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Frank Gorga 
Frank Gorga, a professor of chemical  
science at the College, is also an 
accomplished amateur photographer.  
More of his photographic work can be  
found on his personal website  
http://photo.gorga.org.

Three Leaves (2007)
While taking an after Thanksgiving dinner walk in a park in Larchmont, 
NY, I was struck by the variety of colors, shapes and textures below my 
feet. Much to the chagrin of those I was walking with I began to search for 

“photo quality” leaves to take home. I had this very clear idea that when I 
got them to my studio, I could illuminate the leaves with a light source at 
an oblique angle and nicely accentuate the textures.
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Every electoral campaign for the White House there is 
the inevitable blame game played by the candidates as 
they regularly point out what they claim are the evils 
that are contributing to the downfall of this country 
and the evildoers who are complicit in this downfall. 
This presidential election is no different. If you listen 
to the endless speechifying of the Democrats and 
Republican hopefuls that started over a year ago you 
will find a common list of the sources of national de-
cline. Since it’s my job to listen to this speechifying and 
then try and make sense of it to my students, here is a 
list of the usual suspects in this year’s presidential race: 
 The oil companies 
 Financial speculators 
 Hollywood 
 The Federal Reserve 
 Illegal Immigrants 
 The NAFTA agreement 
 Congressional spending 
 The tax code 
 The super rich 
 And last but not least President George W. Bush

Now with each one of these popular evils and evildo-
ers there is certainly a nugget of blame that is well 
deserved. The fact that we as a nation are currently in 
the dumps is in part the result of the miscalculation, 
the incompetence, the ineffectiveness, the selfishness, 
the greed and the excess of the these ten suspects. But 
they are not the whole story; in fact they are only 
partial contributors to the current malaise. There are far 
more central reasons why we are in a down period, and 
perhaps in a permanent decline. No matter what the 
politicians say about what’s wrong with this country, 
here’s a list of the real evils and evildoers that are at the 
core of our national problems.

We love the Chinese—they make just about every-
thing we use, they are a major cause of skyrocketing gas 
prices, and they are the real reason for our job losses and 
the decline of the dollar, yet we treat them as our valued 
friend; some friend.

A $1 trillion war in Iraq—Can you just image what 
we could do with that money on the domestic front? 
One hour of the war costs an estimated $46 million, 
with that money from just that one hour we could im-
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Editor’s Notebook
A Political Reality Check

prove, repair and modernize 20 schools in this country. 
Talk about mixed up priorities.

Credit card debt—Worldwide it is currently $5.2 
trillion and we in the United States contribute 40% 
of that debt. The average personal credit card debt is 
over $6,700. Whatever happened to pinching pennies? 
Wouldn’t it be better to put money into the bank every 
once and awhile, rather than splurge on that wide 
screen television?

An aversion to paying taxes—For some strange rea-
son we have bought into the view that ignoring paying 
for schools, bridges, scientific research, and health care is 
good national policy. Investing in public goods is what 
civilized societies do in order to make life better. We on 
the other hand would rather put tax money in our pock-
ets and watch as our quality of life deteriorates.

The Britney Spears effect—We live in a popular 
culture that is inane and insane, as a result we live in 
a nation where ignorance is cool and the lives of B-list 
starlets are of great social importance. Are our lives 
so vacant that we get pleasure from watching people 
destroy themselves? There is a simple solution—read  
a book.

Washington is broken—But remember, we elected 
Washington.

Income inequality—One of the richest nations on the 
earth and we have over 37 million people in poverty and 
worse yet, Americans were surprised and shocked to 
see that poor people lived in New Orleans. Isn’t it time 
we spent some of our energy and resources to close the 
poverty gap?

It’s all about me—We have become a nation that 
thrives on a stubborn refusal to make the sacrifices to 
save this country. Why do we cling to the belief that 
bigger is better, and what’s so great about our passion  
to buy more “stuff”?

We hate the government—Yes, government is intru-
sive and too often stupid, but as the last few years have 
proven, if we don’t have government then what we  
get is an economy that is run for self-interest not na-
tional interest, regular rip-offs of the consumer and an 
army of foreclosures, bankruptcies and workers living 
on the margins. 

In the old comic strip Pogo, the wise reptile says “I have 
seen the enemy and it is us.” Before we buy into our 
politicians playing the blame game and pointing fingers, 
we should first look at ourselves. Maybe, just maybe, 
we are the problem.

—Michael Kryzanek, editor.
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INTRODUCTION 
Little did I know as I moved from Oregon to 
Massachusetts in 1988 that I would soon be witness to 
one of the most complex and expensive megaprojects 
in North America. Actually, I’d never heard of the term 
“megaproject,” a point of ignorance I shared with most 
of the planet’s population. I’ve since found that experts 
in the field define a megaproject as a publicly funded in-
frastructure project that costs in excess of a billion dol-
lars and requires more than a decade to plan, design, and 
construct. Boston’s $15 billion Central Artery/Third 
Harbor Tunnel (CA/T) Project still hits the top of the 
chart for cost and complexity on the list of megaproj-
ects undertaken in the last two decades of the twentieth 
century. The CA/T Project provides a rich laboratory 
for studying the inner workings of these mammoth and 
costly undertakings. 

My 13-year stint in the Massachusetts Office of the 
Inspector General would expose me to many things, in-
cluding the interior machinations of planning, designing 
and constructing Boston’s CA/T Project. In fact, then 
Inspector General Joseph Barresi and his First Assistant, 
Steve Cotton, eventually tasked me with creating a 
multidisciplinary team to monitor what would become 
known as the “Big Dig” project. I soon learned that the 
structural and civil engineering aspects of the project 
paled in comparison to the political and social engineer-
ing that was needed to sustain momentum toward 
completion. Now, 20 years after my first introduction to 
the Big Dig, I still marvel at the audacity of the project 
champions. I hope that, by the end of this article, I’ve 
succeeded in peeling back some of the layers of the Big 
Dig’s complexity and piquing the reader’s interest in 
the megaproject phenomenon.

