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July 14, 2009

Dear Colleagues,

On Friday, July 10th, the Executive Committee of the Society of Government Economists met to discuss ongoing projects and new initiatives.  As the new President of the SGE, I realize that there is a great deal of work ahead of us to make the next year successful. I present below the highlights of the meeting and the status of our current projects, and my personal views on my new responsibility as SGE’s President. 

As I see it, the SGE has been quite successful in recent times in our presence at the annual meetings of the American Economic Association, our monthly luncheons and evening seminars, and our own SGE conferences.  However, I also see that over the years we have been slipping in our size and influence, and in our administrative infrastructure.  To be more specific, I have been told by SGE old timers that SGE is not what it used to be.  During the late 1970s, for example, SGE had about 900 members, and had luncheon seminars of its own—not jointly held with the National Economists Club (NEC) as they are today.  Those monthly SGE seminars were often attended by over 100 people.  And, our membership was quite active in those days, when SGE had a widely circulating newsletter, its elections that were seriously contested, etc. 

In sharp contrast to those golden days of SGE, today our membership count is around 300 (by the most liberal estimate) — a third of what it used to be, even though there are many more government economists today than there used to be.  With the exception of Deirdre McCloskey’s presentation in December (who pulled in a very large audience), our monthly luncheons with the NEC have been lucky to have more than five SGE members attending, with the NEC providing another 30 or so attendees to make the luncheon a decent-size gathering.  Our evening seminars have had better success, but they have been infrequent, and appear to be attended mostly by non-SGE members.  

The SGE newsletter (or “Monthly Bulletin”) has not been produced in a long time.  Moreover, we are no longer able simply to post it, because we are in a transition stage where we have yet to establish a new “permanent home” for our website and email correspondence.  And, with regard to our elections this last time around, not only were there no contested cases for any of the officer and board member positions, but the election participation itself was abysmal.  As I see it, we have slid down considerably, and we are operating far below what people would expect from the one nonprofit organization in the United States that exists specifically for government economists.  My intent, of course, is not to criticize the SGE for what has happened to it over the past 30 years, but to see this as the strong rationale for a new call for action.  We need to “bring SGE back,” not only to the status it once had, but to an even greater status that it ever had.

The last time I peeked at some BLS data about government economists, there were about 4,000 economists who work for the Federal government alone.  And there are probably at least that many other government economists who work for state and local governments. As you know, SGE membership is not restricted to government employees alone, so in addition, there must be several thousand other people who are not government economists but who are interested in the economics that is done by government, and they are thus also potential members of SGE.  By representing such a large population of professionals, there is so much more that SGE could be than what it is right now.

Having heard stories from our predecessors about the days when the SGE had 900 members, had a widely distributed newsletter, and big events, I am reminded of the kind of inspirational movies one often sees about organizations that were once much stronger, and then they fell, but later on, by the end of the movie they are brought back, stronger than they ever were.  In one of my favorite movies of this kind, the Blues Brothers Movie,  the characters of Jake and Elwood Blues are faced with the task of re-establishing their band after it had dissolved.  Throughout the movie, they continually meet up with past members, who were initially quite skeptical about the idea.  But the Blues Brothers persisted in explaining how they are “bringing back the band.”  It is in this spirit, that I am approaching my one-year term as SGE presidency—we are bringing back the band!
In this spirit I plan on inviting former presidents of the SGE to take part in the upcoming conference on September 21st, where we will ask them to speak to us about “What was SGE doing during their presidency, and what SGE should be doing today?”

We are working on the idea of developing possible chapters of SGE of various groups of economists in specific areas.  In addition, we are discussing with the National Economists Club, and with other groups, the possibility of our jointly establishing a consortium of Washington, DC area economics groups that will mutually publicize each other’s events and encourage (and subsidize) joint attendance of such events.  I will keep you informed on how these projects are going.  In the meantime, we are collaborating with other economics groups to cross-advertise and attend each other’s events.  As an example, SGE is distributing an advertisement for a happy hour with the USDA Economists Group that will be held on Thursday, July 16th, where SGE members are also invited.

I want to emphasize an important point, even at the risk of sounding a bit cliché.  As I see it, neither I, nor the SGE Board, are the “Society of Government Economists” — you, the SGE members are The Society of Society of Government Economists.  We, the entire membership, make the SGE whatever it is, and whatever it can become.  Ultimately, it is up to all of us to make these projects successful, and therefore I am counting on SGE members to help the SGE leadership accomplish our shared goals.

