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Region’s Business: Could you give us 
the elevator pitch for your job as the 
county commissioner?

Josh Shapiro: county government is an entity 
of government that is often overlooked by our 
constituents. but the truth is county government 
has a reach that is far and wide. Whether it is 
managing a half a billion dollar budget, whether 
it is dealing with the many challenges that come 
for us each day, it’s an extraordinarily invigorating 
job and one that we take seriously and one that 
touches the lives of constituents all across our 
county, who walk on our trails, who rely on our 
court system, rely on getting a marriage license 
or who are planning changes in their community 
and have to come before the county.

RB: People seem to almost dismiss county 
government, but as you point out, it’s very 
integral to their lives, why do you think that 
is?  What do you think is the image problem 
of county government?

JS: i don’t think we have an image problem, i 
think it’s just a matter of making people aware of 
the good things happening in their community 
and i think often times people don’t appreciate 
which level of government is managing a par-
ticular issue. For example, when i was running 
for state representative for the first time in 2004, 
people stopped me all the time and asked me to 
stop the war in iraq. i don’t blame the people 
there for not understanding the role that we 
play; i think it is incumbent upon the elected 
officials to educate the public about the things 
that they’re working on. For us, the biggest issue 
has been restoring some fiscal sanity and getting 
our fiscal house in order in montgomery county 
and i think we’re working very hard to make the 
public aware of all of the changes that we’ve made 
in there that are benefitting them.

RB: So let’s just jump into that. Let me 
describe a politician to you and I’d like you 
to tell me where they fall in the political spec-
trum. This politician believes in keeping taxes 
down and also cutting government spending. 
Where does that person fall on the political 
spectrum?

JS: i think that person is me, and i think that 
person would fall on the political spectrum some-
where in the middle.

RB: What we’ve seen on the national stage 
is kind of that polarization where if you’re 
interested in cutting taxes, you’re put in one 
camp and if you’re interested in government 
spending, you’re put in the other. Is there a 
balance between those two?

JS: There is a balance and the two are not 
mutually exclusive. i think people want to know 
that you’re operating an effective and efficient 
government. and when you’re doing that and 
you can show tangible changes you’re mak-
ing to accomplish those dual objectives, then i 
think it’s easier to have the discussion about new 
revenues or more revenues in the public. What 
i fundamentally believe is before you go ask for 

more revenue or before you increase spending on 
a particular program, you need to make sure that 
you’ve eliminated waste and duplication and abuse 
of the system so there are no tax dollars that are not 
being wisely used and once you do that, then you 
can have a responsible discussion with the public 
one way or the other. Where i think Washington 
has failed, is that they’re just having a discussion 
about new revenue when they’re not responsibly 
talking about cuts, or they talk about these extreme 
cuts without responsibly talking about revenue, 
and they’re doing all of this without ever talking 
about reforming the government in a way to elimi-
nate wasteful spending. and i think that’s why the 
public is so frustrated by government there and 
in contrast, why i think they’re more optimistic 
today than they were a year ago about their county 
government.

RB: We’re on parallel tracks here; you’re in 
Montgomery County doing one thing, people 
in Washington are doing another. Can you talk 
a little bit about why you believe you’ve been 
effective at the county level?

JS: i’m a consensus builder and i’m someone 
that doesn’t subscribe to one doctoring or another, 
but rather just the goal of trying to get things done 
and meet the needs of my constituents. i’ve found 
an environment here in montgomery county 
where dramatic reform was needed, i have a his-
tory of being a reformer in the state legislature 
and i think there was a natural extension of those 
reform efforts here in montgomery county and i 
think when the public and your employees see you 
as trying to do the right thing and trying to make 
necessary change, even if it’s not the most popular 
decision at the moment, it is widely understood 
that it’s necessary and ultimately you gain the sup-
port of people to make that change.

RB: How far along would you say you are in 
accomplishing what you had hoped to accom-
plish when you became a county commissioner, 
knowing the need for reform at the county level?

