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Self-interest is  a clear and accepted economic concept.  Yet,  there 
are frequent ex amples  of people doing things  out of a s ens e of 
res pons ibility that may not be in their  best economic interest.  C an 
that sens e of self-respons ibility be developed and nurtured to 
provide public goods ? T he local community (churches ,  civic groups ,  
bus ines s es ,  interested people,  etc. ) often provides  s ervices  that 
government does  not provide directly:  
 

• Food s helves  
• C ouns eling 
• T emporary as s is tance 
• Volunteer firefighters  
• Volunteer teaching as s is tants  
• Roads ide pick -up of tras h 
• Shared neighborhood res pons ibility for a public park ,  

park way,  or garden.  
 
"We had better recogniz e from the start, " as s erted Schumpeter 
(1 9 4 7 ),  "that ex clus ive reliance on a purely altruistic s ens e of duty 
is  as  unrealis tic as  would a wholes ale denial of its  pos s ibilities . " 
Local government in the past was  not as  involved in the community 
life as  it is  today.  Problems  were either dealt with by the 
community,  or they were not dealt with at all.  T oday we've reached 
a point where fis cal s tres s  on local governments  is  so great,  we 
must as k  the tough questions :  What are the appropriate functions  
we s hould undertak e,  and which functions  s hould we return to the 
community? 
 
A good ex ample of this  is  youth s ports  activities .  A young pers on 
may participate in a public s ports  team through his / her s chool or 
park  recreation center,  but there are also privately funded "club" or 
"traveling" team options .  T he pres ident of St.  C loud State Univers ity 
has  s aid that further budget cuts  may require the dis continuation 
of the collegiate football team.  Brandl (1 9 9 8 ) made the argument 
that the community may provide the public s ervice les s  ex pens ively 
than the government,  s aving s ociety valuable resources .  
 

Tools: Community Responsibility 

"The two reasons that community could become a possible 
instrument of policy and a potential source of efficiency and 
innovation are that communities can inspire effort and creativity 
and they can get by with lower costs for management and 
oversight.”  John Brandl, 1998 

What are the 
appropriate functions  
local government 
s hould undertak e,  
and which functions  
s hould be returned to 
the community? 
 

http://www.amazon.com/Money-Good-Intentions-Are-Enough/dp/0815710593/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1292217398&sr=1-1�
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Phras es  lik e "load-s hedding" and "do it yours elf" are part of 
community res pons ibility.  C ommunity rehabilitation of juvenile 
offenders  is  an alternative to government jails .  Do we have to have 
organiz ed s ports  at a park ,  or could the children organiz e 
thems elves  into teams ? 
 
Public volunteering may became more popular.  T he us hers  at the 
Guthrie T heater are all volunteers ,  for instance.  If  nonprofits  us e 
volunteers  for up to 1 0  percent or more of their work force,  should 
local governments  do so as  well? T oday,  there are volunteer 
teacher’ s  aides  in the s chools ,  volunteer fire fighters  in cities ,  and 
volunteers  in the s heriffs ’  offices  in the counties .  C an this  be 
ex panded? 
 
Nonprofits  have proliferated in Minnesota as  part of a community 
res pons e to those things  that either government is n’t doing,  
does n’t do well or needs  help doing.  C an nonprofits  become major 
players  in s upplanting government activities ? A resource lik e a 
public s enior center may need to become a community 
res pons ibility.  
 
T echnology has  increas ed the opportunities  for community 
involvement.  For ex ample,  citiz en drivers  can call 9 1 1  to report 
roads ide emergencies .  Or,  a new s mart phone application allows  
citiz ens  to tak e a picture of a pothole and trans mit the image and 
precis e location to the appropriate local officials .  
 

T o illustrate the problem to redes ign methodology for this  s ection,  
an ex ample of new s occer fields  follows :  
 
Step 1 .  C learly define the problem 
Need for additional gras s  fields  for 
recreation.  
 
Step 2 .  State the des ired 
meas urable outcome 
C reate four more soccer fields  in 
the North Mank ato area.  
 
Step 3 .  Investigate why traditional approaches  aren't work ing 
C ity buys  land and develops  new fields  for s occer by itself ;  the city 
has  to maintain the park s  and s omeone has  to s chedule the us e of 
the park s ,  all at s ignificant costs .  
 
Step 4 .  Identify alternative theories  or as s umptions  that addres s  
the problem 
Youth s ports  are a community res pons ibility,  not a government 
one.  
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Step 5 .  Innovate and redes ign 
T he North Mank ato Soccer As sociation helped fund the 
construction of four new s occer fields  on Mank ato Area Public 
School property work ing with the C ity of North Mank ato.  A local 
engineering firm provided the grading plan at cost.  
 
Real ex amples  of community res pons ibility include:  
 

• Minneapolis  Downtown Improvement District:  A nonprofit 
organiz ation whos e mis s ion is  to preserve and beautify the 
Minneapolis  downtown area;  they chiefly achieve this  by 
removing graffiti,  pick ing up litter and ass is ting pedestrians .  

• C his ago County Unwanted Medications  Dis pos al Program:  
Provides  C his ago C ounty res idents  a place to s afely dis pos e 
of unwanted medications .  

• North Mank ato Soccer Fields :  An instance in which the 
community s tepped in to finance and build s occer fields .  

• Albert Lea and Freeborn C ounty Humane Society Animal 
Services :  A nonprofit organiz ation that provides  the animal 
control s ervices  in Freeborn C ounty.  

• White Bear Arts  Education:  Provides  art education and 
enrichment in the White Bear Lak e community.  

• Volunteering in Red Wing:  Due to budget constraints ,  the C ity 
of Red Wing now has  a volunteer coordinator who recruits  
volunteers  to ex ecute activities  formerly done by city 
employees .  

• Friends  of the Park  in Redwood Falls :  An independent 
organiz ation that operates  under the umbrella of Redwood 
Area C ommunities  Foundation,  Inc.  T he board’ s  mis s ion is  to 
have a s ource of funds  through tax -deductible private 
donations ,  grants  and fundrais ers  that can be us ed to 
maintain and improve Alex ander Rams ey Park .  

• Defined Contribution Pens ion Plans :  T hes e plans  s hift the 
investment decis ions  from the government to the individual.  
 

Obvious ly,  the quality of community efforts  can vary acros s  the 
state.  Family incomes ,  geography,  and local traditions  may hinder 
the ability of some communities  to res pond lik e others .  And some 
communities  may not have the neces s ary leaders hip.  Furthermore,  
tax payers  may res ent paying their  "fair  share" for government and 
then being as k ed to s upport s ome things  that government 
traditionally provided.  
 
Further information is  available at T he Humphrey School of Public 
Affairs  Local Government Innovations  Webs ite.  
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