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     JOPLIN, Mo. 
 
n the first anniversary of the devastating tornado that touched ground here, the 
nation focused on this small city of 50,000 and its stories of resiliency and 
resourcefulness. Joplin is a folk tale of middle American community values 
and strong religious sentiment. It’s “Little House on the Prairie,” in the eyes of 

cable news. But there is something condescending about that portrayal, as if Joplin’s 
comeback were an inevitable consequence of good people just being good. 

Much has been said about how well Joplin has recovered, but less about how that 
recovery occurred. Joplin isn’t just a story of hope winning over pessimism. What makes 
Joplin a truly American story is that its transformation is a triumph of local ingenuity, 
starting with that most democratic of events: a public meeting. 

The city was reeling. Just a few weeks earlier, two tornadoes converged on the 
outskirts of the city, forming a gigantic force of destruction. A tragedy can always be told 
by the numbers. In Joplin’s case they were overwhelming. Winds of 200 miles per hour; 
161 people killed; 1,000 people injured; 7,500 homes destroyed; 530 businesses closed; 3 
million cubic yards of debris. Tornadoes have no method; walking the path of 
destruction, one feels that the tornado’s only aim was to strike where it would hurt the 
most — the high school, Mercy Hospital, Cunningham Park. Luckily, since it struck on a 
Sunday, schools were empty, and nearly 200,000 commuters were home in the suburbs. 

There is another number, almost as relevant: over 1,000 little yellow sticky notes. 
At the public meeting, over 300 citizens representing a cross-section of this old mining 
town began to list the things that had to get done. Basic priorities, like removing debris 
and laying down new pavement, combined with visions of what Joplin could become as it 
rebuilt. All the ideas, even the silly ones, were recorded on those little notes. 

This effort was eventually led by Jane Cage. She is the middle-aged owner of a 
local business called Heartland Technology. She moved here with her husband and 
couldn’t bring herself to leave after his death in 1985. She is a celebrity now, Joplin’s 
Citizen of the Year. She is unassuming and kind, and believes the tornado was an 
opportunity to think differently about city planning in a place that needs more diversified 
and affordable housing, more business sectors, and better public spaces. She loves Joplin, 
but isn’t nostalgic either. “This is an opportunity that we never asked for, but can’t afford 
to waste,” she told me. 
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M
Y FAMILY and I spent Monday
at Boston College celebrating
the graduation of our youngest
daughter. And at Harvard,

where I teach, thousands of graduates will
parade to Harvard Yard in the annual rite
of spring that never fails to remind that our
young people are our greatest hope. Late
May is an optimistic time when students
emerge from commencement ceremonies to
make their way in the world. This scene
plays out in every American city, but espe-
cially here in the citadel of learning, Great-
er Boston, where higher education is our
most vital industry.

Many of this week’s graduates may be
too exhausted by round-the-clock celebra-
tions and too distracted by the fanfare to
remember much of what their graduation
speakers tell them. And it is too much to
ask that they focus on their cosmic respon-
sibilities as citizens after receiving their di-
plomas. But, as we pass the symbolic baton
of leadership to them in the years to come,
there are at least two great national chal-
lenges the graduates will inherit that are
worthy of reflection.

The first is to write their unique chapter
in the most important work that has con-
sumed Americans since our founding and is
our greatest achievement — to advance the
cause of human freedom for all our citizens
and people around the world. Many gradu-
ations are framed by the major events, na-
tional and global, that freeze that time in
the memories of our students. The 2012
graduates will likely remember three events
that mark this as the spring of freedom —
the dramatic escape from communism to
America of the brave Chinese dissident
Chen Guangchang, the struggle for equal
rights by gay and lesbian Americans, and
the ongoing cause of women’s rights under
cynical assault during the Republican pri-
maries.

These stories give this year’s graduates
their central charge — to continue the ef-
forts of earlier generations to build what
Jefferson called our Empire of Liberty.
Many graduates will have reflected on Lin-
coln’s Emancipation Proclamation, Tru-
man’s integration of the US Armed Forces,
and the heroic civil rights campaigns of
Martin Luther King and Cesar Chavez. Each
generation has tried, sometimes fitfully, to
battle discrimination, bigotry, and igno-
rance, and to extend to all citizens the fun-
damental rights promised by the Constitu-
tion. I am optimistic about this generation
of students. In listening to my own daugh-
ters and my many students, I have been im-
pressed and encouraged by their absolute
opposition to discrimination and support
for equal opportunity. We need our young
people to be absolutists on these issues of
civil rights and to win the great debates
ahead to protect women, gays and lesbians,
and all disadvantaged Americans as well as
continue to stand for freedom wherever it
is denied, most notably in China.

The second great challenge for today’s
graduates is to fix the sorry breakdown in
governance in Washington. That will only
occur through painful and difficult compro-
mise by both sides. Partisanship has been
part of our politics since Jefferson and Ad-
ams tangled bitterly in the race to succeed
George Washington. But our current red-
blue division has produced a strikingly stri-
dent, unyielding, and caustic atmosphere
that has prevented our elected officials
from resolving the critical differences that
underlie our economic crisis — taxation
and entitlement programs, including Social
Security.

Those who campaign by threatening “my
way or the highway” or vow never to com-
promise when they reach the Congress are
ruining our politics. The Tea Party is, by far,
the main offender. Its uncompromising atti-
tude would work perfectly in a place like
North Korea, where only one line of think-
ing is permitted, but fails completely in a
US federal system that is built on the shar-
ing of power and the necessity of compro-
mise.

It may appear contradictory to ask
young people to be both absolutist in their
commitment to human freedom and, at the
same time, be willing to compromise on
important budgetary and regulatory issues.
But we cannot compromise when rights are
denied to fellow Americans. And we must
compromise for the common good on the
more prosaic differences that separate us
on the budget and functioning of our gov-
ernment. After all, even the conservative
icon Edmund Burke argued that “all gov-
ernment, indeed every human benefit and
enjoyment, every virtue and every prudent
act, is founded on compromise and barter.”
Such are the challenges of citizenship and
governance that this week’s graduates will
now inherit.

Nicholas Burns is a professor of the practice
of diplomacy and international politics at
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.
His column appears regularly in the Globe.

NICHOLAS BURNS

Two big
challenges for
our graduates

JOPLIN, Mo.