JS: i would say that we’ve made great strides, 
but we’re certainly not done yet. one of the signa-
ture reforms of our first year was adopting zero-
based budgeting. and this is something i’ve talked 
about and contemplated for many years in the state 
legislature, and that is instead of just simply pass-
ing the same budget from the year before with a 
slight cut or a slight increase, you really need to 
start with a blank sheet of paper and define the 
core mission of county government and the core 
mission of each department and determine what 
the cost is to meeting that core mission. and we did 
that, and it was an 11-month budgetary process as 
opposed to a three or four week budgetary process, 
which is what the county was used to in the past. 
and the result of which was we were able to make 
really dramatic and sweeping positive change in 
our budget process. i’ll give you a few benchmarks 
of that. When we took office, our reserve fund was 
20 million dollars, when my predecessors took 
office 4 years prior, the reserve fund was at 100 
million. They wasted 80% of the reserve fund, lost 
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the AAA bond rating as a result of it. In 
four years, the reserve fund declined. For 
the fi rst time in four years, we actually 
increased the reserve fund. ... We’ve got 
mass infrastructure problems to focus 
on, we’re trying to make wise invest-
ments in technology that’s ultimately 
going to reduce our physical footprint, 
we’ve reduced about four percent of 
our workforce and we’re continuing to 
look at ways to consolidate. We had 58 
governmental departments when we got 
into o�  ce, we are down to 50.

RB: Can you explain what you 
mean by structural defi cit?

JS: You total up all of the di� erent 
shortfalls we had, whether it was the 
[pension] payment, whether it was just 
simply them overspending by $10 mil-
lion in the 2010 budget, whether it was 
unfunded liabilities, for example, they 
built a new wing on a prison but didn’t 
provide any money to sta�  it. When 
you put all of those things together, it 
totalled $49.3 million.

RB: You talked about massive 
investment and infrastructure; can 
you provide some detail around that?

JS: There has been an extraordinary 
deferred maintenance and frankly 
ignored problems for at least a decade. 
The county owns lots of real estate in 
many buildings, three structures that 
our employees and the public rely on 
most are two parking garages right 
around the courthouse and 1 Montgom-
ery Plaza, which is like our municipal 
o�  ce building, it’s 200,000 square feet. 
The facade on 1 Montgomery Plaza is 
falling o�  and it’s known to be falling 
o�  for years and the garages are com-
promised, we need to repair/replace all 
three and the total price tag on that is at 
least $50 million. We have in excess of 
$100 million worth of road and bridge 
repair on county roads and bridges that 
are necessary. We have several million 
dollars in IT infrastructure that we need 
to invest in and we ultimately decided 
rather than buying all new hardware, 
we would move our operations to the 
cloud. Which reduced our capital cost 
and increased our operating costs, but 
ultimately it’s going to yield a savings for 
the county, so we did that.

RB: So far, things sound great. The 
expenses are going down, the e�  cien-
cies are increasing, what are your crit-
ics saying? What are you seeing from 
the other side? 

JS: I can tell you that every single vote 
we’ve been put up in over the course of a 
year has been unanimous. So I have not 
had any opposition from our republican 

on the board, so that should tell a story. 
And by contrast, if you look at the four 
years prior to us taking over, Montgom-
ery County government was known for 
one thing and one thing only, and that 
was the bickering between the com-
missioners. And that is gone now. In its 
place are three commissioners who are 
working extraordinarily well together 
to tackle the major challenges we face. 
I’m sure there are some who don’t like 
change and don’t like our method of 
change and would like to see the status 
quo, but I’m not particularly interested 
in status quo and reserving a system that 
wasn’t working for the taxpayers of our 
county.

RB: Why isn’t this thinking more  
widespread in government?

