town University’s Law Center, 
was quoted as saying how Con-
gressional funding could strip 
the budget, and bureau sala-
ries, making it harder for re-
cruitment purposes. If funding 
were solely reliant upon Con-
gress, Levitin stated how the 
ability to attract top-tier talent 
“could change on a dime.”

Given the challenges 
ahead, it is clear the CFPB may 
not have as much influence 
as it once did in the previous 
eight years. The possibility 
of its current powers getting 
rolled back is likely, although 
its initial founder, Elizabeth 
Warren, remains committed to 
fighting against any encroach-
ing changes in the Senate. 

Furthermore, while the 
decisions the Trump admin-
istration will be making with 
Congress on Dodd-Frank may 
have far-reaching consequenc-
es for future regulation and 
enforcement actions, there is 
little chance of rescinding pri-
or decisions by the bureau, due 
to many of the current deci-
sions being settled.
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Net Neutrality: What It Is and Why It Matters
Charlie Wildey
Staff Writer

This article was reprinted from 
our July 2015 issue, Vol. 4, No. 3. 
Net neutrality remains a hot but-
ton issue and we implore you to 
read beyond this article and fur-
ther educate yourselves on this im-
portant topic.

 As markets continue to 
adjust to an ever-shifting media 
landscape and Internet-driven 
economic climate, the issue of net 
neutrality is proving to be one of 
the most important and impact-
ful discussions of our day. At the 
core of the conflict is the question 
of how, or if, Internet bandwidth 
should be regulated or protected. 

Net neutrality is the concept 
that all Internet traffic is to be 
treated equally, meaning Internet 
Service Providers cannot block 
or throttle bandwidth for certain 
content, while allowing other us-
ers faster access for a higher fee. 
If Internet service providers were 
to charge higher fees for extra 
bandwidth to enhance streaming 
services, larger companies like 
Netflix would have little trouble 
footing the bill, so their ability to 
provide high-speed streaming 
would not be hindered. But new-
er, smaller companies that also 
rely on access to bandwidth for 
streaming information wouldn’t 
be able to pay the higher fees and, 
consequently, would be less able 
to compete.

In March 2015, the Federal 
Communications Commission 
(FCC) ruled that the Internet is 
a public utility, and service pro-

viders should be regulated ac-
cordingly (i.e., under Title II of 
the Communications Act). Then 
Commission Chairman Thomas 
Wheeler said in a statement that 
the ruling intends to preserve 
the Internet as the “core of free 
expression and democratic prin-
ciples” by ensuring that access to 
it remains competitive.

It is expected that the FCC’s 
new ruling will be met with much 
debate and extensive legal battles. 
Opponents of this new ruling, 
which include a number of the 
nation’s largest Internet providers, 
are taking issue with the federal 
government’s involvement in In-
ternet regulation. Senate Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY), 
for example, expressed concern 
that the ruling would discourage 
innovation by “suffocating [in-
novation] under the weight of an 
outdated bureaucracy and poorly 
named regulations.”

Another point of contention 
regarding the ruling involves one 
particular provision that calls for 
“just and reasonable” conduct on 
the part of businesses, to be deter-
mined by the FCC on a case-by-
case basis. Analysts point out that 
this terminology is too ambigu-
ous, and an interpretation to an 
extent that may prove problem-
atic. Opponents suggest that this 
“catch-all provision” may result in 
the FCC wielding too much pow-
er over businesses.

The United States Chamber 
of Commerce has spoken against 
the FCC’s decision. The chamber’s 
Senior Vice President for the En-
vironment, Technology, and Reg-
ulatory Affairs, Bill Kovacs, said in 

a statement that this decision “will 
plunge the industry into years of 
litigation and cause extreme regu-
latory and market uncertainty. 
… We should not shackle this 
dynamic and competitive market 
with rules from a bygone era.”

This rhetoric is common 
among those who oppose the 
FCC’s current stance on Internet 
regulation. Former Florida Gov-
ernor Jeb Bush, speaking to an 
audience in Iowa, also labeled the 
new measure as outdated. “Just 
think of the logic of using a 1934 
law that was designed when we 
did have a monopoly for wireline 
service as the basis to regulate 
the most dynamic part of life in 
America,” Bush said.

