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In the Public Interest is the go-to utility for background on the privatization of public goods—including 

schools, water and sewer systems, parks, prisons, workforces—as well as the democratization of public goods—

keeping or putting public goods where they belong: 

in public hands. In addition to serving as a resource 

for organizations, government, and media, we 

produce research reports, briefs, guides, and other 

publications, including those listed here.
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What are public goods? Public goods are things  

we all need to survive and thrive; things we need 

everyone to have access to whether we need them or not; 

things we can only accomplish together; things we can 

only make available for all if we do them together.

P R I VAT I Z AT I O N  O V E R V I E W

The Privatization of Everything:  
How the Plunder of Public Goods Transformed America and How We Can Fight Back
This book by In the Public Interest executive director Donald Cohen and Allen Mikaelian, first published 
in 2021, presents f the arguments and ideas in one place. Media copies available; bulk copies available 
for discounted purchase.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/the-return-of-the-privatization-of-everything/

How Privatization Increases Inequality 
A report examining the ways in which the insertion of private interests into the provision of public 
goods and services hurts poor individuals and families, and people of color. 
https://inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/InthePublicInterest_InequalityReport_Sept2016.pdf

Ask the Right Questions Before Privatizing 
Ten questions public officials, advocates, and the media should ask—and get answered—before any 
final privatization decision. 
https://inthepublicinterest.org/guide-10-questions-to-ask-before-any-privatization-deal/
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Charter Schools and Fiscal Impact
This brief describes some of the most common causes and types of fiscal impact and offers suggestions 
for how local or state officials might address this concern.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/charter-schools-and-fiscal-impact/

Real Estate and Charter Schools: A Growing Industrial Complex
This brief introduces the basics of how real estate development has become a major force behind the 
expansion of charter schooling. Following an overview of the issue, this brief focus on the proliferation 
of “related entities” transactions, which make up some of the most egregious examples of real estate 
profiteering. 
https://inthepublicinterest.org/real-estate-and-charter-schools-a-growing-industrial-complex/

Public-Private Partnerships for K-12 Public School Facilities
A guide to understanding and analyzing public school facility P3 proposals, contracts, and 
related legislation.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/guide-public-private-partnerships-for-k-12-public-school-facilities/

School Support Services Outsourcing: The Original Privatization of Education
This report explores why support services are critical to the success of students and the school, the risks 
and impacts of privatization of support services, why corporations are targeting support services, and 
efforts to push back against and prevent privatization in schools.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/esp-and-privatization/

How Community Schools are Transforming Public Education
In the Public Interest, the Network for Public Education, and the Partnership for the Future of Learning 
have produced a report on the community school approach.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/new-report-how-community-schools-are-transforming-public-
education-now-available/

The Fiscal Consequences of Private School Vouchers
The report from In the Public Interest partners Public Funds Public Schools examines the growth in 
voucher programs and spending in Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana, Ohio, and Wisconsin in 
the decade following the Great Recession.
https://pfps.org/assets/uploads/SPLC_ELC_PFPS_2023Report_Final.pdf

Opposing Private School Vouchers: A Toolkit for Legislators and Advocates
Published by the National Coalition for Public Education, of which In the Public Interest is a member, the 
toolkit is designed as a resource to help legislators and pro-public school advocates oppose attempts to 
create or expand existing private school voucher programs. 
https://www.ncpecoalition.org/toolkit
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Research consistently finds that charter schools have a negative financial impact on traditional 
public school districts, particularly when they co-exist in large or growing numbers. 

How and why do charters hurt public schools financially? This brief describes some of the most 
common causes and types of fiscal impact and offers suggestions for how local or state officials 
might address this concern. A listing of charter fiscal impact studies is included at the end.

Key Reasons for Negative Fiscal Impact
Many proponents of charter schools believed that publicly-
funded but privately run “chartered” schools would help 
strengthen public education by exploring and sharing  
new strategies to better serve students, particularly the 
most vulnerable. 