JS: I don’t know. I think it’s unfor-
tunate that leaders at the national and 
some at the state level seem to be more 
interested in winning the new cycle 
and fi ring 140 character missives back 
and forth at one another, as opposed 
to simply doing the right thing and 
practicing good government, which I 
believe is ultimately the best politics. I 
fundamentally believe that the public 
just wants us after the elections are over 
to focus on the work in the o�  ce that we 
ran for and get the job done and each 
party will be rewarded around election 
time with electoral success. But when 
you try to win the individual new cycle, 
you end up angering the public and not 
getting done what you’re supposed to 
get done, and I think it has little, if any, 
appreciable di� erence ultimately on the 
election.

RB: If we can move on a bit, you 
mentioned the state. Governor Cor-
bett has set out another aggressive 
agenda for 2013 and a lot of that has 
to do with reduced funding for a num-
ber of initiatives. What impact have 
you seen on the changes the state has 

made and how does that trend e� ect 
the way you look forward?

JS: The governor’s budget cuts have 
had a severe impact on Montgomery 
County, and many other counties. In 
particular his cuts to human services 
have really hurt our constituents and 
really put a strain on our budget. I hope 
that in his next budget, he’ll reverse 
his course and begin to fund these 
important and necessary programs. I 
don’t really spend much time worrying 
about those things I can’t control. The 
governor has his agenda and his reasons 
for doing things and all I can do is deal 
with the impact of his budget and try to 
work through them the best I can and 
the most innovative way I can.

RB: What do you see as the biggest 
challenge facing Montgomery County 
in the coming year?

JS: Just continuing getting our fi scal 
house in order. Like I said, we have a 
good foundation now, but we still need 
to make some tough choices. We want to 
continue to work with area businesses to 
help them grow and be successful and to 
attract new business to our county and 
we’ve been working hard on that. And 
making sure our infrastructure invest-
ments are made early on this year so we 
can begin to see some tangible results.

RB: We’ve spent a lot of time talk-
ing with Governor Corbett, in par-
ticular addressing his re-election bid 
that is coming up in two years. Your 
name is one that continues to surface. 
I know you’ve kind of dismissed those 
rumors or overtures, but I’m wonder-
ing if you can give us one more look 
at how you respond to people saying, 
“Gee, Josh you should really think 
about this in 2014.”

JS: Look I’m honored and fl attered 
that people think that I could move the 
state in the right direction, but right 
now I’m focused on doing my job here 

in the county and making the necessary 
change to make our government more 
e� ective and e�  cient.

RB: My brother used to tell me you 
never interview for the job; you inter-
view the job that this job is going to 
get you. So what job is Josh Shapiro 
interviewing for right now?

JS: Respectfully, I don’t view politics 
that way. I know some do, I don’t. I 
always believe that if you do a good job, 
the job people elect you to do, and you 
also manage your politics e� ectively, 
that opportunities will come. I’ll make a 
decision at the appropriate time, about 
what, if any, the next steps are going to 
be.

RB: You’ve done a really excellent 
job of illustrating the political theater 
that is happening down in Washing-
ton. What would it take to get that 
pragmatic civility you’ve worked hard 
on in Montgomery County  to happen 
on the bigger stage?

JS: I think politicians need to be 
woken up either by major issues they’re 
confronting that forces them to put par-
tisanship aside and force them to focus 
on real results and some of them need 
to lose, frankly, and a new generation 
with leaders with a new mindset need 
to come in. I think it would a combina-
tion of those two. The country faces ... 
[an] unbelievably serious fi scal crisis 
in a couple months, relative to the debt 
limit, and I would hope that congress-
men and senators would recognize the 
serious nature of the issues at hand and 
focus on what’s right for the country and 
not just what’s right for the party caucus 
or for the particular moment.

RB: Anything else you want to toss 
out to our readers?

JS: Montgomery County is open for 
business and we have an extraordinary 
new commerce department that is 
uniquely situated and run by a busi-
nessman to be able to help businesses 
locate in Montgomery County and grow 
in Montgomery County. We put a lot of 
emphasis on the creation of the com-
merce department, the consolidation of 
many other departments that are deal-
ing with business, so that we focus like a 
laser beam on meeting the needs of the 
business community in Montgomery 
County.
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