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Hopeful solutions for a troubled city

For all the wrong reasons, a national spotlight is shining on 
Chicago. The city has become known for its violence, police 
abuse, parent and teacher unrest, population decline, and 
mounting municipal and pension debt. The underlying problem, 
contend Ed Bachrach and Austin Berg, is that deliberative 
democracy is dead in the city. Chicago is home to the last 
strongman political system in urban America. The mayor holds 
all the power, and any perceived checks on mayoral control 
are often proven illusory. Rash decisions have resulted in poor 
outcomes. The outrageous consequences of unchecked power 
are evident in government failures in elections, schools, fiscal 
discipline, corruption, public support for private enterprise, 
policing, and more.
 
Rather than simply lament the situation, criticize specific 
leaders, or justify an ideology, Bachrach and Berg compare 
the decisions about Chicago’s governance and finances 
with choices made in fourteen other large US cities. The 
problems that seem unique to Chicago have been encountered 
elsewhere, and Chicagoans, the authors posit, can learn from 
the successful solutions other cities have embraced.
 
Chicago government and its citizens must let go of the past 
to prepare for the future, argue Bachrach and Berg. A future 
filled with demographic, technological, and economic change 
requires a government capable of responding and adapting. 
Reforms can transform the city. The prescriptions for change 
provided in this book point toward a hopeful future: the New 
Chicago Way.
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“The New Chicago Way reveals how serious Chicago’s 
government problems are and how they are related to each 
other. More important, it provides a comprehensive solu-
tion to those problems. It should be read by scholars, public 
interest groups, and the public.”—Dick Simpson, author of 
The Good Fight: Life Lessons from a Chicago Progressive 
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 Preface: The Field 
A rubber-stamp city council, a lapdog board appointed by the mayor, hurried decisions, clout-heavy contracts, 
lack of fiscal considerations, secrecy, centralization, and destruction: these are hallmarks of Chicago 
governance. This is the Chicago Way, and it was on display at the dismantling of Meigs Field in 2003.

 Introduction: The Cost of One-Man Rule 
This chapter lays out the elements of mayoral control, its results, and an outline of areas in need of change. 

1. Cutting the Mayor Down to Size
The authors show how a strong city council must challenge the leader’s ideas, describing a new city council 
structure with fewer members, revised selection, elimination of wards and aldermanic executive functions, 
the creation of robust independent committees, and the creation of new elected city offices.

2.  Discouraging Democracy
Municipal elections are designed to minimize voter turnout and election choices. Intercity comparisons 
reveal Chicago is an outlier, and certain changes must be made.  

3. Governing the Schools and the City
The current mayor’s dealings with the schools highlight a fraught relationship. The authors offer several 
schemes whereby Chicagoans, the majority of whom prefer an elected school board, can achieve their 
desired democracy and avoid union capture.   

4. Chicago’s Fiscal Ruin
The reforms described in this book will be incapable of changing the city without special fiscal disciplines. 
New York City’s brush with bankruptcy offers crucial lessons.

5. Pension Apocalypse Now, Not Later
Chicago’s pension debt is the worst of any city in America and is greater than fourty-four of the fifty US 
states. How did it get so bad? And what can be done to put this problem behind us?.

6. Overdue Oversight and the Reality of Corruption
It is often forgotten that the city has taken material steps to prevent corruption. Those steps have had real 
effects on city government, and the current oversight structure may need only a few simple changes to 
begin restoring trust in institutions.

7. Public Support for Private Enterprise at the Metropolitan Pier and Exposition Authority
The modern history of the nation’s largest convention center begins with a blaze. Decades later, 
McCormick’s checkbook is still ablaze as the convention center sucks up subsidies from the state and city 
and imposing increasingly burdensome taxes on residents and visitors. Who wins, when taxpayers lose? 

8. Policing in Chicago
When it comes to public safety, Chicago’s status quo seems to prioritize the interests of political actors and 
inept police officers. Chicago must learn from other big cities, Los Angeles in particular, that have tackled 
seemingly intractable policing challenges to become models of justice and efficiency.  

9. Creations of the State
If Chicago is to make the changes described and recommended in this book, it would be best served by 
adopting a charter and a legitimate charter revision process. Unfortunately, Chicago and the state of Illinois 
have created a legal environment that currently does not allow for a charter. 

10. The Audacity of Hope? 
The words of President Barack Obama’s iconic speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention help 
set the stage for a Chicago comeback. 

Appendixes
A. Proposed Governance Changes, Policies, and Actions
B. Survey of Governance Characteristics of the Fifteen Largest US Cities by Population
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