O
N THE first anniversary of the dev-
astating tornado that touched
ground here, the nation focused on
this small city of 50,000 and its sto-

ries of resiliency and resourcefulness. Joplin
is a folk tale of middle American community
values and strong religious sentiment. It’s
“Little House on the Prairie,” in the eyes of
cable news. But there is something conde-
scending about that portrayal, as if Joplin’s
comeback were an inevitable consequence of
good people just being good.

Much has been said about how well Jop-
lin has recovered, but less about how that re-
covery occurred. Joplin isn’t just a story of
hope winning over pessimism. What makes
Joplin a truly American story is that its
transformation is a triumph of local ingenu-
ity, starting with that most democratic of
events: a public meeting.

The city was reeling. Just a few weeks
earlier, two tornadoes converged on the out-
skirts of the city, forming a gigantic force of
destruction. A tragedy can always be told by
the numbers. In Joplin’s case they were over-
whelming. Winds of 200 miles per hour; 161
people killed; 1,000 people injured; 7,500
homes destroyed; 530 businesses closed; 3
million cubic yards of debris. Tornadoes have
no method; walking the path of destruction,
one feels that the tornado’s only aim was to
strike where it would hurt the most — the
high school, Mercy Hospital, Cunningham
Park. Luckily, since it struck on a Sunday,
schools were empty, and nearly 200,000
commuters were home in the suburbs.

There is another number, almost as rele-
vant: over 1,000 little yellow sticky notes. At
the public meeting, over 300 citizens repre-
senting a cross-section of this old mining
town began to list the things that had to get
done. Basic priorities, like removing debris
and laying down new pavement, combined
with visions of what Joplin could become as
it rebuilt. All the ideas, even the silly ones,
were recorded on those little notes.

This effort was eventually led by Jane
Cage. She is the middle-aged owner of a local
business called Heartland Technology. She
moved here with her husband and couldn’t
bring herself to leave after his death in 1985.
She is a celebrity now, Joplin’s Citizen of the
Year. She is unassuming and kind, and be-
lieves the tornado was an opportunity to
think differently about city planning in a
place that needs more diversified and afford-
able housing, more business sectors, and bet-
ter public spaces. She loves Joplin, but isn’t
nostalgic either. “This is an opportunity that
we never asked for, but can’t afford to
waste,” she told me.

Cage formed the Citizens Advisory Recov-
ery Team, an organization that is best de-
scribed as a makeshift development group
without the developers. The idea was to take
all the enthusiasm, all the random ideas, all
the visions of a new Joplin, and make them
a part of the city’s future. The sticky notes
formed the backbone of the team’s proposals

in housing, education, and business develop-
ment. Team leaders begged for input, stand-
ing outside the local college, bookstores, and
community events to persuade more people
to get involved. They had only one goal: No
one would feel left out.

The process was like a election campaign
without politics or smoke-filled rooms. Ev-
eryone was welcome, so much so that when
the city voted to approve the recovery plan,
not a single resident quibbled over the de-
tails. And it may help explain why, on Tues-
day’s anniversary, when Joplin’s residents
converged for a Walk of Unity, the march
was celebratory — almost like a block party.

The S-shaped path of the tornado made
the walk complicated: 17th Street to Texas
Avenue, then left to 20th Street and Con-
necticut, then south on Wisconsin Street,
past Pearl and Bird, to Cunningham Park.
There is nothing especially prominent about
20th Street — it was chosen by the wind,
just an unlucky address. The wind largely
spared 19th Street, where most houses still
stand, next to a block where many do not —
either abandoned, or vanished, or covered in
blue and green construction materials.

People here use euphemisms to describe
their plight: A doctor tells me of his “upstairs
project,” as if losing his entire second floor
was a purposeful expansion of his master
bedroom. In this Republican county — “I
think I know the two people who voted for
the president here,” a lawyer remarks — peo-
ple are grateful that Obama came on Mon-
day night to speak at the high school gradua-
tion. The original high school does not really
exist; it is now a grotesquely contorted struc-
ture surrounded by debris and construction
trucks. Students shifted to a temporary facili-
ty after Superintendent C.J. Huff made good
on his promise to get the kids back to school
by summer’s end. Classes are now in a mall
flanked by two of the greatest distractions to

any teenager: a cineplex and a massive food
court.

The walk was filled with a festive attitude,
with games, balloons, and even face-paint.
Residents stopped to have their pictures tak-
en with stars of the Weather Channel’s “Tor-
nado Chasers” show. They cheered the FEMA
workers in yellow vests who, by all accounts,
delivered on their promise of support, logis-
tics, and money to the 10,746 individuals
and businesses that registered for disaster
assistance. There were tears and prayers, but
also beers.

The beers continued at Cage’s home later
that night. Her neighbors, including an ap-
pellate judge and a local lawyer, were joined
by FEMA leaders. David Wallace arrived late.
He had just been chosen to serve as the mas-
ter developer to help guide Joplin through its
sticky-notes-inspired plan.

The former mayor of Sugar Land, Texas,
Wallace believes in what people here call the
“Joplin effect,” the sense that Joplin has ben-
efitted from so much good will because peo-
ple like to help those who help themselves.
He, too, is putting skin in this game; his
compensation will be based on his ability to
lure private investment into public works
here.

Wallace’s success will be judged on the
second, third, and fourth anniversary. For
Cage, though, the solidarity she felt during
the day was the culmination of a year when
democracy, in the form of little sticky notes,
took hold. Despite everything, she believes
she just happened to be in the right place at
the right time.

Just like those living on 19th Street when
the tornado passed.

Juliette Kayyem is a Globe columnist. She
served as assistant secretary of homeland se-
curity under President Obama. Follow her on
Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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The ‘Joplin effect’
The best of democracy and the best of community helped heal the town

S
COTT BUTERA is nothing
but blunt when it comes to
explaining what casino op-
erators want from their cus-

tomers — “their wallet and their
spend.”

The chief executive of Foxwoods
Resort Casino is also candid about
customers he can do without — for
example, those stereotypical bus-
loads of senior citizens who show
up with walkers and oxygen tanks.