Other prominent Republi-
cans Ted Cruz and Rand Paul 
have also spoken out unambigu-
ously against net neutrality, de-
spite the fact that 85% of Repub-
lican voters are in favor of the 
government taking action to en-
sure service providers maintain a 
free Internet, according to a Uni-
versity of Delaware survey. The 
same survey determined that 81% 
of Democrat voters also support 
Internet neutrality.

Speaking in favor of net neu-
trality, President Barack Obama 
said, “The FCC was chartered to 
promote competition, innova-
tion, and investment in our net-
works. In service of that mission, 
there is no higher calling than 
protecting an open, accessible, 
and free Internet.”

The battle over the Inter-
net is a complicated one, as both 
sides are essentially fighting for a 
free Internet, at least rhetorically. 

Those in favor of net neutrality 
want to establish and protect a 
level playing field for all business-
es and consumers online. Those 
who oppose net neutrality want 
to protect the Internet from over-
bearing, bureaucratic government 
regulation.

If businesses are left to their 
own devices, there is some rea-
son to believe that they might 
do whatever it takes to make the 
most money, regardless of wheth-
er or not those actions are in 
keeping with what’s best for con-
sumers and Internet users across 
the country. Conversely, if we give 
the government regulatory pow-
er, there is no guarantee that that 
power will be wielded responsibly.  

Ultimately, the question 
should perhaps not be framed as, 
“Should we have an open Inter-
net?” but instead as, “Do we cur-
rently have an open Internet?” Is 
our current Internet landscape 
open and fair? Many believe that 
without government involve-
ment, the market for Internet ac-
cess could become too close to a 
monopoly.

On February 13, 2014, Com-
cast publicly announced plans for 
a $45 billion acquisition of Time 
Warner Cable. The two compa-
nies were not in direct competi-
tion for customers and, if they 
were to merge, the resulting con-
glomerate would control roughly 
two-thirds of the country’s cable 
television market, and an estimat-
ed 40-57 percent of public access 
to broadband Internet. After the 
vocal and fervent public debate 
over net neutrality in the year fol-
lowing the announcement, how-

ever, Comcast abandoned its plan 
to merge with Time Warner.

However, not long after 
Comcast walked away from the 
deal, Time Warner was pur-
chased for $55 billion by Charter 
Media. This merger, which was 
announced at the end of May, will 
mean Charter and Time Warner 
now control about 30% of broad-
band Internet service nationwide, 
and comes at a time when Time 
Warner is struggling to stay rel-
evant as a cable television provid-
er. This is because the market for 
paid television is in the midst of 

an immense transformation due 
to new competition from online 
streaming services.

There is still no conclusive 
answer as to why Comcast’s deal 
fell apart while Charter Media’s 
acquisition was successful.

On the local level, a monopo-
ly is pretty much already in place. 

Most areas can’t financially sup-
port the infrastructure necessary 
for there to be multiple, competi-
tive Internet service providers. 
According to Tim Worstall in 
Forbes magazine, “The costs of 
doubling [existing] infrastructure 
will be vastly higher than whatev-
er gains we might make from the 
competition,” Worstall writes.

The Internet is widely viewed 
as the most important develop-
ment of our era, both socially and 
economically. The Internet places 
the power of information and ex-
pression in the hands of the indi-

vidual in a way that has never be-
fore been possible. It is imperative 
that this new right is protected so 
that the sharing of information 
remains free. Freedom on the In-
ternet has advocates on both the 
left and the right side of the aisle, 
but the question will ultimately 
come down to one of how best to 

Doing the Minimum: The Fight for Fifteen
Brianna Clegg
Staff Writer

 This article was reprinted from 
our July 2015 issue, Vol. 4, No. 3. 
The minimum wage remains a 
hot button issue and we implore 
you to read beyond this article and 
further educate yourselves on this 
important topic.

