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to date has eased—though not eliminated—the
crisis of public spending. The strategy consisted
of one part budgeting and project financing,
one part contracting, and one part personnel.

Delivering operational improvements
New Orleans effectively had multiple flavors of
funding with which to complete infrastructure
work—its own bond money, FEMA funds, federal
community-development funds, and several
types of funds from the state of Louisiana—each
with its own set of purposes and restrictions,

and all of which needed to be coordinated into a
single strategic construction program. To do so,
my team created the first integrated capital and
operating budget in the city’s history, providing
transparency into which projects were fully funded,
where funds were currently deployed, and where
gaps in project financing remained. Previously, the
city had separate capital and operating budgets.
The creation of an integrated budget enabled the
city to evaluate projects that required financing
through both capital funds and operating funds.
Among other tasks, my team designed, codified,
and implemented procedures for accessing a new
type of state funding. To date, the city has spent
close to $300 million on recovery projects.

New Orleans also needed to expand its project-
management capacity significantly. The city
selected a global engineering firm to administer
the hundreds of design and construction

projects efficiently and with the urgency required.
Once the contract had been negotiated and the
engineering firm was on board, I facilitated meet-
ings between its staff and the city’s finance,

legal, and planning teams to ensure that roles,
responsibilities, and deliverables were clear

and that the teams could work together seamlessly.

But contracting for capacity is not enough. Every
government contract needs a capable contract
administrator with the appropriate level of author-
ity, access, and incentives to protect the interest
of the public and ensure that the contractor
delivers value. The mayor agreed to create a new
position—a director of capital projects—to over-
see the city’s facilities work. The Civil Service
Commission approved the creation of this new
non-civil-service role, and the city filled the posi-
tion in spring 2008.

Striking the right balance

Issues of financial and operational capacity are
often determined by legacy rules and proce-
dures designed in “peace time,” which can substan-
tially impair a government’s ability to respond to

a crisis. Each of the changes made in New Orleans
city government was accompanied by signifi-

cant internal debate, and it took months of process
redesigh—requiring the skills of the city’s top
lawyers, administrators, and policy makers—to
craft a system that could deliver the recovery
projects the public was waiting for.
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Government does not spend money quickly, and Government at all levels benefits tremendously
most of the time we don’t want it to. But in when public servants apply energy, analysis,
emergency situations, we need and expect public and creativity to solving operational problems. To
policy to be executed at light speed. The challenge my own surprise, both my greatest contribu-

is to create the right balance between account- tions and my greatest satisfaction came in design-
ability and transparency on the one hand, and ing, negotiating, and implementing operational
responsiveness on the other. As we watch govern- improvements. When I look back on my time
ments tackle the economic downturn with a in New Orleans, what I miss most is the fulfillment
series of stimulus packages, this distinction will that comes with putting the right process or the
become particularly relevant. States and cities right expertise in place and watching the system
charged with administering public stimulus funds begin to function differently to help a city rise to
should start to build their internal capacity the greatest challenge in its history.o

immediately by integrating their budgets, perfect-
ing the processes and procedures that govern
access to their financing vehicles, contracting for
the services needed for project delivery, and
creating appropriate leadership positions and iden-
tifying talent to fill them.

Becca O’Brien worked for the City of New Orleans from 2006 to 2008. She is currently a consultant in McKinsey’s
Washington, DC, office. Copyright © 2009 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved.
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