“We’ve dropped a lot of that …
not for humane reasons,” Butera
jokes. It’s because those darn el-
ders don’t gamble away enough of
their money to help Foxwoods
reach its goal, which at this point
is basic survival. Butera is also un-
happy with “whales” — big-time
gamblers who, naturally, want all
their winnings, but expect reduc-
tions when they lose.

As Massachusetts moves ahead
with plans to license up to three
casinos and a slots parlor, Fox-
woods is “fighting for its life,” as a
recent New York Times magazine
article described it. Located in Le-
dyard, Conn., and owned by the
Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Na-
tion, Foxwoods is the largest casino
in North America. Butera, a turn-
around expert who has rescued
other troubled casinos, is working
hard to rescue this one from a bad
economy and a diluted market that
Massachusetts will dilute even

more.
With Foxwoods as a cautionary

tale, how much dilution is too
much dilution for Massachusetts?
Or, to put it another way, how
much greed is too much greed?
Are there really enough gambling
addicts, bored oldsters, and people
in general who think it’s fun to
watch their money melt away, to
support multiple facilities?

Sheldon Adelson, the billionaire
Boston native who runs a world-
wide casino company, saw a poten-
tially saturated market and took a
pass on the Bay State. A company
spokesman for Adelson’s Las Vegas
Sands Corp. said the Massachusetts
formula doesn’t “synch with our
business model.” Steve Wynn, an-
other major Las Vegas casino de-
veloper, also abandoned plans to
build a casino in Foxborough after
residents made it clear he was un-
welcome.

The absence of key players like
Adelson and Wynn could mean
lower bids for Massachusetts casi-
no licenses and less ambitious
projects that stand to undercut the
state’s rosy revenue projections.

It’s just another aspect of the

perversity that is a natural part of
casino economics. States turn to
gambling in bad times, when other
revenue drops. Politicians look at a
gambler’s wallet the same way
Butera does. Once opened, it can
fill coffers and plug deficits.

Yet the gambling industry is far
from recession-proof. Casinos in
Atlantic City, Las Vegas, and else-
where are suffering in bad eco-

nomic times. After all, the unem-
ployed have no paychecks to gam-
ble away or spend on acts like
Jerry Seinfeld or Duran Duran,
which are among those coming to
Foxwoods soon.

Foxwoods overbuilt and over-
borrowed, and then ran up against
a brutal economic downturn. Now,
Butera is trying to get $2.1 billion
in debt down to $1.7 billion. Al-
though he said he is confident Fox-
woods will meet its financial obli-
gations, he sees little evidence of
any strong economic recovery for
the country or his industry.

After a little “bump-up” during
the first three months of 2012,
“There’s no significant revenue
growth … It’s going to be pretty
challenging. I don’t see any real

growth,” he predicted. Indeed, slot
machine revenues plummeted in
April.

In the meantime, Butera is hap-
py Foxborough is off the table in
Massachusetts. He considers a casi-
no at Suffolk Downs less threaten-
ing, because it would be a casino of
“convenience” versus “destination.”
However, that could represent
mostly bravado on his part. Plenty
of gamblers prefer convenience,
and it doesn’t get any more conve-
nient than a stop on the Blue Line.

In Connecticut, Foxwoods is al-
ready up against the Mohegan Sun.
Casinos in New York and Pennsyl-
vania add another level of competi-
tion. Butera believes casinos will fi-
nally come to Massachusetts, but,
given the Bay State’s reputation for
foot-dragging: “When? Who
knows?”

According to Butera, gambling
is “still a lucrative market” with
“untapped” customers. To tap into
them, Foxwoods is quickly moving
ahead with plans for a massive
premium mall, a “wellness” center,
and a gas station with 24 pumps
and cheap fuel — the better to lure
those “destination” gamblers and
their wallets to Connecticut and
away from Massachusetts.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter @Joan_Vennochi.
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Have Mass. casinos become a risky bet?

With Foxwoods as a cautionary tale, how
much dilution is too much?
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A handwritten note to rescue workers was written on a Joplin house last year.
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M
Y FAMILY and I spent Monday
at Boston College celebrating
the graduation of our youngest
daughter. And at Harvard,

where I teach, thousands of graduates will
parade to Harvard Yard in the annual rite
of spring that never fails to remind that our
young people are our greatest hope. Late
May is an optimistic time when students
emerge from commencement ceremonies to
make their way in the world. This scene
plays out in every American city, but espe-
cially here in the citadel of learning, Great-
er Boston, where higher education is our
most vital industry.

Many of this week’s graduates may be
too exhausted by round-the-clock celebra-
tions and too distracted by the fanfare to
remember much of what their graduation
speakers tell them. And it is too much to
ask that they focus on their cosmic respon-
sibilities as citizens after receiving their di-
plomas. But, as we pass the symbolic baton
of leadership to them in the years to come,
there are at least two great national chal-
lenges the graduates will inherit that are
worthy of reflection.

The first is to write their unique chapter
in the most important work that has con-
sumed Americans since our founding and is
our greatest achievement — to advance the
cause of human freedom for all our citizens
and people around the world. Many gradu-
ations are framed by the major events, na-
tional and global, that freeze that time in
the memories of our students. The 2012
graduates will likely remember three events
that mark this as the spring of freedom —
the dramatic escape from communism to
America of the brave Chinese dissident
Chen Guangchang, the struggle for equal
rights by gay and lesbian Americans, and
the ongoing cause of women’s rights under
cynical assault during the Republican pri-
maries.

These stories give this year’s graduates
their central charge — to continue the ef-
forts of earlier generations to build what
Jefferson called our Empire of Liberty.
Many graduates will have reflected on Lin-
coln’s Emancipation Proclamation, Tru-
man’s integration of the US Armed Forces,
and the heroic civil rights campaigns of
Martin Luther King and Cesar Chavez. Each
generation has tried, sometimes fitfully, to
battle discrimination, bigotry, and igno-
rance, and to extend to all citizens the fun-
damental rights promised by the Constitu-
tion. I am optimistic about this generation
of students. In listening to my own daugh-
ters and my many students, I have been im-
pressed and encouraged by their absolute
opposition to discrimination and support
for equal opportunity. We need our young
people to be absolutists on these issues of
civil rights and to win the great debates
ahead to protect women, gays and lesbians,
and all disadvantaged Americans as well as
continue to stand for freedom wherever it
is denied, most notably in China.