 Growing up, I was always told 
that doing the minimum wasn’t 
enough. Work hard, put in the 
hours, and you will be recognized 
for your effort and rewarded ac-
cordingly. 
 But what if, in working hard, 
doing your best, and putting in 
the hours, you are only given the 
minimum in return? When your 
effort, no matter how much you 
put forth, is considered barely 
enough, how do you survive?
 For many Americans, espe-
cially those earning minimum 
wage, the answer to survival 
comes in the form of SNAP, WIC, 
Medicare, and the like. These so-
lutions, funded by public tax dol-
lars, compensate for the low wag-
es on which so many must live. In 
other words, the American public 
has been tasked with subsidizing 
low wages.
 In 2012, fast food workers in 
New York City rallied together to 
strike. Their goals were simple: 
a $15 an hour, industry-wide, 
minimum wage; and the right 
to unionize without the threat of 
employer retaliation. Since then, 
the movement has continued to 
grow and now includes workers 
from other low wage industries, 
from gas station atten-
dants, to airport workers, 
to homecare providers. 
April 15th, 2015 saw what 
the Guardian called “the 
largest protest by low-
wage workers in U.S. history.” 
Demonstrations occurred across 
the country, and the movement 
incurred a level of visibility that 
made it difficult to ignore.
 With the Fight for $15 Move-
ment, the question we as the 
American public are faced with 
is: should we raise the minimum 
wage? Finding information on 
the personal and national eco-
nomic effects of raising the mini-
mum wage in order to answer 
that question is not easy. 
 If you do a Google search, 
your results will likely show a 
50/50 split between attitudes of, 
“Raising the minimum wage will 
cause all American pies to burn 

in their ovens and the world to 
implode”; and, “Not raising the 
minimum wage will cause the 
world to descend into chaos as 
children and kittens die in the streets.” 
 A good place to start when 
deciphering such messages is 
with a little inquiry into when 
and why a minimum wage was 
first enacted. I turned to the Unit-
ed States Department of Labor 
(DOL) for some background.
 An increased demand for 
jobs after the Great Depression 
made it difficult for workers to 
negotiate a fair price for their la-
bor. To help pull the American 
people out of poverty and repair 
the economy, President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and many others 
spent years fighting for the rights 
of workers.
 Historically, fiscal conser-
vatives and the Supreme Court 
have been opposed to the idea of 
a federal minimum wage. How-
ever, a federal minimum wage of 
25 cents an hour was signed into 
law in 1938 as a part of the Fair 
Labor Standards Act. The night 
before signing the bill, President 
Roosevelt had this to say to his 
opponents: “Do not let any ca-
lamity-howling executive with an 
income of $1,000 a day … tell you 
… that a wage of $11 a week is go-
ing to have a disastrous effect on 
all American industry.”
 Federal minimum wage was 
first implemented to help im-
prove the lives of those support-
ing themselves and their families 
in a time where, for a lack of a 
better phrase, the economy was 
in the toilet. In order to assess the 

need for a minimum wage 

increase today, it is important to 
understand the current genera-
tion of minimum wage earners, 
to determine whether the finan-
cial demands they face are analo-
gous to those of earlier genera-
tions.
 There seems to be a general 

stereotype of the typical mini-
mum wage worker as a teenager 
looking for pocket change. As it 
turns out, the DOL reports that 
88% of minimum wage workers 
are at least 20 years old. About 
53% of minimum wage workers 
are also working full-time, and 
28% have children to provide for.
 These are people who are on 
their own. Or, if they’re not, they 
want to be. This likely applies 
even more so to older workers, of 
which there are plenty, as the av-
erage age of the minimum wage 
worker is 35.
 These are the people slapping 
together your Big Mac when you 
don’t feel like cooking; provid-
ing support to your grandmother 
who lives in an assisted living 
facility; ensuring your kids don’t 
drown at the community pool; 
and generally making sure that 
society is able to keep moving on 
a day-to-day basis.
 Even if we were to decide that 
minimum wage earners should 
receive a raise, before implement-
ing any wage increase, we must 
consider how it might impact 
job security. Many fiscal conser-
vatives look at labor as any other 
commodity: through the lens of 
tried and true economic princi-
ples. Namely, they site the law of 
demand: increasing the cost of a 
commodity, and demand for that 
commodity will decrease, and the 
extent of that decrease depends 
on the commodity’s price elastic-
ity of demand.
 Opponents of raising the 
minimum wage believe labor has 
an elasticity of an absolute value 
greater than one. This means that 
increasing the price of the com-
modity that is a worker’s labor 
will significantly decrease the 
employer’s demand for it; mean-
ing, employers will want fewer 
workers. Consequently, employ-
ers will hire less, and may even 
fire existing employees. Under 
these circumstances, increas-
ing the minimum wage would 

increase the rate of unem-
ployment, ultimately hurt-
ing the group of people the 
raise was intended to help 
in the first place.
 While oft cited as an ar-

gument against raising the mini-
mum wage, this exact scenario 
seems to be rooted more in eco-
nomic theory than marketplace 
reality: according to the DOL, 
very little effect on employment 
was found in a review of 64 stud-
ies on minimum wage increases. 