But the promise of charters as laboratories of innovation 
was never met on a significant scale. Instead, some charter 
advocates and operators quickly positioned the schools as 
competitors, not only refusing to collaborate with public 
schools—but in fact, often actively seeking to undermine 
them. One way this happens is through charter funding 
policies, set by the state. 

Per Pupil Funding Follows the Child
Schools and districts are funded on a per-pupil basis 
through complicated formulas created by state lawmakers. 
The more students a district or school has, the more funding 
they are generally allocated (although few states fully fund 
their schools, even according to their own formulas). 

When students leave their public school for a charter 
school, most—or all—of that funding “follows” them to 
their new school. State law determines how much funding 
is diverted, and the extent to which it impacts the district 
budget. In most states, districts lose a proportional per 
pupil allocation for each child that transfers to a charter.  
It sounds fair. But it doesn’t work out that way. Here’s why:

Charters Create More Seats than Needed 

Charter schools create a parallel system of schools without regard to current district enrollment or demographic 
projections. In most states, applicants are not required to demonstrate the need for additional school “seats” in order to 
obtain a license to open a charter school. This means that in some districts—particularly ones that may already be under-

Charter Schools and 
Fiscal Impact
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Unintended Consequence?

For some charter advocates, the financial strain that 
results from operating parallel systems of publicly 
funded schools is not collateral damage. It is part of a 
broader strategy to undermine the institution of public 
education. A blog piece written for the conservative 
group ExcelinEd (though later removed from their 
website), offered a candid explanation:   

 Charters are competitors. They steal customers, 
deplete revenues and increase costs. When charters 
siphon off kids, they not only take the money that 
comes with them, they often cause nearby schools to 
operate under capacity. This increases inefficiencies 
and per-student costs because all that empty space 
still must be maintained. As charters continue to 
expand, they will force districts to make more and 
more tough choices on personnel, closing schools 
and redrawing attendance boundaries, both political 
poisons. We are seeing this play out in spectacular 
fashion in some older urban areas...”

 —Mike Thomas, ExcelinED, 2013 
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A Growing Industrial Complex

In the 1990s, some people viewed charter schools as a way to experiment with teacher-led 
and/or non-traditional educational strategies. But others saw charter schooling as an initial step 

towards opening the nation’s largest public institution to free market forces. In many—if not most—
states that allow the private ownership and operation of  “chartered” schools, policymaking has been 
dominated by those who subscribe to this free market agenda. 

Newly created businesses now offer every imaginable service or product to charter schools, including 
staffing, transportation, food services, curriculum, and more. As charter schools purchase from 
these entities, public dollars provided to schools are diverted to private, for-profit businesses and 
entrepreneurs. And because many state legislatures have exempted charter schools from regulations 
and oversight designed to guard against profiteering, the charter school marketplace is thriving.   

One of the largest opportunities for profit is in real estate. The purchase, development, and financing 
of facilities for charter schools has become a lucrative industry, buoyed by public financing and the 
preferential credit lines and interest rates that come from the semi-public status of charter schools. 

Today, while public messaging may tout the alleged popularity of charter schools and supposedly 
long waiting lists for charter seats, many believe that the profitability of the market—not parent 
demand—is driving charter school growth.1 

This brief introduces the basics of how real estate development has become a major force behind 
the expansion of charter schooling. After a short overview, we focus on the proliferation of 
“related entities” transactions, which make up some of the most egregious examples of real estate 
profiteering. We close with a few recommendations for reining in some of the worst practices in 
charter school real estate.  

Why Real Estate? 

One of the most significant challenges facing a prospective charter school operator is finding an appropriate facility. 
Many charter schools are forced to open in spaces unsuited for their purpose—including storefronts in strip malls, old 
warehouses, and church basements.  