ON MEGAPROJECTS AND THE BIG DIG 
Across the nation, taxpayers (and toll and rate-
payers) pump billions of dollars into public works 
megaprojects. The projects range in type and location 
from the Alameda Corridor (Los Angeles, California) 
to the Denver International Airport (Colorado) to 
the Woodrow Wilson Bridge (connecting Virginia, 
Maryland, and DC). Beyond our borders, we marvel 
at the $16 billion 30-mile English Channel Tunnel and 
the Chinese government’s $25 billion dollar hydroelec-

tric dam project on the Yangtze River. But the Big Dig 
project holds its own in the megaproject hall of fame, or 
infamy, as the case may be.

Although Bostonians may think of the Big Dig as one 
unified project, it is actually three separate projects 
rolled into one by the vagaries and vision of public 
officials seeking advantage in the politics of the federal 
transportation appropriations process. The Big Dig 
boasts three related but distinct design and construc-
tion projects:  
•Bridging the Charles River 
with an asymmetrical cable 
stay structure (The Leonard P. 
Zakim-Bunker Hill Memorial 
Bridge); 
•Reconstructing the downtown 
central artery (I-93) under-
ground and demolishing the old 
elevated artery; and 
•Extending the Turnpike (I-90) 
across Fort Point Channel 
through South Boston, and 
across Boston Harbor to Logan 
International Airport by way of 
a newly constructed (1995) immersed tube tunnel. 

Maintaining the impetus for the Big Dig required a 
prodigious display of political engineering that rivaled 
and surpassed the remarkable civil engineering expertise 
on display throughout the 7.5 mile stretch of roadway, 
bridge, and tunnel. According to state documents, the 
massive project was designed to improve traffic flow, 
safety, and air quality in one of the national’s oldest and 
most congested cities. Big Dig proponents also promised 
to promote economic development in the region. Some 
even describe the undertaking as a beautification project 
envisioned by transportation guru Frederick Salvucci 
mid-way through the twentieth century. 

Urban legend has it that former Secretary Salvucci was 
as a young man greatly disturbed by the treatment 
his immigrant grandmother endured at the hands of 
MassPike officials as they cleared the way for an urban 
highway earlier in the century. According to Thomas 

Boston’s Big Dig Project: 
A Cautionary Tale

Wendy Haynes
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P. Hughes, an avid megaproject historian, Salvucci’s 
grandmother was ordered to vacate her house in the 
Brighton section of Boston within ten days and never 
received fair compensation for her property or men-
tal anguish. Salvucci vowed not to follow the Robert 
Moses tradition of leveling neighborhoods in the name 
of progress. 

The Big Dig, a project funded by federal and stated 
monies (about 60/40), was substantially completed 
late in 2007 for nearly $15 billion. Informed observers 
question the definition of “substantially completed,” 
especially in light of the Boston Globe’s recent report of 
a 2,000-item list of things yet to be done on the project. 
That’s a far cry from statements in the mid-1980s when 
project managers estimated the cost at $2.6 billion and 
looked for completion some time toward the end 1998.

BIg DIg STakeHolDeR  
The list of people and organizations with a stake in the 
Big Dig would fill volumes—the business community, 
neighborhood organizations (North end, Chinatown, 
etc.), highways users, environmentalists, design and 
construction firms, property owners along the Big Dig 
corridor, and on and on. But few had a bigger stake in 
the project than four high-stakes players: 
•Bechtel/Parsons Brinckerhoff (B/PB) the joint venture 
hired by the Commonwealth in 1985 to manage Big Dig 
design and construction; 
•Federal Highway Administration (FHWA—in the U.S. 
Department of Transportation), the federal funding 
agency for the Big Dig and many other highway proj-
ects across the United States; 
•Massachusetts General Court (the Legislature), which 
would be on the hook for funding whatever FHWA 
refused to pay; and 
•Massachusetts Turnpike Authority (MassPike), the 
quasi-independent state entity that took over the Big 
Dig in 1997 from MassHighway and assumed responsi-
bility for maintaining the project into the future. 

The chart below—taken from the most recent mate-
rial available from MassPike (May 2007)—shows what 

funding sources pay how much of the Big Dig costs. In 
June 2000, under pressure from Congress, the FHWA 
dug in its heels and froze the amount it would pay 
toward the Big Dig at $8.549 billion. Today, that covers 
just under 60 percent of the 2007 project cost estimate 
of $14.798 billion. Various state revenue sources will 
pay about 40 percent of the total cost of the project—
far more than the 10–20 percent projected by project 
enthusiasts in the 1980s and 1990s.