In other words, we need your help—not necessarily in terms of your time (which I realize is often too difficult), nor your money (which don’t come easy either)—but at least in terms of your agreement with, and support of, the general principle that the SGE can and should be larger and more influential organization than it is right now. If our members believe this, then I think we are more than halfway home to becoming a much more important organization, that will be more beneficial to government economists, to the economics community in general, and to society as a whole.

If you do have time to help us with any of our projects, your help would be most welcome.  It is my philosophy that the SGE leadership should have an open and transparent relationship with the SGE membership, where SGE members’ opinions and ideas are encouraged and appreciated.  In this regard, I invite all of you to email me at steven.payson@airleap.org with your comments, questions, and suggestions.

I have organized below the latest news on our ongoing projects:

SGE Conference on September 21st.  This is where we need the most help, as soon as possible!  We need, most of all, for people to apply to present papers or organized sessions (see our call for papers) and to serve as discussants and session chairs (for those sessions SGE will organize itself).  We also need general help with outreach and conference registration.  In addition, if any of you are Department of Transportation employees, especially at 1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE, we can really use your help to escort visitors to the Conference Center in the same building (as required by security).  Please see our recent SGE Call for Volunteers.

Call for Additional Volunteers in New Committees.  Besides volunteers for the  conference in September (who would work in our 2009 Conference Committee), after the conference we will be calling for volunteers for new committees.  These additional committees will include:

Outreach Committee to help publicize other events and build-up SGE’s inventory of outreach materials such as pamphlets and business cards.

IT Committee to greatly improve our website, to enable us to have our own email address (which we have had in the past), etc.

History Committee to help us “unearth” and perhaps write about SGE’s rich history of accomplishments, and to develop a new system to access our historical records and to document our recent and current records.

Bylaws Committee to explore the possibility of amendments to SGE’s bylaws to facilitate an expanded and more effective organization.  Such amendments might include, for example, rules regarding the establishment of SGE Chapters and allowance for more Board Members.

Newsletter Committee to bring back the SGE Monthly Bulletin.

Evening Seminar Committee to plan for evening seminars, happy hours, and other special events.

2010 Conference Committee to plan for the SGE Conference in 2010 and SGE’s participation in the AEA meetings in January 2011.

Upcoming AEA Meetings.  I am glad to say that, through the help of several board members, officers, and volunteers, we are now well positioned for the annual meetings of the American Economic Association that will take place in Atlanta in January 2010.  We will have seven sessions at the AEA meetings, which were competitively chosen and organized through a double-blind peer review process.  As a result, we will be coming to the AEA meetings with very high quality presentations, as important contributors to economic thought within the economics community.  We are also making other plans for the AEA meetings, such as the reception that we have each year.

Monthly Luncheons.  Our monthly luncheons, which we have held jointly with the National Economists Club, have been also been quite successful.  This Thursday, July 16th, we will be featuring Dr. Mark J. Lewis, President-elect of the American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics (see http://www.sge-econ.org/luncheons/luncheons.htm for details).  Our distinguished presenters over the past year have included, for example, Professor Deirdre McCloskey, and Dr. Phillip Swagel (former Assistant Secretary for Economic Policy at the Treasury).  And, our line-up for future luncheons include Professor Robert Gordon on September 10th and Dr. Susan Offutt (Chief Economists at the Government Accountability Office) on October 15th.

Evening Seminars and Happy Hours.  Because of the immediate need for work on our annual conference in September, and the devotion of resources to this effort, we are postponing additional evening seminars and happy hours until after the conference.

I realize that our plans are somewhat ambitious, but they are all within our capabilities.  As I have suggested, I view our biggest project to be that of promoting the widespread perspective that the Society of Government Economists can be a more influential organization, and can continue to promote the important work that we do, as government economists or as analysts of government economics.  But, in the end, the leaders of SGE, including myself especially, are very limited in what we, ourselves, can do.  We depend heavily on the support and participation of the SGE members.  So please, let us all work together, to bring back the band, and make the Society of Government Economists the best one it ever was!

Finally, I do realize this has been a long letter, and I truly appreciate the time you have given it.

Sincerely,
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Dr. Steven Payson

President, Society of Government Economists
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