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Big Cities Progress While Congress Gridlocks 
 
By Chris Doege 
 
The 113th U.S. Congress has little to show for the first half of its session. So far 
fewer than 70 bills have passed the House of Representatives and Senate. 
Ideological polarization now characterizes Congress more so than compromise.  
Popular endeavors such as universal background checks for firearm purchases 
and immigration reform have gone by the wayside, and fights over the debt 
ceiling caused a government shutdown. Because 2014 is an election year, it is 
unlikely Congress will be active this year. Coming off the 112th Congress that 
passed an all-time low 231 bills that became law, it is fair to say that the United 
States Congress has become the place where good ideas go to die. 
 
Chicago 
 
Juxtapose this with the city of Chicago, a large and culturally diverse city, which 
has waded through tough economic times and achieved a stronger business 
climate, significant progress in education, transportation and infrastructure, and 
has realized higher overall livability.  
 
In a recent JFK Jr. Forum hosted by the Institute of Politics at Harvard’s Kennedy 
School of Government Chicago’s mayor, Rahm Emanuel, provided his vision and 
plans for the city. Expansion of O’Hare International Airport will increase the city’s 
connectivity with the rest of the world and attract more businesses to Chicago. 
Refurbishments to the city’s rail and bus systems will increase usage and shorten 
commute times. Increased investment in city parks will ensure that every child in 
Chicago is within a ten-minute walk of a park, and a renewed focus on the city’s 
community colleges will ensure that a two-year degree earned in Chicago will 
have requisite economic value when students begin searching for employment 
upon graduation. Furthermore, during Rahm Emanuel’s tenure student 
graduation rates have increased, the number of Level One schools has 
increased, access to all day kindergarten has increased and overall crime has 
decreased. Clearly Chicago is moving in the right direction, and unlike Congress, 
good ideas have taken hold and vastly improved the city. What stands out is not 
only Emanuel’s idealism but also his pragmatism. Many of the city’s 
improvements are paid for and have already been implemented, or will be 
implemented in the coming years.  
 
Rahm Emanuel is a seasoned politician. He served as President Obama’s Chief 
of Staff, served in the U.S. House of Representatives, and served as a Senior 
Advisor to President Clinton prior to being elected mayor of Chicago in 2011.  
During his Harvard Kennedy School interview, he notes that the “single greatest 
job I’ve ever had is being mayor of the City of Chicago.”  While many people may 
see this as pandering, I find it illuminating of the current state of public service in 
America. He explains this statement by saying “nowhere else, being Chief of 
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Staff for the President of the United States, Senior Advisor to the President, can 
you move the needle so much for a community; and while there are lows there 
are great highs. You can actually get stuff done.” 
 
Los Angeles 
 
Chicago is not alone in envisioning and pursuing a better future for its city. In a 
her recent Huffington Post article, This is What Los Angeles Could Look Like in 
2033 – Kathleen Miles describes dozens of new and future projects planned for 
the City of Angels. The City of Los Angeles is looking to add more parks, restore 
a 51-mile corridor along the LA River, install high speed rail, expand its subway 
system, revitalize downtown Los Angeles’s theatre district, and pursue a number 
of other projects designed specifically to improve the livability of Los Angeles. 
Los Angeles has identified a number of their problems and is looking for ways to 
“get stuff done.” 
  

Reflections of a U.S. Peace Corps Volunteer 
 
For many of us pursuing careers in public service, “getting stuff done” is 
paramount. I am currently living in Azerbaijan serving as a U.S. Peace Corps 
Volunteer. Whether it’s teaching English, putting on summer leadership camps 
for Azeri youth, working with my host nongovernmental organization, or coaching 
softball and Frisbee teams, I 
have the opportunity to directly 
serve my community on a daily 
basis – including living with my 
host family and celebrating my 
host brother Mirze’s birthday 
party. In the Peace Corps, you 
are given the opportunity to get 
stuff done as long as you have 
the ambition to do so. With my 
service ending at the end of 
this year and my interest in 
pursuing a career in public 
service growing, it is important 
that I find an opportunity to 
continue positively bringing 
about change to my 
community in the United States. 
 
Careers in public service are not for everyone. Often times you are asked to work 
long hours for less pay than what would be expected in the private sector, but we 
do it because we want to make a positive impact on the communities we work 
and live. Mayor Rahm Emanuel in Chicago and the City of Los Angeles are just 
two examples of many where public servants are making a difference in their 
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communities. Initially, I thought involvement in Congress, as a congressman, 
lobbyist, or policy advisor, would be a great avenue to bring about positive 
change. However, it is apparent that the current political climate in our Nation’s 
capital has rendered even the most ambitious public servant nearly powerless. 
Perhaps the most effective venue for bringing about positive change is in local 
government. 
 
Chris Doege is currently serving as a PCV in Shamkir, Azerbaijan. His 
assignment as a Youth Development Volunteer offers him many avenues to do 
stuff – to reach out, connect with and receive immediate feedback from his host 
community. Chris can be reached at: cdoege01@gmail.com.      
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