Key evenTS in THe RiCH And TURBULenT  
HiSToRy oF THe BiG diG 
1970s and early 1980s. Massachusetts officials seek 
local support, federal funding, and environmental ap-
provals for the Big Dig

1985–1995. Commonwealth hires B/PB to manage the 
Big Dig and moves ahead on the megaproject

in the early 1980s, Transportation Secretary Fred 
Salvucci assigned responsibility for the Big Dig to the 
Massachusetts department of Public Works (MdPW—
later to be named the Massachusetts Highway 
Department), the department that was also responsible 
for overseeing the design and construction of road and 
bridge projects throughout the state. There appears to 
have been general, though not unanimous, agreement 
that if the project were to be undertaken, there was no 
alternative but to rely heavily on consultants to manage 
the megaproject under the Commonwealth’s direction. 
Transportation officials and some political leaders were 
concerned that scarce in-house resources would be di-
verted to the Big Dig from road and bridgework outside 
the Boston metropolitan area. Their concerns, shared by 
federal highway officials, buttressed the decision to rely 
heavily on hired expertise from the private sector.

in 1985, MdPW hired the joint venture of Bechtel/
Parsons Brinckerhoff Quade and Douglas (B/PB) to 
manage design and construction of what was then 
known as the Central artery/Third Harbor Tunnel 
Project. Between 1985 and 2006, the Commonwealth 
would pay B/PB more than $2 billion through a series of 

soUrces BY FUnding cumulative Budgeted Budgeted  Budgeted  totAL 
 Actual  sFY2007 sFY2008 sFY2009  
 through   and beyond 
 sFY 20061

Federal 6,913 135 0   0   7,049

gAns (grant anticipation notes)2 1,500 0 0   0   1,500

state Bond/notes 1,589 50 61 10   1,710

[state] transportation infrastructure Fund 2,337 0 121 25   2,482

Massport via state  301 0 0   0       302

turnpike Authority [Masspike] 1,401 47 4   0   1,451

state interest on MtA Funds 24 0 0   0        24

Masspike direct 81 59 0   0      140

insurance trust revenue 59 5 75   0      140

totAL 14,206 296 261 35 14,798

1 SFY=state fiscal 
year (July–June), 
which is different  
from the federal  
fiscal year 
(FFY. October–
September).
2 MassPike  
documents  
explain this  
funding nuance  
in more detail.
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eSTiMATeS, LieS, And CoST oveRRUnS 
Stunning increases in megaproject schedule and cost 
estimates have caused political observer David luberoff 
and others to pose a troubling question: is our political 
system so flawed that those who build infrastructure 

cannot tell the truth about costs? While i 
hesitate to pin the problem on our political 
system, there’s ample evidence that mega-
projects routinely exceed time and budget 
estimates trotted out by proponents when 
they’re pursuing public and legislative sup-
port. The Big Dig is no exception. Indeed, 
cynics could learn much from the Big Dig 
play book about creative accounting and 
financial manipulations.

2000–2001: deConSTRUCTinG THe TRUe CoST  
oF THe BiG diG 
In March 2001, State Inspector general (Ig) Robert 
Cerasoli issued a report to the Treasurer of the 
Commonwealth alleging that Big Dig officials had be-
ginning many years earlier deliberately misrepresented 
huge increases in Big Dig costs. Here’s an excerpt from 
the executive summary of the Ig’s report. “B/PB” refers 
to Bechtel/Parsons Brinckerhoff, the joint venture hired 
in 1985 to manage Project design and construction.

anxious to avoid the sticker shock effect of B/PB’s 
total cost estimate, Big Dig officials undertook a nine-
month initiative between June 1994 and March 1995 to 
decrease B/PB’s total cost estimate from $13.8 billion to 
$8 billion. at this time, the Secretary of Transportation 
and Construction publicly announced that the on-
time and on-budget figure would not exceed $8 billion. 
Documents cite a directive from Big Dig officials telling 
B/PB to “hit the target” of $7.98 billion. To hit the 
target, state, B/PB, and local FHWA officials began an 
extensive cost reduction initiative that consisted of the 
following:  
•Reducing every B/PB “to-go” contract estimate across 
the board—including material, labor and overhead—by 
a 13 percent “market discount” despite the recommen-
dation of B/PB officials by letter from the home office in 
San Francisco not to do so…. 
•Reducing every to-go contract estimate by eliminating 
the 18 percent contingency allowance for construction 
growth during design. 
•excluding all management costs from the estimate 
after the year 2002 [note that the management team did 
not close up operations until 2007!]…. 
•excluding more than $1 billion in costs defined as 
“non-project” costs. 
•Stating all estimates in 1994 dollars and excluded to 
go escalation (inflation costs) from the total cost. later, 
they insisted that the budget exclude all escalation  
since 1988….

open-ended consulting contracts to manage the project 
from stem to stern.

1996–1997: LeGiSLATURe CReATeS 
MeTRoPoLiTAn HiGHWAy SySTeM (MHS); BiG 
DIg MaNageMeNT 
SWiTCHeS FRoM 
MASSHiGHWAy To 
MaSSPIke 
Public officials faced a 
major financial bind in 
the mid-nineties. By 
1996, about $4.7 billion 
had been obligated 
for the Big Dig—$4.1 
billion in federal funds 
(86 percent) and about $650 million in state funds. 
FHWA demanded proof that the Commonwealth 
would have the wherewithal to handle its part of the 
deal. The primary source for transportation funding in 
Massachusetts is state transportation bonds, supported 
by fuel taxes and other sources. Typically, the State has 
borrowed funds by issuing general and special obliga-
tion bonds. Proceeds from these bond issuances, which 
are authorized by the legislature through transporta-
tion bond bills, cover the State share of federal-aid 
projects, and pay for non-federally funded projects. 

in his cover letter to the Legislature, Governor William 
Weld noted that the MHS bill “answers the challenge 
set forth by the FHWA to implement a strategy for 
payment of the Commonwealth’s share of future Ca/T 
[Big Dig] Project costs by april 1, 1997.” The bill moved 
quickly through the legislature and the governor 
signed it on March 20, 1997. a companion transporta-
tion bond bill, passed by the legislature and signed into 
law by the governor in May 1997, ensured that funds 
would be available to cover the Big Dig cost, then esti-
mated at $10.8 billion. 