The second great challenge for today’s
graduates is to fix the sorry breakdown in
governance in Washington. That will only
occur through painful and difficult compro-
mise by both sides. Partisanship has been
part of our politics since Jefferson and Ad-
ams tangled bitterly in the race to succeed
George Washington. But our current red-
blue division has produced a strikingly stri-
dent, unyielding, and caustic atmosphere
that has prevented our elected officials
from resolving the critical differences that
underlie our economic crisis — taxation
and entitlement programs, including Social
Security.

Those who campaign by threatening “my
way or the highway” or vow never to com-
promise when they reach the Congress are
ruining our politics. The Tea Party is, by far,
the main offender. Its uncompromising atti-
tude would work perfectly in a place like
North Korea, where only one line of think-
ing is permitted, but fails completely in a
US federal system that is built on the shar-
ing of power and the necessity of compro-
mise.

It may appear contradictory to ask
young people to be both absolutist in their
commitment to human freedom and, at the
same time, be willing to compromise on
important budgetary and regulatory issues.
But we cannot compromise when rights are
denied to fellow Americans. And we must
compromise for the common good on the
more prosaic differences that separate us
on the budget and functioning of our gov-
ernment. After all, even the conservative
icon Edmund Burke argued that “all gov-
ernment, indeed every human benefit and
enjoyment, every virtue and every prudent
act, is founded on compromise and barter.”
Such are the challenges of citizenship and
governance that this week’s graduates will
now inherit.

Nicholas Burns is a professor of the practice
of diplomacy and international politics at
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.
His column appears regularly in the Globe.
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JOPLIN, Mo.

O
N THE first anniversary of the dev-
astating tornado that touched
ground here, the nation focused on
this small city of 50,000 and its sto-

ries of resiliency and resourcefulness. Joplin
is a folk tale of middle American community
values and strong religious sentiment. It’s
“Little House on the Prairie,” in the eyes of
cable news. But there is something conde-
scending about that portrayal, as if Joplin’s
comeback were an inevitable consequence of
good people just being good.

Much has been said about how well Jop-
lin has recovered, but less about how that re-
covery occurred. Joplin isn’t just a story of
hope winning over pessimism. What makes
Joplin a truly American story is that its
transformation is a triumph of local ingenu-
ity, starting with that most democratic of
events: a public meeting.

The city was reeling. Just a few weeks
earlier, two tornadoes converged on the out-
skirts of the city, forming a gigantic force of
destruction. A tragedy can always be told by
the numbers. In Joplin’s case they were over-
whelming. Winds of 200 miles per hour; 161
people killed; 1,000 people injured; 7,500
homes destroyed; 530 businesses closed; 3
million cubic yards of debris. Tornadoes have
no method; walking the path of destruction,
one feels that the tornado’s only aim was to
strike where it would hurt the most — the
high school, Mercy Hospital, Cunningham
Park. Luckily, since it struck on a Sunday,
schools were empty, and nearly 200,000
commuters were home in the suburbs.

There is another number, almost as rele-
vant: over 1,000 little yellow sticky notes. At
the public meeting, over 300 citizens repre-
senting a cross-section of this old mining
town began to list the things that had to get
done. Basic priorities, like removing debris
and laying down new pavement, combined
with visions of what Joplin could become as
it rebuilt. All the ideas, even the silly ones,
were recorded on those little notes.

This effort was eventually led by Jane
Cage. She is the middle-aged owner of a local
business called Heartland Technology. She
moved here with her husband and couldn’t
bring herself to leave after his death in 1985.
She is a celebrity now, Joplin’s Citizen of the
Year. She is unassuming and kind, and be-
lieves the tornado was an opportunity to
think differently about city planning in a
place that needs more diversified and afford-
able housing, more business sectors, and bet-
ter public spaces. She loves Joplin, but isn’t
nostalgic either. “This is an opportunity that
we never asked for, but can’t afford to
waste,” she told me.

Cage formed the Citizens Advisory Recov-
ery Team, an organization that is best de-
scribed as a makeshift development group
without the developers. The idea was to take
all the enthusiasm, all the random ideas, all
the visions of a new Joplin, and make them
a part of the city’s future. The sticky notes
formed the backbone of the team’s proposals

in housing, education, and business develop-
ment. Team leaders begged for input, stand-
ing outside the local college, bookstores, and
community events to persuade more people
to get involved. They had only one goal: No
one would feel left out.

The process was like a election campaign
without politics or smoke-filled rooms. Ev-
eryone was welcome, so much so that when
the city voted to approve the recovery plan,
not a single resident quibbled over the de-
tails. And it may help explain why, on Tues-
day’s anniversary, when Joplin’s residents
converged for a Walk of Unity, the march
was celebratory — almost like a block party.

The S-shaped path of the tornado made
the walk complicated: 17th Street to Texas
Avenue, then left to 20th Street and Con-
necticut, then south on Wisconsin Street,
past Pearl and Bird, to Cunningham Park.
There is nothing especially prominent about
20th Street — it was chosen by the wind,
just an unlucky address. The wind largely
spared 19th Street, where most houses still
stand, next to a block where many do not —
either abandoned, or vanished, or covered in
blue and green construction materials.

People here use euphemisms to describe
their plight: A doctor tells me of his “upstairs
project,” as if losing his entire second floor
was a purposeful expansion of his master
bedroom. In this Republican county — “I
think I know the two people who voted for
the president here,” a lawyer remarks — peo-
ple are grateful that Obama came on Mon-
day night to speak at the high school gradua-
tion. The original high school does not really
exist; it is now a grotesquely contorted struc-
ture surrounded by debris and construction
trucks. Students shifted to a temporary facili-
ty after Superintendent C.J. Huff made good
on his promise to get the kids back to school
by summer’s end. Classes are now in a mall
flanked by two of the greatest distractions to

any teenager: a cineplex and a massive food
court.

The walk was filled with a festive attitude,
with games, balloons, and even face-paint.
Residents stopped to have their pictures tak-
en with stars of the Weather Channel’s “Tor-
nado Chasers” show. They cheered the FEMA
workers in yellow vests who, by all accounts,
delivered on their promise of support, logis-
tics, and money to the 10,746 individuals
and businesses that registered for disaster
assistance. There were tears and prayers, but
also beers.

