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By Nathaniel Lee

When 1 entered the spadous office
of City Controller Alan Butkovitz, | came
armed with a list of questions. I didnt need
them. The well dressed gentdeman who
greeted me had a calm exterior but it be-
came all too dear early in the interview that
he possessed an intense passion for his work.
So much so that I had no need o rely upon
pre-prepared questions, all I needed to do
was sit back and let the City Controller speak
about the dity he loves and his service to its
residents.

Butkovitz admits that he “was dearly
not a very good student” in his early years.
“My parents were divorced at an eary age,
we were on welfare during that dme
period and [ was not a motivated stu-
dent.” Things began to change for the
Controller when he joined the debat-
ing team ar Overbrook High School
where he met a young 28 year old
African-American  teacher, Chester
Plumber who coached the debating
team at the dme. Plumber “became
a surrogate father...as a result of thar I
started takinga greater interest in Eng-
lish,” says Budkovitz.

Things began to improve for
him academically ar thar point and he
did well enough to enroll in Temple
University where he “Started o excel
and did well enough” to eventually be-
came a lawyer. Butkovitz was the first
person in his family to graduate from
college, in fact, he was probably the
first person in his family © graduate
from high school. Yet despite early struggles
he rose to become a law maker in the House
of Representatives which he served for 15
years before becoming the City’s Controller.

Irwas former Mayor Rizzo which be-
came his motivation to enter politics, Mayor
Frank Rizzo, never a favorite among African-
American voters, was seeking a third term in
office. Butkovitzs political career began with
his efforts to stop Rizzos bid for reelection.
1 tried to break into politics back in the 705,
Rizo was the Mayor,” Reflects Butkovitz “he
was a very divisive figure and I was involved
in political organizing against him when he
tried to go for a third term.”

The road to politics was not an easy
one and there would be several failed ar-
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tempts to gain political positons before he
succeeded. “I ran for the Sate Legislarure
while [ was still in law school and [ lost the
Democratic primary in 1976; in 1982 I was
nominated by the Democrats against a Re-
publican incumbent. . .and I lost that race.”
This caused him to second guess his polit-
cal ambitions and abilities. However, when
Legislaror Mart Piesky retired in 1990, But-
kovitzs fortune began to change and won the
election to replace him. Yet it was Control
lers office which then held his artention. “ I
was interested in the controller’s office for a
long time because it combined a number of
things that I thought interesting,”

Despite his early disdain for math as a
youth, Butkovitz “essentially became a num-

bers person, I was able,” he says, “to think
in numbers. Election statistics, calculating
money, those things became second nature
to me..."” Itis “numbers” which he believes
“are the way people understand what the
truth is in the world. Language,” Butkovitz
explains, “gives you a chance to blow over
things and if’s easier to fool people with lan-
guage but numbers, to me, is a description of
whats real.”

Butkovitz went on to ransform the
Contollers office and expand its services.
From the way Philly picks up its trash to the
way it responds to medical emergendes, the
Controller analyzed how the ity performed.
By analyzing how other dities tadkled spe-

dific issues, Butkovitz was able to compare
our metropolis t others and use compara-

tive analysis to measure its effectiveness and

efficiency. In this way he was able to suggest
improvements and recommend better ways
of operating that has already proven their suc-
cess in other places.

Performance audits were another
tool he used for helping to ensure thar the
residents were truly being served by the dity’s
government and agendies. “The dity daims
that it does a lot of things that it doesnit do
very well...” explained the Conroller “its al-
ways in their interest to puffand © promote
to make it look as good as possible. But you
cant rely on that as a true measurement of

how its working,. . .so thats why we do per-
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formance audits.”

In the four years Butkovitz has served
asour City Controller; some 30 performance
and spedal audits were conducted. “This
office hardly did any of those before [he as-
sumed the post].” Thanks t such perfor-
mance audits, Butkovitz was able to make
much needed recommendations on how
the dity could improve services in key areas
such as how rescue teams respond to medical
emergendies, repairing dangerous structural
problems in several recreation centers which
threatened the safety of our children and ad-
vise the dity on how to ransform the way in
which it distribute contracts to minorities.

“Everything in this city;,” explained the
Controller, “Everything that the
government does is pretty much
through money: All the money
that gets spent in this city moves
through this office.”” Butkovitz
makes sure that the people are
given quality, effident service for
the money spent. “We're able,”
he explains, “to bring in a new set
of eyes. . .we can be in a constant