MassPike and MassHighway wasted no time entering 
into a management agreement, effective July 1, 1997, 
whereby MassPike would manage completion of the Big 
Dig, provided that MassHighway would continue to be 
the recipient state agency for federal funds and “remain 
fully liable for paying all costs of the Ca/T Project not 
otherwise paid from the $700 million to be paid” by 
MassPike. Shortly thereafter, Governor Weld resigned 
and Paul Cellucci, his lieutenant governor, stepped into 
the governor’s office, assuring the public that the Big 
Dig would come in on time and under budget under the 
continuing direction of James J. kerasiotes.
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More heads rolled; Governor Cellucci had already 
ousted James J. Kerasiotes, who was regarded by many 
as the primary instigator of this high-stakes shell game. 
Kerasiotes had arguably been responsible for the Big 
Dig for many years in various capacities, most recently 
as head of MassPike. Although little came of it, the 
Securities and Exchange Commission launched an 
investigation into whether Commonwealth officials 
deliberately misled bond-buyers when they failed to 
identify the magnitude of Big Dig liability in their  
bond prospectus.

Primarily as a result of their failed oversight on the Big 
Dig, FHWA issued a series of directives and cautions for 
megaproject oversight across the nation, demanding 
more detailed financial reports and ordering regional 
FHWA offices to keep a much closer eye on large trans-
portation projects in their districts.

ConCErnS LooM…AGAin 
Much of the Big Dig saga might have faded into the 
past except for the tragic death of a woman in July 2006 
when a falling ceiling tile in a connector tunnel killed 
Milena Delvalle who was driving with her spouse to 
Logan Airport in the early morning hours. The incident 
revived earlier concerns about accountability and over-
sight on the Big Dig, especially with respect to  
B/PB’s role in facility failures and cost overruns. 
recently, B/PB agreed to return about $400 million 
to the Commonwealth in a settlement agreement 
approved by U.S. Attorney Michael Sullivan and State 
Attorney General Martha Coakley. The Boston Globe 
reported that by settling in this matter, B/PB avoided 
criminal charges in the tunnel collapse and would thus 
not be disbarred from receiving future federal and state 
government contracts.

MEGAProJECT ovErSiGHT PoinTErS 
So what can we learn from these experiences? As 
a result of my work in the inspector General’s (iG) 
office and subsequent research—and the great advice 
of colleagues—i developed the following pointers for 
megaproject oversight leaders: 
•Budget oversight costs right along with the project. 
Funding for oversight efforts should be allocated as 
part of the basic project costs, just as one might budget 
for design costs, project office space, and staff. (The 
iG appealed to the Legislature for 1⁄10th of 1% of the 
estimated project costs in the early-mid 1990s, but even 
that modest amount didn’t fly.) 
•Start early. The earlier you weigh in on management 
systems, procurement procedures, and design issues, 
the more likely you are to be able to warn managers and 

policy makers off the rocks before big problems sail in. 
Put pressure on management to use such techniques as 
constructibility reviews and value engineering analyses 
during the design phase, rather than dealing through 
change orders with problems that could have been 
eliminated before construction (or product delivery). 
Early work increases the likelihood that management 
(and the iG) will be able to identify opportunities 
for cutting costs and ensuring a high quality facility, 
whether that facility be a multibillion-dollar highway or 
an interagency radio installation. 
•Go for major vulnerable “pulse” points. Do what 
internal auditors might do. Take a look at the man-
agement controls that are (or should be) in place. For 
instance, if funding sources require pre/post award 
audits on contracts (the feds usually do for professional 
service/consulting contracts), make sure the agency 
has that function in place. Develop a good relation-
ship with the agency’s internal auditors and outside 
funding agencies. They’ll tip you off to problems and 
opportunities. Also: watch out for proprietary specifi-
cations and sole-source contracts. These approaches, 
if selected, should be fully justified in writing on the 
basis of agency needs, noT the ability of one vendor or 
manufacturer to tilt the specs to their own advantage. 
AnD: assess the overall “control environment.” Do the 
top leaders hold themselves and the organization to the 
highest ethical standards. Are those standards clearly 
understood and discussed?  
•Follow the money. if most of the work will be 
contracted out, look at specifications, procurement 
procedures and pre-bid prequalification requirements 
immediately. The last thing you need is for favored 
vendors of powerful politicos to get the work without 
fairly competing for it. And that could happen unless 
procurement regulations ensure a level playing field for 
all firms who are qualified to bid on a job (or to submit 
a written proposal in response to a request for proposals 
to provide professional services). if anyone or any firm 
now under contract wasn’t competitively procured, you 
already have a problem. 
•Empower the managing agency. You are the 
monitoring agency, not the manager. Make sure that the 
agency managers charged with making all this happen 
know they are the “owner” and need strong “owner” 
representation—that is, tough staff or owner represen-
tative under contract, and clear, demanding contract 
language throughout. 
•Define performance standards in agency mission 
and contract provisions. You’ll have a tough time 
holding agencies accountable for holding their staff 
and contractors accountable (a BiG part of your job, 
presumably) if the standards for project delivery aren’t 
spelled out and measurable. 
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February2004: 
An aerial view  
of the old 
elevated  
Central Artery 
(I-93) without 
its road deck 
just north of 
Rowes Wharf.

•Push the agency to have reliable, timely re-
porting systems. This will be your saving grace. If 
you can induce the managing agency to have a good 
reporting system for contract performance, payments, 
and change orders, you can monitor THEIR reports, 
periodically test for validity, and then go to the field to 
find out whether they’re reporting what’s really hap-
pening. There’s nothing like a big change order early in 
construction to signal problems down the road. Be sure 
to get on the distribution lists for all their routine status 
reports and minutes of public meetings. No doubt they 
will be sanitized, but you can still look for big dollar 
change orders, delays, and disputes. And, finally: scruti-
nize the assumptions underlying project cost estimates. 
The bottom line figures provided by the agency may 
include offsets and assumptions about future savings or 
aggressive cost control measures that artificially deflate 
the total project cost. Beware of creative accounting! 
•Have a steady on-site presence. Spend as much 
staff time as possible on-site and in the field. Show up at 
meetings, sit in on pre-bid conferences, talk with staff—
BE THERE. Some of our best leads come from hallway 
conversations with in-house agency staff, vendors, 
aggrieved bidders, and disgruntled employees.