The beers continued at Cage’s home later
that night. Her neighbors, including an ap-
pellate judge and a local lawyer, were joined
by FEMA leaders. David Wallace arrived late.
He had just been chosen to serve as the mas-
ter developer to help guide Joplin through its
sticky-notes-inspired plan.

The former mayor of Sugar Land, Texas,
Wallace believes in what people here call the
“Joplin effect,” the sense that Joplin has ben-
efitted from so much good will because peo-
ple like to help those who help themselves.
He, too, is putting skin in this game; his
compensation will be based on his ability to
lure private investment into public works
here.

Wallace’s success will be judged on the
second, third, and fourth anniversary. For
Cage, though, the solidarity she felt during
the day was the culmination of a year when
democracy, in the form of little sticky notes,
took hold. Despite everything, she believes
she just happened to be in the right place at
the right time.

Just like those living on 19th Street when
the tornado passed.

Juliette Kayyem is a Globe columnist. She
served as assistant secretary of homeland se-
curity under President Obama. Follow her on
Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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explaining what casino op-
erators want from their cus-

tomers — “their wallet and their
spend.”

The chief executive of Foxwoods
Resort Casino is also candid about
customers he can do without — for
example, those stereotypical bus-
loads of senior citizens who show
up with walkers and oxygen tanks.

“We’ve dropped a lot of that …
not for humane reasons,” Butera
jokes. It’s because those darn el-
ders don’t gamble away enough of
their money to help Foxwoods
reach its goal, which at this point
is basic survival. Butera is also un-
happy with “whales” — big-time
gamblers who, naturally, want all
their winnings, but expect reduc-
tions when they lose.

As Massachusetts moves ahead
with plans to license up to three
casinos and a slots parlor, Fox-
woods is “fighting for its life,” as a
recent New York Times magazine
article described it. Located in Le-
dyard, Conn., and owned by the
Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Na-
tion, Foxwoods is the largest casino
in North America. Butera, a turn-
around expert who has rescued
other troubled casinos, is working
hard to rescue this one from a bad
economy and a diluted market that
Massachusetts will dilute even

more.
With Foxwoods as a cautionary

tale, how much dilution is too
much dilution for Massachusetts?
Or, to put it another way, how
much greed is too much greed?
Are there really enough gambling
addicts, bored oldsters, and people
in general who think it’s fun to
watch their money melt away, to
support multiple facilities?

Sheldon Adelson, the billionaire
Boston native who runs a world-
wide casino company, saw a poten-
tially saturated market and took a
pass on the Bay State. A company
spokesman for Adelson’s Las Vegas
Sands Corp. said the Massachusetts
formula doesn’t “synch with our
business model.” Steve Wynn, an-
other major Las Vegas casino de-
veloper, also abandoned plans to
build a casino in Foxborough after
residents made it clear he was un-
welcome.

The absence of key players like
Adelson and Wynn could mean
lower bids for Massachusetts casi-
no licenses and less ambitious
projects that stand to undercut the
state’s rosy revenue projections.

It’s just another aspect of the

perversity that is a natural part of
casino economics. States turn to
gambling in bad times, when other
revenue drops. Politicians look at a
gambler’s wallet the same way
Butera does. Once opened, it can
fill coffers and plug deficits.

Yet the gambling industry is far
from recession-proof. Casinos in
Atlantic City, Las Vegas, and else-
where are suffering in bad eco-

nomic times. After all, the unem-
ployed have no paychecks to gam-
ble away or spend on acts like
Jerry Seinfeld or Duran Duran,
which are among those coming to
Foxwoods soon.

Foxwoods overbuilt and over-
borrowed, and then ran up against
a brutal economic downturn. Now,
Butera is trying to get $2.1 billion
in debt down to $1.7 billion. Al-
though he said he is confident Fox-
woods will meet its financial obli-
gations, he sees little evidence of
any strong economic recovery for
the country or his industry.

After a little “bump-up” during
the first three months of 2012,
“There’s no significant revenue
growth … It’s going to be pretty
challenging. I don’t see any real

growth,” he predicted. Indeed, slot
machine revenues plummeted in
April.

In the meantime, Butera is hap-
py Foxborough is off the table in
Massachusetts. He considers a casi-
no at Suffolk Downs less threaten-
ing, because it would be a casino of
“convenience” versus “destination.”
However, that could represent
mostly bravado on his part. Plenty
of gamblers prefer convenience,
and it doesn’t get any more conve-
nient than a stop on the Blue Line.

In Connecticut, Foxwoods is al-
ready up against the Mohegan Sun.
Casinos in New York and Pennsyl-
vania add another level of competi-
tion. Butera believes casinos will fi-
nally come to Massachusetts, but,
given the Bay State’s reputation for
foot-dragging: “When? Who
knows?”

According to Butera, gambling
is “still a lucrative market” with
“untapped” customers. To tap into
them, Foxwoods is quickly moving
ahead with plans for a massive
premium mall, a “wellness” center,
and a gas station with 24 pumps
and cheap fuel — the better to lure
those “destination” gamblers and
their wallets to Connecticut and
away from Massachusetts.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter @Joan_Vennochi.
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A handwritten note to rescue workers was written on a Joplin house last year.
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M
Y FAMILY and I spent Monday
at Boston College celebrating
the graduation of our youngest
daughter. And at Harvard,

where I teach, thousands of graduates will
parade to Harvard Yard in the annual rite
of spring that never fails to remind that our
young people are our greatest hope. Late
May is an optimistic time when students
emerge from commencement ceremonies to
make their way in the world. This scene
plays out in every American city, but espe-
cially here in the citadel of learning, Great-
er Boston, where higher education is our
most vital industry.

Many of this week’s graduates may be
too exhausted by round-the-clock celebra-
tions and too distracted by the fanfare to
remember much of what their graduation
speakers tell them. And it is too much to
ask that they focus on their cosmic respon-
sibilities as citizens after receiving their di-
plomas. But, as we pass the symbolic baton
of leadership to them in the years to come,
there are at least two great national chal-
lenges the graduates will inherit that are
worthy of reflection.