Acknowledging the challenge, every state that allows charter schools offers at least one—and sometimes many—
funding and financing programs to support facilities development. These include direct state allocations for facilities, 

1  Black, Derek. W, Bruce D. Baker, and Preston Green. (2019, March 7). “Education Law Prof Blog: Charter Schools Exploit Lucrative Loophole That Would Be Easy 
to Close.”  The Conversation. https://theconversation.com/charter-schools-exploit-lucrative-loophole-that-would-be-easy-to-close-111792 
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Understanding and Evaluating Contracts for Public Services
This guide will help you understand and evaluate contracts for public services.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/guide-understanding-and-evaluating-contracts-for-public-services/

Cutting Corners: How Government Contractors Harm the Public in Pursuit of Profit 
A report detailing the negative impacts on the public of cost-cutting by contractors across public goods 
and services and at every level of government. 
https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_CuttingCorners_April2016.pdf

Closing the Books: How Government Contractors Hide Public Records 
Case studies that illustrate how private contractors hide three key types of information: the fees they 
charge the public, how they spend public funds, and details on the quality of public services. 
https://inthepublicinterest.org/closing-the-books-how-government-contractors-hide-public-records-2/

Insourcing Often Leads to Better Service and Cost-Savings 
A research brief compiling national research and the experiences of numerous local and state 
governments that have brought critical functions back under public, democratic control.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/research-brief-insourcing-often-leads-to-better-service-and-cost-
savings/

A Guide to Evaluating Pay for Success Programs and Social Impact Bonds
As local and state governments rush to pass enabling legislation and strike deals with investors 
for Pay for Success programs, a closer examination of these alternatives to public financing is 
warranted. 
https://inthepublicinterest.org/a-guide-to-evaluating-pay-for-success-programs-and-social-impact-
bonds/

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

Understanding and Evaluating Infrastructure Public-Private Partnerships (P3s)
A guide to help advocates, policymakers, and other stakeholders better understand and analyze 
infrastructure public-private partnership (P3) proposals, contracts, and related legislation.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/guide-understanding-and-evaluating-infrastructure-public-private-
partnerships-p3s/

Issues and Considerations for Value for Money Analyses
A memo discussing important issues and considerations when designing, understanding, and 
evaluating VfM analyses.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/issues-and-considerations-for-value-for-money-analyses/

The Perils of Privatizing Parking Assets
A look at Chicago’s disastrous privatization of the city’s parking meters...
https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_PerilsofParkingPrivatization_Apr2019.pdf
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In 2008, then-Mayor Richard M. Daley rushed a proposal through Chicago’s city council to 
lease out the city’s downtown parking meters for 75 years. Councilmembers (and the public) 
were given only a few days to examine the deal’s details. Daley made the hard sell, promising a 
buyer with $1.15 billion to fill Chicago’s existing budget hole if the council acted quickly. Only 
after the deal was done did the city learn that it leased the meters nearly $1 billion too cheaply 
while giving away rights to manage traffic and land use to investment giants Morgan Stanley, 
Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, and Allianz Capital Partners—for 75 years.  

While the Chicago parking meter privatization deal has been long recognized as a failure, 
features of the deal are present in many public-private partnership (P3) contracts. As cities 
wrestle with the idea of privatizing parking assets to generate immediate cash, it is important to 
understand the long-term impacts of these deals.  

This fact sheet details the risks and impacts of these privatization contracts, using the Chicago 
parking meters deal as a running case study to illustrate real-world consequences.  

Privatization of assets amounts to an expensive loan. 

Cities often consider privatization of parking assets to fill in budget gaps or unanticipated 
expenses. However, the up-front payment generated from the privatization deal amounts to a 
very expensive loan to the city. While cities have access to low-cost financing through the tax-
exempt municipal bond market or can simply raise parking meter fees themselves, privatization 
deals extract large amounts of revenue from the asset that the city loses for a long period of 
time. Private investors in parking privatization schemes rely on raising rates and then extracting 
value from the asset over the life of the contract. The city’s residents who use the parking asset 
ultimately pay the up-front payment back to investors through parking fees, sometimes many 
times over.  