CoNCluSIoNS 
In the 1980s and 1990s, public officials were all too 
willing to cede responsibility for managing public 
projects to private ventures. Particularly as we moved 
into the 1990s—with the cry for government reform, 
“steering not rowing,” outsourcing, and privatization—
state agencies were not then and probably never were 
equipped to deal with a project like the Big Dig with-
out significant reliance on private sector expertise. 
Massachusetts officials operated under the delusion that 
if they fostered a collaborative and harmonious relation-
ship with B/PB, all would be well. Surely, B/PB would 
not risk its international reputation with substandard 
performance on Boston’s megaproject. 

one need only walk along the greenway that’s grow-
ing where once the elevated Central Artery cast its 
shadow to appreciate the Big Dig’s contribution to the 
beauty of downtown Boston. The Zakim Bridge lights 
up the night and the Ted Williams Tunnel eases our 
way to logan Airport. But at what cost do we enjoy 
these marvels? For many years to come, the Big Dig’s 
$15 billion price tag will siphon state and federal funds 
from roadways and bridges sadly in need of repair and 
replacement. 

The Big 
Dig is, 
indeed, a 
caution-
ary tale. 
I hope it 
serves as a 
reminder 
to all of us 
that when 
we cede responsibility to private entities without ensur-
ing adequate oversight, we also mortgage our grandchil-
dren’s future. our public officials—elected and appoint-
ed—have a stewardship responsibility to safeguard 
public resources. In the case of the Big Dig, some of our 
stewards fell far short of the mark. In BSC’s Master of 
Public Administration program, I have the opportu-
nity to work with my colleagues in the Department of 
Political Science to help ensure that we do not repeat 
the mistakes of the past as we move forward. 

I want to share the concluding words from my disserta-
tion. It seems a fitting end to this article:

We ask an extraordinary amount of our public leaders 
and managers. The visions of others, inherited through 
administrative changes and the vicissitudes of public 
life, may place dedicated public servants in the posi-
tion of overseeing undertakings for which they have 
neither sufficient organizational strength nor long-term 
institutional support. And yet they persevere. As we 
scrutinize, analyze, dissect, compare and contrast their 
efforts, we should acknowledge the debt of gratitude we 
owe to those dedicated professionals who work for us 
every day.  They receive too little appreciation for their 
deeds.  We owe them—and the public they serve—our 
respect and the best thoughtful attention academia has 
to offer.

Dr. Haynes notes that her fascination with the Big Dig extend-
ed beyond the walls of the Office of the Inspector General to her 
work on a doctoral dissertation on the Central Artery/Tunnel 
Project and the Boston Harbor Clean up at northeastern 
university in the Law, Policy and Society Program. 

—Wendy Haynes is Associate Professor  
of Political Science and Coordinator of the  
Master of Public Administration Program.
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I Travel back with me to the time in Iraq between the 

late 1950s and the late 1970s. I can still vividly recall the 
“el-mesta’r,” a gathering of the local leaders including my 
late father, in our village of El-esrya (a modern village, or 
as others preferred to call it, the evening village). Now 
the village is known as el-sadeer; in fact, the former re-
gime of Saddam Hussein deliberately imposed the name 
change to the village. 

El-sadeer is located in the El-Qadesya Province south 
of Baghdad. The daily el-mesta’r was held on a hilly 
bank of the Tigress river every evening, 
exactly from 5:00–7:00pm 
in the summer, 
and 1:00–3:00pm 
in the winter as 
weather permitted. 
El-mesta’r was led 
by an elderly man by 
the name Waried abu 
Yousif, whose nickname 
was Hajj Tabouz. Hajj 
Tabouz did not go to 
school but he learned 
reading and writing 
through an “el-mula” 
traditional religious school 
that used the holy book 
Qur’an as the textbook. 
(Hajj Tabouz did not like 
his nickname and he asked 
his people to call him Abu 
Yousif instead. However, to 
his dismay, others insisted on 
calling him by his nickname 
because he was a news dis-
seminator whiz.  In honoring 
his wish, I have decided to call 
him Abu Yousif throughout 
this article.) Amazingly, Abu Yousif was really the local, 
national, and international source for the news and po-
litical events. He had three radio sets that operated on 
different sets of batteries. I’m not quite sure of the mod-

Hajj Tabouz  
and Media Censorship  

in the Middle East 
                                                Jabbar A. Al-Obaidi

els or makes of his sets, but no doubt they must have 
been one of the popular sets of the time, such as Zenith, 
National, General Electric, or other small transistors. 