The first is to write their unique chapter
in the most important work that has con-
sumed Americans since our founding and is
our greatest achievement — to advance the
cause of human freedom for all our citizens
and people around the world. Many gradu-
ations are framed by the major events, na-
tional and global, that freeze that time in
the memories of our students. The 2012
graduates will likely remember three events
that mark this as the spring of freedom —
the dramatic escape from communism to
America of the brave Chinese dissident
Chen Guangchang, the struggle for equal
rights by gay and lesbian Americans, and
the ongoing cause of women’s rights under
cynical assault during the Republican pri-
maries.

These stories give this year’s graduates
their central charge — to continue the ef-
forts of earlier generations to build what
Jefferson called our Empire of Liberty.
Many graduates will have reflected on Lin-
coln’s Emancipation Proclamation, Tru-
man’s integration of the US Armed Forces,
and the heroic civil rights campaigns of
Martin Luther King and Cesar Chavez. Each
generation has tried, sometimes fitfully, to
battle discrimination, bigotry, and igno-
rance, and to extend to all citizens the fun-
damental rights promised by the Constitu-
tion. I am optimistic about this generation
of students. In listening to my own daugh-
ters and my many students, I have been im-
pressed and encouraged by their absolute
opposition to discrimination and support
for equal opportunity. We need our young
people to be absolutists on these issues of
civil rights and to win the great debates
ahead to protect women, gays and lesbians,
and all disadvantaged Americans as well as
continue to stand for freedom wherever it
is denied, most notably in China.

The second great challenge for today’s
graduates is to fix the sorry breakdown in
governance in Washington. That will only
occur through painful and difficult compro-
mise by both sides. Partisanship has been
part of our politics since Jefferson and Ad-
ams tangled bitterly in the race to succeed
George Washington. But our current red-
blue division has produced a strikingly stri-
dent, unyielding, and caustic atmosphere
that has prevented our elected officials
from resolving the critical differences that
underlie our economic crisis — taxation
and entitlement programs, including Social
Security.

Those who campaign by threatening “my
way or the highway” or vow never to com-
promise when they reach the Congress are
ruining our politics. The Tea Party is, by far,
the main offender. Its uncompromising atti-
tude would work perfectly in a place like
North Korea, where only one line of think-
ing is permitted, but fails completely in a
US federal system that is built on the shar-
ing of power and the necessity of compro-
mise.

It may appear contradictory to ask
young people to be both absolutist in their
commitment to human freedom and, at the
same time, be willing to compromise on
important budgetary and regulatory issues.
But we cannot compromise when rights are
denied to fellow Americans. And we must
compromise for the common good on the
more prosaic differences that separate us
on the budget and functioning of our gov-
ernment. After all, even the conservative
icon Edmund Burke argued that “all gov-
ernment, indeed every human benefit and
enjoyment, every virtue and every prudent
act, is founded on compromise and barter.”
Such are the challenges of citizenship and
governance that this week’s graduates will
now inherit.

Nicholas Burns is a professor of the practice
of diplomacy and international politics at
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.
His column appears regularly in the Globe.
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Two big
challenges for
our graduates

JOPLIN, Mo.

O
N THE first anniversary of the dev-
astating tornado that touched
ground here, the nation focused on
this small city of 50,000 and its sto-

ries of resiliency and resourcefulness. Joplin
is a folk tale of middle American community
values and strong religious sentiment. It’s
“Little House on the Prairie,” in the eyes of
cable news. But there is something conde-
scending about that portrayal, as if Joplin’s
comeback were an inevitable consequence of
good people just being good.

Much has been said about how well Jop-
lin has recovered, but less about how that re-
covery occurred. Joplin isn’t just a story of
hope winning over pessimism. What makes
Joplin a truly American story is that its
transformation is a triumph of local ingenu-
ity, starting with that most democratic of
events: a public meeting.

The city was reeling. Just a few weeks
earlier, two tornadoes converged on the out-
skirts of the city, forming a gigantic force of
destruction. A tragedy can always be told by
the numbers. In Joplin’s case they were over-
whelming. Winds of 200 miles per hour; 161
people killed; 1,000 people injured; 7,500
homes destroyed; 530 businesses closed; 3
million cubic yards of debris. Tornadoes have
no method; walking the path of destruction,
one feels that the tornado’s only aim was to
strike where it would hurt the most — the
high school, Mercy Hospital, Cunningham
Park. Luckily, since it struck on a Sunday,
schools were empty, and nearly 200,000
commuters were home in the suburbs.

There is another number, almost as rele-
vant: over 1,000 little yellow sticky notes. At
the public meeting, over 300 citizens repre-
senting a cross-section of this old mining
town began to list the things that had to get
done. Basic priorities, like removing debris
and laying down new pavement, combined
with visions of what Joplin could become as
it rebuilt. All the ideas, even the silly ones,
were recorded on those little notes.

This effort was eventually led by Jane
Cage. She is the middle-aged owner of a local
business called Heartland Technology. She
moved here with her husband and couldn’t
bring herself to leave after his death in 1985.
She is a celebrity now, Joplin’s Citizen of the
Year. She is unassuming and kind, and be-
lieves the tornado was an opportunity to
think differently about city planning in a
place that needs more diversified and afford-
able housing, more business sectors, and bet-
ter public spaces. She loves Joplin, but isn’t
nostalgic either. “This is an opportunity that
we never asked for, but can’t afford to
waste,” she told me.

Cage formed the Citizens Advisory Recov-
ery Team, an organization that is best de-
scribed as a makeshift development group
without the developers. The idea was to take
all the enthusiasm, all the random ideas, all
the visions of a new Joplin, and make them
a part of the city’s future. The sticky notes
formed the backbone of the team’s proposals

in housing, education, and business develop-
ment. Team leaders begged for input, stand-
ing outside the local college, bookstores, and
community events to persuade more people
to get involved. They had only one goal: No
one would feel left out.

The process was like a election campaign
without politics or smoke-filled rooms. Ev-
eryone was welcome, so much so that when
the city voted to approve the recovery plan,
not a single resident quibbled over the de-
tails. And it may help explain why, on Tues-
day’s anniversary, when Joplin’s residents
converged for a Walk of Unity, the march
was celebratory — almost like a block party.

The S-shaped path of the tornado made
the walk complicated: 17th Street to Texas
Avenue, then left to 20th Street and Con-
necticut, then south on Wisconsin Street,
past Pearl and Bird, to Cunningham Park.
There is nothing especially prominent about
20th Street — it was chosen by the wind,
just an unlucky address. The wind largely
spared 19th Street, where most houses still
stand, next to a block where many do not —
either abandoned, or vanished, or covered in
blue and green construction materials.