A 2018 audit showed that Chicago’s parking meter system raked in $134.2 million in 2017, 
putting private investors on pace to recoup their entire $1.16 billion investment by 2021 with 62 
years of further cash flow to enjoy.1 Cities that privatize parking assets give up decades of 
revenue from assets, which could be used for important public goods, such as public transit 
projects or healthcare services, instead of private profits.  

As Chicago attorney Chris Krislov explained, “These [privatization] deals have so chopped into 
the revenues the city rightly needs and should have to provide services to the people of 

                                                             
1 Fran Spielman, “Parking meter deal keeps getting worse for city as meter revenues rise,” Chicago Sun Times, May 14, 2018. 
https://chicago.suntimes.com/politics/parking-meter-deal-keeps-getting-worse-for-city-as-meter-revenues-rise/ 
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In April 2024, the U.S. Office of Management and Budget reformed the Uniform Administrative 

Requirements, Cost Principles, and Audit Requirements for Federal Awards (2 C.F.R 200, referred to as the 

“Uniform Guidance”), which is the federal regulation that applies to almost all federal pass-through grants 

to state and local governments.  These regulations are important because they set rules and conditions 

related to contracting and procurement for every federally appropriated grant dollar. Many state and local 

governmental entities use federal grant money to procure a wide range of goods and services. One of the 

new provisions of the Uniform Guidance requires localities and states using federal dollars for contracting 

to perform a “cost-benefit or price analysis,” 1 making it imperative that local and state jurisdictions have a 

routine process for this type of evaluation to ensure that contracting decisions are in the public’s best interest.

Specifically, the new guidance states that, “The recipient or subrecipient must perform a cost-benefit or 

price analysis for every procurement transaction, including contract modifications, in excess of the Simplified 

Acquisition Threshold. The method and degree of analysis conducted depend on the facts surrounding the 

particular procurement transaction. For example, the recipient or subrecipient should consider potential 

workforce impacts in their analysis if the procurement transaction will displace public sector employees. However, 

as a starting point, the recipient or subrecipient must develop their own estimates before receiving bids or 

proposals.”2 This requirement is mandatory for all federal awards issued on or after October 1, 2024. However, 

states and localities can utilize the type of robust cost analysis described in this brief for any contracting 

decision using federal grant award dollars issued prior to October 1, 2024.3 

The decision of whether to perform or operate a public function publicly in-house or 
contract it out is a critical choice that can have long-term and far-reaching consequences. 
Given the importance of this decision and the updated federal requirements, it is critical that 
governmental entities ask the necessary questions and perform important quantitative and 
qualitative analyses to better understand potential costs, risks, and benefits of various service 
delivery approaches. While some states and localities already have requirements around 
contracting cost analyses that meet the updated federal requirements, other jurisdictions 
may have requirements that can be improved or may not have any requirements related to 
contract cost analyses at all. This brief explores why cost analyses comparing service delivery 
options should be a standard part of any potential procurement engagement and discusses 
best practices in how to conceptualize and design and/or improve the cost analysis process. 

The first part of this guide discusses the important questions that governmental entities 
should ask to understand why contracting is being considered in the first place. Thoughtful 
deliberation of these questions can help governmental entities explore possible solutions 
to issues that may be occurring with a public service or function. The second and main part 
of the guide discusses why a cost analysis comparing service delivery options is a critical 
part of any procurement process and includes best practices and examples of how various 

Procurement Cost Analyses 
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A Guide to Understanding and Evaluating the Use of Public-Private Partnerships  
for Public Buildings
A guide for better understanding and analyzing public building (schools, etc.) public-private 
partnership (P3) proposals, contracts, and related legislation.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/a-guide-to-understanding-and-evaluating-the-use-of-public-private-
partnerships-for-public-buildings/

Understanding and Evaluating Privatization in the Power Sector
A guide to help public power advocates, policy makers, and other stakeholders better 
understand and analyze privatization proposals, contracts, and related legislation.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/guide-understand-and-evaluating-privatization-in-the-power-sector/