Occasionally, Abu Yousif had to bring his transistor 
with him to el-mesta’r. He trained himself to stay up 
late at night listening to Radio Moscow, BBC, Voice of 
America, and Sawat Al-Arab min el-Qahera-Arab Voice 
from Cairo. In the old days, given the level of commu-
nication technology, radio reception reached its best 

at night. In addition to news, Radio 
Moscow, BBC, and 

Voice of America 
had a variety of 
programs that 
were broadcast 
in Arabic. Abu 
Yousif had incred-
ible listening skills 
and an exceptional 
ability for reten-
tion. Hence, he 
deservedly earned 
his title as a news 
disseminator for 
el-mesta’r. For some 
reason, Abu Yousif fa-
vored Radio Moscow 
to the point that 
others accused him of 
being a communist; 
some in the el-mesta’r 

even showered him with many 
phrases like “You are a socialist 
to the bone.” Although other 
participants acquired radio 
receivers, however, el-mesta’r 
continued to rely on Abu Yousif 

rather heavily to get the news and comparative analysis. 
He was always up to the task and he fulfilled his duties 
exactly to the point. Abu Yousif did not exercise any lev-
el of self-censorship. He restated the news as he heard 
it from the source. Self-censorship has been adopted by 
the majority of Middle Eastern journalists and reporters 
as one of the many ways to avoid negative reactions or 
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repressive retaliation 
by local authorities. 
However, sometimes 
Abu Yousif came to 
the el-mesta’r with 
no news at all. He 
would complain that 
the tashweesh jam-
ming of radio signals 
was so strong that 
his three radio sets 
with long antennas 
and multiple bands 
of shortwaves and 
longwaves could not 
help his radio dials 
overcome the jamming beamed by the Iraqi authori-
ties who were blocking radio signals. Jamming was 
done throughout the whole spectrum of broadcasting 
wavelenghts. 

Historically, governments in the Middle East were, (and 
some are still), frightened by radio receivers, typewrit-
ers and cameras.  When the June war of 1967 broke out 
between the Arabs and the Israelis, Abu Yousif was told 
by the local authorities to stop agitating the people 
by reporting to them the daily events of the war. Abu 
Yousif was informing his participants in el-mesta’r that 
the Arab troops were losing to the Israeli military, that 
the Arab Voice from Cairo was exaggerating and not 
telling the truth to its Arab receivers, and that all Arab 
radio broadcasts were only a mouthpiece for their gov-
ernments. Abu Yousif was right. The Egyptian air force 
lay in ruins on its runways; Arab troops retreated on ev-
ery front, while Israel rapidly took the Sinai Peninsula, 
Gaza, East Jerusalem, the West Bank and the Golan 
Heights. The radio of the Arab Voice from Cairo lost 
its credibility once and forever. The assessment of the 
media by Abu Yousif was absolutely correct. Soon local 
security agents and other informants started showing 
up at el-mesta’r and directly and indirectly conveyed 
the official message that Abu Yousif must turn down 
his skeptical voice or else. A few years later, Abu Yousif 
passed away and el-mesta’r vanished with him as well.  

The Arab political scene changed after the Six-Day War 
in 1967. The rigid media censorship rakaba elameya and 
tashweesh jamming techniques became even harsher 
and much stronger. Surely, these techniques of muz-
zling and muting the media and critical voices, all 

together, would 
not outlive the 
media audience 
in the Middle 
East. Thirty-two 
years went by 
after 1967 and 
along with it 
thirty-two new 
rules and policies 
were passed only 
to make working 
for media and 
doing profes-
sional journalism 
a nightmare. In 

December 1979, I arrived at Baghdad Airport only to 
see my new reel video camera being confiscated by the 
airport authorities. It took me three weeks to reclaim it 
but only with a signed affidavit not to use it while I was 
on Iraqi soil.  In the summer of 1983, my small manual 
typewriter was confiscated by the airport authorities 
as well.  In October 2007, I was about to lose my digital 
video camera to two policemen in Cairo only because I 
took a picture of a poster for an old Egyptian film glued 
to a high cement wall and nothing else around it. I think 
Abu Yousif would not appreciate such kind of tashweesh 
on those of us who work in the media and teach media 
and communication technology to a new generation  
of students. 

The policy-makers in the Middle East appear to be 
always in agreement whenever the issue of media 
censorship is on the agenda for discussion.  A case in 
point: a new charter was signed by all Arab countries 
except Qatar that amends the regulations of Arab satel-
lite TV channels and imposes more oppressive restric-
tions on television reporters and producers. Similarly, 
the Sudanese authorities enforce daily censorship of 
newspaperswhen they report on governmental issues 
deemed sensitive by the government. And in a major 
development, media in the region reported that “The 
Arab countries agreed to allow punishment of satel-
lite channels deemed to have offended Arab leaders or 
national or religious symbols.” These recent censorship 
practices have further strained political and professional 
relations between local authorities and privately-run 
and financed newspapers and media organizations. 

Detail, Al Adab 
magazine cover.
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Recently, Zanan, (Women) a women’s monthly maga-
zine was forced to close after 16 years of publication. 
The editors of Zanan were accused of painting a ‘dark 
picture’ of Iran. Authorities in the Middle East refused 
to understand that it is not the media’s job to paint a 
dark or a bright picture for a country; it is the job of the 
government to enforce the order of law, to maintain 
social justice, to nurture a democratic political system, 
and to build infrastructure for economic prosperity. It 
is my firm conviction that governments of the Middle 
East cannot forever resist the winds of change. In fact 
some of them have already acquainted themselves with 
the concept of pluralism and democracy.  

In light of drastic changes and political storms that 
hit the former Soviet Union and the Eastern European 
countries in the 1990s, and the expansion of global 
technological connections, we have started to witness 
some promising but limited changes in the region. For 
example, a Saudi princess revealed a plan for offering a 
generous rewards and scholarships worth $270,000  
(€183,000) a year to encourage female journalists in 
Saudi Arabia. This unusual announcement upset some 
among the religious orthodoxy in the country. However, 
it was indirectly blessed by the government. 