People here use euphemisms to describe
their plight: A doctor tells me of his “upstairs
project,” as if losing his entire second floor
was a purposeful expansion of his master
bedroom. In this Republican county — “I
think I know the two people who voted for
the president here,” a lawyer remarks — peo-
ple are grateful that Obama came on Mon-
day night to speak at the high school gradua-
tion. The original high school does not really
exist; it is now a grotesquely contorted struc-
ture surrounded by debris and construction
trucks. Students shifted to a temporary facili-
ty after Superintendent C.J. Huff made good
on his promise to get the kids back to school
by summer’s end. Classes are now in a mall
flanked by two of the greatest distractions to

any teenager: a cineplex and a massive food
court.

The walk was filled with a festive attitude,
with games, balloons, and even face-paint.
Residents stopped to have their pictures tak-
en with stars of the Weather Channel’s “Tor-
nado Chasers” show. They cheered the FEMA
workers in yellow vests who, by all accounts,
delivered on their promise of support, logis-
tics, and money to the 10,746 individuals
and businesses that registered for disaster
assistance. There were tears and prayers, but
also beers.

The beers continued at Cage’s home later
that night. Her neighbors, including an ap-
pellate judge and a local lawyer, were joined
by FEMA leaders. David Wallace arrived late.
He had just been chosen to serve as the mas-
ter developer to help guide Joplin through its
sticky-notes-inspired plan.

The former mayor of Sugar Land, Texas,
Wallace believes in what people here call the
“Joplin effect,” the sense that Joplin has ben-
efitted from so much good will because peo-
ple like to help those who help themselves.
He, too, is putting skin in this game; his
compensation will be based on his ability to
lure private investment into public works
here.

Wallace’s success will be judged on the
second, third, and fourth anniversary. For
Cage, though, the solidarity she felt during
the day was the culmination of a year when
democracy, in the form of little sticky notes,
took hold. Despite everything, she believes
she just happened to be in the right place at
the right time.

Just like those living on 19th Street when
the tornado passed.

Juliette Kayyem is a Globe columnist. She
served as assistant secretary of homeland se-
curity under President Obama. Follow her on
Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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The ‘Joplin effect’
The best of democracy and the best of community helped heal the town

S
COTT BUTERA is nothing
but blunt when it comes to
explaining what casino op-
erators want from their cus-

tomers — “their wallet and their
spend.”

The chief executive of Foxwoods
Resort Casino is also candid about
customers he can do without — for
example, those stereotypical bus-
loads of senior citizens who show
up with walkers and oxygen tanks.

“We’ve dropped a lot of that …
not for humane reasons,” Butera
jokes. It’s because those darn el-
ders don’t gamble away enough of
their money to help Foxwoods
reach its goal, which at this point
is basic survival. Butera is also un-
happy with “whales” — big-time
gamblers who, naturally, want all
their winnings, but expect reduc-
tions when they lose.

As Massachusetts moves ahead
with plans to license up to three
casinos and a slots parlor, Fox-
woods is “fighting for its life,” as a
recent New York Times magazine
article described it. Located in Le-
dyard, Conn., and owned by the
Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Na-
tion, Foxwoods is the largest casino
in North America. Butera, a turn-
around expert who has rescued
other troubled casinos, is working
hard to rescue this one from a bad
economy and a diluted market that
Massachusetts will dilute even

more.
With Foxwoods as a cautionary

tale, how much dilution is too
much dilution for Massachusetts?
Or, to put it another way, how
much greed is too much greed?
Are there really enough gambling
addicts, bored oldsters, and people
in general who think it’s fun to
watch their money melt away, to
support multiple facilities?

Sheldon Adelson, the billionaire
Boston native who runs a world-
wide casino company, saw a poten-
tially saturated market and took a
pass on the Bay State. A company
spokesman for Adelson’s Las Vegas
Sands Corp. said the Massachusetts
formula doesn’t “synch with our
business model.” Steve Wynn, an-
other major Las Vegas casino de-
veloper, also abandoned plans to
build a casino in Foxborough after
residents made it clear he was un-
welcome.

The absence of key players like
Adelson and Wynn could mean
lower bids for Massachusetts casi-
no licenses and less ambitious
projects that stand to undercut the
state’s rosy revenue projections.

It’s just another aspect of the

perversity that is a natural part of
casino economics. States turn to
gambling in bad times, when other
revenue drops. Politicians look at a
gambler’s wallet the same way
Butera does. Once opened, it can
fill coffers and plug deficits.

Yet the gambling industry is far
from recession-proof. Casinos in
Atlantic City, Las Vegas, and else-
where are suffering in bad eco-

nomic times. After all, the unem-
ployed have no paychecks to gam-
ble away or spend on acts like
Jerry Seinfeld or Duran Duran,
which are among those coming to
Foxwoods soon.

Foxwoods overbuilt and over-
borrowed, and then ran up against
a brutal economic downturn. Now,
Butera is trying to get $2.1 billion
in debt down to $1.7 billion. Al-
though he said he is confident Fox-
woods will meet its financial obli-
gations, he sees little evidence of
any strong economic recovery for
the country or his industry.

After a little “bump-up” during
the first three months of 2012,
“There’s no significant revenue
growth … It’s going to be pretty
challenging. I don’t see any real

growth,” he predicted. Indeed, slot
machine revenues plummeted in
April.

In the meantime, Butera is hap-
py Foxborough is off the table in
Massachusetts. He considers a casi-
no at Suffolk Downs less threaten-
ing, because it would be a casino of
“convenience” versus “destination.”
However, that could represent
mostly bravado on his part. Plenty
of gamblers prefer convenience,
and it doesn’t get any more conve-
nient than a stop on the Blue Line.

In Connecticut, Foxwoods is al-
ready up against the Mohegan Sun.
Casinos in New York and Pennsyl-
vania add another level of competi-
tion. Butera believes casinos will fi-
nally come to Massachusetts, but,
given the Bay State’s reputation for
foot-dragging: “When? Who
knows?”