While some studies do show a 
slight increase in unemployment 
for low-wage earners, the vast 
majority of workers benefited.
This is because the excess produc-
tion costs associated with higher 
wages aren’t being absorbed by 
job cuts. Instead, production costs 
can be, and often are, mitigated 
through product price increases 
or through a marginal reduc-
tion in corporate profit margins. 
This reminds us that individuals 
are not the only concern when it 
comes to wage raises.
 Businesses are a major con-
cern, and rightly so. Businesses 
provide the jobs, and it is vital to 
the economy that the economic 
environment remains friendly 
towards businesses, and contin-
ues to foster growth and prosperity.
 But even here, we encounter 
less resistance than one might 
think. While increasing wages 
can affect businesses in negative 
ways through increased prices 
and (potentially) decreased prof-
its, it can also have positive ef-
fects on the business as a whole.
 According to the DOL, aca-
demic research has shown that 
higher wages increase employee 
loyalty and morale. These ef-
fects help balance potential losses 
incurred by higher wages. In-
creased worker loyalty means 
lower turnover rates which, in 
turn, mean less money spent on 
new-hire training. Improved mo-
rale among workers leads to in-
creased productivity, which only 
serves to benefit a company’s 
“bottom line.”  Businesses actual-
ly seem to do well when they pay 
a higher wage, even ones with 
notoriously small profit margins, 
like restaurants. 
 Unlike many other states, 
California does not have a lower 
minimum wage for tipped work-
ers. That means restaurant servers 
in California are paid $9 an hour, 
the state minimum, before tips. 
That is substantially more than 
what servers in most other states 
make: in New Jersey, for exam-
ple, servers can expect to be paid 
as little as $2.13 an hour, which is 
the federal minimum for tipped 
workers. Patrons are then left to 
make up the difference through 
tips (another example of public 
dollars subsidizing the low wages 
of private firms). The California 
Restaurant Association estimates 
that California’s restaurant indus-
try, already 1.4 million workers 
strong, will add another 145,900 
jobs over the next ten years.

 Regardless of whether we 
make the move to a $15 hourly 
minimum, it is pretty clear that 
with wages anywhere from $2.13 
to $7.25 an hour, we can afford a raise. 
 Minimum wage is not keep-
ing pace with inflation, and the 
longer we go without addressing 
this disparity, the further behind 
minimum wage workers will fall 
as their purchasing power lessens. 
According to the Pew Research 
Center, minimum wage has lost 
8.1% of its purchasing power 
since its last increase in 2009. 
 There are many factors to 
consider when it comes to wheth-
er or not to raise the minimum 

wage, as well as many valid con-
cerns about the effects it might 
have on the economy. But the 
fact of the matter is that low-wage 
jobs constitute the fastest growing 
employment sector in the nation, 
and the people working those jobs 
are not making enough money to 
make ends meet without the help 
of public assistance. Ignoring the 
problem of low wage poverty and 
hoping that a little more elbow 
grease will make it go away will 
only lead to more problems for 
the country as a whole.
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Not raising the 
minimum wage 

will cause the world 
to descend into 
chaos as children 
and kittens die 
in the streets.

Net Neutrality Threatened | Mike Licht
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COMMUNITY
SHOWCASE
BANNER PROGRAM

Building Community
Within Community
When you get right down to it, the word “community” means different 

things to different people. Some assume it’s little more than a shared zipcode, 
while others believe it’s the connections that form between people and their 
homes. At CGI Communications, we’re inclined to invest ourselves in the latter. 

It’s why we partner with communities throughout the US and Canada, and 
it’s why we’re proud to reintroduce our Street Banner Program. From defining 
neighborhoods to promoting upcoming events, street banners notify, beau-
tify, and unify communities of all sizes. Every day, they present an identity to 
waves of window-shopping pedestrians, ambitious bike-to-workers, and any-
one passing through by bus or car. They instill a sense of belonging which, 
when you get right down to it, is a pretty ideal interpretation of the word “com-
munity.”

We at CGI have been supporting communities like this for over thirty years, 
and we’re just getting started. Now, when you sign on to partner with our 
team, you can count on twenty-five free banners to adorn your main street or 
downtown areas, professionally designed to highlight the things people love 
and wonder about your area. Better still, local businesses can get involved by 
sponsoring additional signage. 

Learn more about signing up for the program.
Visit cgicompany.com today!

Call us today! 1.800.398.3029 x203
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