Despite this initiative, women in Saudi Arabia and 
other countries in the region are still subjected to a host 
of restrictions. Arguably, some of these restrictions are 
not condoned by the central authority but they are kept 
in place to satisfy a minority of religious fundamen-
talists. The later strive to apply what’s known as an 
alshari’ah alternative. It calls for applying the Islamic 
codes and instructions as directed by the Qur’an and 
Hadith. Some factions in Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and 
Sudan are strong advocates for such media restrictions. 
In Iran, Articles 24 and 25 of the Constitution guarantee 
the right of expression in publication and in the press 
unless it is contrary to Islamic Law and the public good. 
Meanwhile, a policy declaration from 1982 in Iran is 
still in effect, which requires newspapers to uphold 
Islam and oppose non-Islamic practices.  

This requirement opposing non-Islamic practices is hard 
to identify or determine by journalists. It is a vast grey 
area where journalists may be trapped into foul news 
coverage or reports as interpreted by these extremists. 
Only a seasoned journalist has the ability to remain ob-
jective and truthful in the face of rage directed at them 
by extremists reacting to a piece of writing or a critical 
report. On the other hand, I personally find it difficult 
to understand the reasons for a political regime to force 
the media to engage in what amounts to  the worship of 
the regime and its leadership. Portraits of the leaders, for 
example, must appear on the first page of a daily news-
paper and on television screens. I always think that in 
following this practice, the central authority intends to 
add another level of intimidation for citizens.  

And this is not the end of it. Reporters Without Borders 
(RSF), an international journalists’ advocacy group, and 
some Arab newspapers reported in February 2008 that 
the number of websites to which access is blocked in 
Syria has been growing steadily in January and February 
2008. In all, nearly 110 websites are known to be 
blocked, including the video-sharing site YouTube, the 
blog platform Blogspot and the email service Hotmail. 
All are now inaccessible.

Abu Yousif, however, would have appreciated some of 
the developments that would appear to be progressing 
on the media scene in the Middle East, due in large part 
to current media and communication technologies such 
as satellites, the Internet, and blogging. Liberal, and less 
conservative media models have been advancing in the 
region. These media models can be found, with varying 
levels of freedom and media control, in Lebanon, Iraq, 

Preliminary Notes, 
showing text that was 
removed.
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Kuwait, Egypt, Jordan, Turkey, Qatar, Yemen, Algeria, 
and Morocco.  Needless to say the State of Israel takes 
the lead in the area of free press.  This new media trend 
in the region shows the kind of balance between the 
government’s desire of applying a certain level of cen-
sorship and the public’s demand for more information 
and news.  

Some of these countries have either abolished the 
Minister of Information (state censor) or have been 
seriously trying to establish complete legal and politi-
cal equality for all their citizens, including the right for 
free speech and expression.  They seek ways to cope 
with the idea of deleting from their constitutions all 
provisions that limit freedoms, such as freedom of the 
press and speech, freedom to peacefully gather and 
demonstrate, and the freedom to express critical views 
may be in clear contrast with official policies.  These 
governments also show a willingness to revise some of 
the constitutional regulations that appear to guarantee 
freedom of the press but in effect continue to limit these 
freedoms and rights. 

Governments of the Middle Eastern 
countries are aware of the impor-
tance of the media and the free flow 
of information. However, there still 
are some concerns that too much 
press freedom might compromise or 
undermine the power of the rulers. 
Officials could not critique media 
policies while in power. Khalid 
Al-Ajmi, the former minister of 
information in Kuwait voiced his 
dissatisfaction with the existing 
media and communication policies 
after he left his position. A number 
of other officials do the same, which 
is a good sign that a movement of 
reform is in progress. 

I think Hajj Taboouz would appreci-
ate the fact that this movement has 
made noticeable progress in some 
countries like Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, Qatar, Oman, 
Turkey, and United Arab Emirates.  
Free media would enhance state-
building, increase the level of public 
participation in political and eco-

nomic affairs, protect the public and national interests, 
and hold officials accountable before society and state. 
Only a new and open political environment would help 
with the process of promoting democracy and free and 
independent media in the region.  Journalists, media 
participants, political reformers, and other advocates  
of human rights are all working diligently to create 
that kind of political openness.  It is happening and will 
expand.

—jabbar A. Al-Obaidi is Professor and Chairperson, 
Department of Communication Studies.

Page from an Arabic 
Newspaper. 

01-32brid_june08.indd   11 6/10/08   11:38:45 PM



A
n

 in
t

er
v

ie
w

 w
it

h
 d

r
. s

u
sA

n
 s

z
A

c
h

o
w

ic
z

  n
a

n
c

y
 k

le
n

ie
w

sk
i

How can we improve urban education and reduce the 
gap in academic success between students attend-
ing urban schools and those at suburban schools? 
Educational analysts and commentators hold many 
competing positions. One camp says that the problem 
is a lack of consistently enforced standards for student 
performance and recommends regular and rigorous 
standardized tests to identify “failing schools.” A second 
camp points to the unequal funding and curricular in-
dependence for the thousands of school districts in the 
U.S. and argues for a greater state and federal role in cur-
riculum and financial support for public schools. A third 
camp identifies bureaucracy as the culprit and advocates 
for increased innovation such as small schools, pilot 
schools, school-to-work programs, and charter schools. 
A fourth camp argues that schools are being scapegoat-
ed for fundamental social ills such as poverty, racism, 
disrupted family life and urban communities, and the 
real solutions lie not in the schools but in changing the 
economic structures of the surrounding communities.

For a snapshot of urban education at its best, we need to 
look no farther than to Bridgewater State College’s larg-
est “feeder” school, Brockton High School. With over 
4300 students, Brockton High is the largest high school 
in New England. With more than a third of its students 
not speaking English at home, it is one of the most di-
verse schools in Massachusetts. And with seventy-two 
per cent of its students qualifying for free or reduced 
lunch, its students and their families routinely experi-
ence severe economic challenges.

