
The Charter Agencies Initiative
By Jim Chrisinger

Introduction
Iowa’s Charter Agencies Initiative, originally developed by the Public 

in a series of programs implemented by Iowa Governor Tom Vilsack to ad-

reduced costs, and greater freedom for state agencies (and the Governor’s 

A Charter Agency is a “state department or division that has been given 

purpose in a more innovative, results-oriented way.”1   Such agencies may 

bypass many of the paperwork requirements and regulations to which other 

with new ways to increase revenue and cut costs without compromising 

The Problem
-

echoed the Governor’s sentiments, referring to that year as “hard times” for 

Iowa and occurred despite previous measures to balance the state budget. 
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-

This led to reform acts designed to limit spending 

to 99 percent of adjusted revenues and to create a 

reserve fund for economic downturns.6 

As in other states, Iowa’s economic picture bright-

 However, this growth did 

-

lion in transfers from sources outside of the general 

a downward trend in Iowa revenue fund growth from 

The Solution

proposal to actual implementation, the process took 

pitched to legislators. The bill met some resistance, 

though no parties actively campaigned against it.  It 

was enacted in May of the same year.

.

These are:

-

view of Charter Agencies, such Agencies must:

contributed savings or additional revenues. Charter 

Agencies must collectively come up with at least $15 

million each year.

accepting cutbacks in their general fund allocations, 

11

from across-the-board budget cuts that the Governor 

could be legally bound to order. Such cuts occurred 

-

ter Agency is required to meet with the governor and 

create an “annual performance agreement” that offers 

11 

The document is made public and forwarded to the 

general assembly for review.

Agency directors are empowered to choose procure-

ment techniques, general services, and information 

technology. These agencies’ freedom to waive ad-

revenue. This results-based initiative uses free market 

principles to foster a competitive, entrepreneur-

Management’s overview of Charter Agencies boldly 

proclaims, “Getting things done is more important 

than not doing anything wrong.”

Charter Agencies can reap the rewards of innovation 

and long-term planning. Where not prohibited by 

statute, agencies are allowed to retain all proceeds 

from asset sales and leases,11 an “agreed-upon per-

centage” of new revenues generated,1 and half their 

11 In ad-

dition, Charter Agency directors can receive bonuses 

directly from the governor and dole out bonuses to 

11

Without money, even the best ideas can be delayed 

or not acted upon. To address this, Charter Agencies 
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techniques.11, 18

Most Charter Agency directors did not immediately 

was attributed to deeply ingrained bureaucratic 

patterns. As evidence of the slow adoption of reform, 

were created.

Management, along with the Public Strategies Group, 

undertook a program to educate all parties involved 

about what the legislation allows and what actions 

are appropriate. The effort is intended to assuage the 

agencies, and state legislators.

Iowa has seen concrete results from the Charter 

cites numerous improvements in state services since 

coverage for children, Corrections increased the 

number of probationers successfully completing their 

69 percent.16

As for closing Iowa’s budget gap, Charter Agencies 

$15 million target each year in savings or entrepre-

-

16 As this is being writ-

ten, charter agencies are projected to collect at least 

16

of Human Services, noted that Charter Agency status 

enabled his department to gain greater authority over 

months ahead of schedule.

Lynn Walding, administrator of the Iowa Alcoholic 

status enabled him to successfully reduce costs even 

as gas prices rose, to compete effectively with the 

private sector as a provider of services, and more ef-

fectively manage personnel.

In spite of this success, practitioners do see the 

-

tions for agencies might be based on the anticipation 

of annual revenue growth from an atypical base year. 

Subsequent goals could become unrealistic, pun-

ishing agencies for falling short of an unreachable 

standard.  This risk makes clear that any sweeping 

reform program requires a commitment to constant 

evaluation and active management.

Relevance to Massachusetts
Massachusetts, like Iowa, relies on state agencies to 

provide many vital services. While such agencies 

may once have been able to count on steady funding 

increases, the Commonwealth has consistently elect-

45 percent voted for ballot question 1, a referendum 

19 The message 

However, Massachusetts faces a number of chal-

lenges that will require investments to maintain and 

enhance economic competitiveness. Lawmakers are 

currently wrestling with bills that would dramatically 

increase investment in public higher education and 

poorly. The multi-year cost of these programs could 

be around $1 billion. An early childhood education 

several years.

The Commonwealth’s roads, bridges and transit 

systems also require investments that could be on the 

tentative agreement has been reached on a plan to
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long-term challenges require the Commonwealth to 

seek savings wherever possible.

Conclusion
-

-

ing agreements, due process, and health and safety 

standards. Similar reforms could be a politically 

palatable way to help Massachusetts’seek increased 

11 
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