Understanding and Evaluating Infrastructure Public-Private Partnerships in the 
Water Sector
This guide aims to help advocates, policymakers, and other stakeholders better understand and analyze 
water infrastructure project proposals, contracts, and related legislation.
https://inthepublicinterest.org/understanding-and-evaluating-infrastructure-public-private-
partnerships-in-the-water-sector/

Water Wars in Pennsylvania: How Corporations Play the Long Game
A Report on Water Privatization in Pennsylvania—and the Efforts to Fight Back
https://inthepublicinterest.org/water-wars-in-pennsylvania-how-corporations-play-the-long-game/

The Risks Posed by Water Privatization
This memo outlines a few of the serious risks posed by water privatization deals and provides examples 
of communities that have dealt with the harmful consequences of water privatization.
https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_WaterPrivatization_July2020_final.pdf

D E M O C R A C Y  &  G O O D  G O V E R N M E N T

Harnessing the Power of Procurement: Issues, Considerations, and Best Practices to 
Advance Equity in the Contracting of Public Goods and Services 
Report from September 2023
https://inthepublicinterest.org/harnessing-the-power-of-procurement-issues-considerations-and-best-
practices-to-advance-equity-in-the-contracting-of-public-goods-and-services/

Procurement Cost Analyses and the Decision to Contract
September 2024

Issue Brief on Cost Analyses provides important tool for local governments—and local advocates. 
https://inthepublicinterest.org/procurement-cost-analyses-and-the-decision-to-contract/

In the Public Interest is a nonprofit research and policy center committed to the democratic control 
of public goods and services. We help citizens, public officials, advocacy groups,  
and researchers better understand the impacts of government contracts and public-private 
agreements on service quality, democratic decision-making, and public budgets. For more 
information, please visit www.inthepublicinterest.org.
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The Risks Posed by Water Privatization  
In the Public Interest | July 2020 
 

ongress is currently considering the Voluntary Partnership for Distressed Water 
Systems Act (S 2596) as part of America’s Water Infrastructure Act of 2020. This 

legislation contains incentives that could compel struggling water systems to enter into 
risky privatization schemes. Moreover, the bill waives enforcement actions for three years 
after entering into a privatization contract, with no mechanisms to ensure that the system 
complies with important water regulations. Water privatization has often proven to be 
harmful to communities, workers, and the environment, and simply cannot and should not 
be relied on to help struggling water systems.  
 
While many water systems are in need of improvements and upgrades, corporate control 
is not the solution to provide long-term sustainable compliance, improved water quality, 
and equitable and affordable access. Private water corporations seek to extract value 
from struggling systems by raising rates and, in many cases, cutting corners to reduce 
operating costs, negatively impacting water and/or service quality. These impacts are 
particularly felt by low-income and communities of color, since struggling systems 
disproportionality serve these communities, as described in a recent report by the 
Thurgood Marshall Institute at the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund.1 Many 
decisions, documents, and other important information are shrouded in secrecy, as 
corporations are not subject to the same transparency and oversight measures and laws 
as public entities. Moreover, the loss of public control can put corporations in the driver’s 
seat concerning important decisions.  
 
There is a perception that private investment in water systems is “free money” or “new 
money,” but this couldn’t be further from the truth. Any financing arrangement or equity 
contribution from the private partner(s) must be paid back with the very same sources 
from which all infrastructure is ultimately funded: people. In the case of water, this is 
through water rates. The cost of capital for private investment in infrastructure projects is 
typically much more expensive than traditional, tax-exempt public financing, effectively 
resulting in the public entity taking out an expensive loan from the private company. 
Water rates must rise to account for improvements made using more expensive 
financing, as well as corporate profits and shareholder dividends.  

This memo outlines a few of the serious risks posed by water privatization deals 
and provides examples of communities that have dealt with the harmful 
consequences of water privatization. Water is essential to life. A community’s health, 
safety, and economy are dependent on the ability to access quality water, making water a 
critical public good that must remain in public hands. 
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