Yet against these odds Brockton High School achieves 
astounding student success. In each year since 2004 
it has been selected by the International Center for 
Leadership in Education as a National Model School. 
In 2006, it won the National School Change Award. In 
2007, it graduated 249 John and Abigail Adams Scholars. 
And earlier this year, Brockton High received a Bronze 
Medal from the U. s. news and world Report as one of the 
top schools in the nation that best serve all students. 
The school’s philosophy is “high standards, no excuses.”

How does a school defy its demographics and mobilize a 
low-income, highly diverse student body to achieve aca-
demic success? This is the question I posed to Brockton 
High School Principal, Dr. Susan Szachowicz (BSC 

’75, ’81G and BSC Trustee) in early February. While I 
examined the dozens of photos, displays, and tributes in 
Sue’s office, she told me about her work and her passion 
for the school she leads. A lifelong citizen of Brockton, 
Sue graduated from Brockton High, did her student 
teaching there, and was hired immediately after gradua-
tion to teach history and social studies. After serving as 
department head, house master, and associate principal, 
she was appointed principal in 2004. Here are excerpts 
from our conversation.

NK: How is Brockton High different from other 
large urban institutions? What are its most  
important challenges?  
SS: We are unique because of the focus on academic 
success and the celebration of academic success. We are 
the highest-performing urban high school in the state. 
The challenges we face are the same that any urban 
school faces. Our students deal with a lot of baggage 
from outside of school. 38% don’t speak English as their 
first language, and we have over 30 different languages 
spoken in the school. But the biggest issue I would have 
to say is poverty, kids being raised in poverty, across 
racial and ethnic lines. They are facing educational gaps, 
missing links all over the place. Many are wards of the 
state, foster kids, with so much stacked against them. 
School is a safe haven for many who don’t want to go 
home. The lure of the streets hurts even those who are 
smart and articulate. Sometimes I sit in disciplinary 
hearings and know if they were raised in your house or 
mine they would be applying to all of the best colleges. 
We can’t change their circumstances but we can help 
them face their challenges and succeed.

NK: Brockton High has had a dramatic increase in 
student performance over the past few years. Can 
you share with us some of the indicators of that 
improvement? 
SS: On the MCAS, our improvement is occur-
ring at a much steeper rate than across the state of 
Massachusetts. Our mantra is “Meet or beat the state.” 
In 1998, our failure rate for sophomores was 75% on the 
math test and 44% on the English Language Arts test. 
By last spring, we reduced the failure rates to 19% in 
math and 9% in English. But it’s not just about pass-
ing. We have had a tremendous increase in the number 
of our students scoring at the Advanced and Proficient 
level—we want them to be the best they can be. Also, 

An Interview with  
Dr. Susan Szachowicz
Principal of Brockton High School 

Nancy Kleniewski
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successful, we broadened our focus to deal with cur-
riculum, instruction, and assessment in the school. Our 
committee, now called the Restructuring Committee, 
represented teachers and administrators, every depart-
ment in the school, and essentially became the “think 
tank” for the school. 

NK: Change is often painful for the participants. 
Did you face resistance, and if so, from whom and 
how did you overcome it? 
SS: The Restructuring Committee did have resistance, 
but we started with data—no one could deny the 
problem. It was overwhelming. We began a literacy 
initiative that was school wide. We (the Restructuring 
Committee) defined literacy at Brockton High by articu-
lating a core set of literacy skills that we felt were appli-

cable in every discipline. We 
developed Literacy Charts, 
which are now posted in 
every classroom in the 
school. We also knew that 
the failure was overwhelm-
ing, so we decided to target 
one thing. We knew that to 
get people to buy in, they 
had to see some success. We 
knew that we had to train 
everyone well because most 
teachers were certainly well 
intentioned but cautious 

because they had seen so many things come and go. We 
persuaded them that every subject area could include 
writing—even art, music, science. Everybody used their 
own content and we helped them learn to incorporate 
open-response writing in their classes using a consis-
tent process so the students were exposed repeatedly 
throughout the year to this writing process. 

Now here is the best part of the whole thing. We trained 
everybody to teach a writing process, first by training 

we offer many Advanced Placement courses, and 75% 
of our students pass the AP test with a score of 3 or 
higher (sufficient to earn college credit). This high rate 
of student success is the basis for the awards we have 
received. 

But the biggest change has been in the culture of the 
school. When I first started teaching here, the princi-
pal told the students, “You have a right to fail.” I was 
horrified. The students sensed that expectations were 
extremely low and guess what?—They met them. Now 
the culture says, “Welcome to Brockton High, you have 
no right to fail. Our obligation is to help you succeed. 
And we always celebrate their successes. Now the 
students know they are heard and respected. There is a 
new tone, and the kids are very proud of the school. 

NK: Who were your collaborators,  
and how did you introduce the  
changes needed to make this dramatic 
improvement?  
SS: When I was the history department 
head, we started looking at time and learn-
ing because of the Education Reform Law of 
1993. It was like the hammer in education; 
it forced the changes in education across 
the state. The law increased funding but 
also made the schools perform. It made us 
change how we counted “learning.” Up to 
then, every minute that the students were 
in school and breathing, except for lunch, 
was counted as learning time. The law made us count 
only structured, meaningful learning experiences, 
not homeroom, not passing time between classes. We 
discovered that we were many hours short on learning 
time. I was on the state time and learning commit-
tee so the principal asked me to set up a committee 
at our school to change the schedule. So who do you 
get? I tapped my friends in the school to put together 
our Time and Learning Committee, and we worked 
out a new schedule for the school. That format was so 

Above, Adams Scholars. 

Below, Faculty pajama day.
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