According to Butera, gambling
is “still a lucrative market” with
“untapped” customers. To tap into
them, Foxwoods is quickly moving
ahead with plans for a massive
premium mall, a “wellness” center,
and a gas station with 24 pumps
and cheap fuel — the better to lure
those “destination” gamblers and
their wallets to Connecticut and
away from Massachusetts.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter @Joan_Vennochi.
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A handwritten note to rescue workers was written on a Joplin house last year.
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M
Y FAMILY and I spent Monday
at Boston College celebrating
the graduation of our youngest
daughter. And at Harvard,

where I teach, thousands of graduates will
parade to Harvard Yard in the annual rite
of spring that never fails to remind that our
young people are our greatest hope. Late
May is an optimistic time when students
emerge from commencement ceremonies to
make their way in the world. This scene
plays out in every American city, but espe-
cially here in the citadel of learning, Great-
er Boston, where higher education is our
most vital industry.

Many of this week’s graduates may be
too exhausted by round-the-clock celebra-
tions and too distracted by the fanfare to
remember much of what their graduation
speakers tell them. And it is too much to
ask that they focus on their cosmic respon-
sibilities as citizens after receiving their di-
plomas. But, as we pass the symbolic baton
of leadership to them in the years to come,
there are at least two great national chal-
lenges the graduates will inherit that are
worthy of reflection.

The first is to write their unique chapter
in the most important work that has con-
sumed Americans since our founding and is
our greatest achievement — to advance the
cause of human freedom for all our citizens
and people around the world. Many gradu-
ations are framed by the major events, na-
tional and global, that freeze that time in
the memories of our students. The 2012
graduates will likely remember three events
that mark this as the spring of freedom —
the dramatic escape from communism to
America of the brave Chinese dissident
Chen Guangchang, the struggle for equal
rights by gay and lesbian Americans, and
the ongoing cause of women’s rights under
cynical assault during the Republican pri-
maries.

These stories give this year’s graduates
their central charge — to continue the ef-
forts of earlier generations to build what
Jefferson called our Empire of Liberty.
Many graduates will have reflected on Lin-
coln’s Emancipation Proclamation, Tru-
man’s integration of the US Armed Forces,
and the heroic civil rights campaigns of
Martin Luther King and Cesar Chavez. Each
generation has tried, sometimes fitfully, to
battle discrimination, bigotry, and igno-
rance, and to extend to all citizens the fun-
damental rights promised by the Constitu-
tion. I am optimistic about this generation
of students. In listening to my own daugh-
ters and my many students, I have been im-
pressed and encouraged by their absolute
opposition to discrimination and support
for equal opportunity. We need our young
people to be absolutists on these issues of
civil rights and to win the great debates
ahead to protect women, gays and lesbians,
and all disadvantaged Americans as well as
continue to stand for freedom wherever it
is denied, most notably in China.

The second great challenge for today’s
graduates is to fix the sorry breakdown in
governance in Washington. That will only
occur through painful and difficult compro-
mise by both sides. Partisanship has been
part of our politics since Jefferson and Ad-
ams tangled bitterly in the race to succeed
George Washington. But our current red-
blue division has produced a strikingly stri-
dent, unyielding, and caustic atmosphere
that has prevented our elected officials
from resolving the critical differences that
underlie our economic crisis — taxation
and entitlement programs, including Social
Security.

Those who campaign by threatening “my
way or the highway” or vow never to com-
promise when they reach the Congress are
ruining our politics. The Tea Party is, by far,
the main offender. Its uncompromising atti-
tude would work perfectly in a place like
North Korea, where only one line of think-
ing is permitted, but fails completely in a
US federal system that is built on the shar-
ing of power and the necessity of compro-
mise.

It may appear contradictory to ask
young people to be both absolutist in their
commitment to human freedom and, at the
same time, be willing to compromise on
important budgetary and regulatory issues.
But we cannot compromise when rights are
denied to fellow Americans. And we must
compromise for the common good on the
more prosaic differences that separate us
on the budget and functioning of our gov-
ernment. After all, even the conservative
icon Edmund Burke argued that “all gov-
ernment, indeed every human benefit and
enjoyment, every virtue and every prudent
act, is founded on compromise and barter.”
Such are the challenges of citizenship and
governance that this week’s graduates will
now inherit.

Nicholas Burns is a professor of the practice
of diplomacy and international politics at
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.
His column appears regularly in the Globe.
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Two big
challenges for
our graduates

JOPLIN, Mo.

O
N THE first anniversary of the dev-
astating tornado that touched
ground here, the nation focused on
this small city of 50,000 and its sto-

ries of resiliency and resourcefulness. Joplin
is a folk tale of middle American community
values and strong religious sentiment. It’s
“Little House on the Prairie,” in the eyes of
cable news. But there is something conde-
scending about that portrayal, as if Joplin’s
comeback were an inevitable consequence of
good people just being good.

Much has been said about how well Jop-
lin has recovered, but less about how that re-
covery occurred. Joplin isn’t just a story of
hope winning over pessimism. What makes
Joplin a truly American story is that its
transformation is a triumph of local ingenu-
ity, starting with that most democratic of
events: a public meeting.

The city was reeling. Just a few weeks
earlier, two tornadoes converged on the out-
skirts of the city, forming a gigantic force of
destruction. A tragedy can always be told by
the numbers. In Joplin’s case they were over-
whelming. Winds of 200 miles per hour; 161
people killed; 1,000 people injured; 7,500
homes destroyed; 530 businesses closed; 3
million cubic yards of debris. Tornadoes have
no method; walking the path of destruction,
one feels that the tornado’s only aim was to
strike where it would hurt the most — the
high school, Mercy Hospital, Cunningham
Park. Luckily, since it struck on a Sunday,
schools were empty, and nearly 200,000
commuters were home in the suburbs.

There is another number, almost as rele-
vant: over 1,000 little yellow sticky notes. At
the public meeting, over 300 citizens repre-
senting a cross-section of this old mining
town began to list the things that had to get
done. Basic priorities, like removing debris
and laying down new pavement, combined
with visions of what Joplin could become as
it rebuilt. All the ideas, even the silly ones,
were recorded on those little notes.

This effort was eventually led by Jane
Cage. She is the middle-aged owner of a local
business called Heartland Technology. She
moved here with her husband and couldn’t
bring herself to leave after his death in 1985.
She is a celebrity now, Joplin’s Citizen of the
Year. She is unassuming and kind, and be-
lieves the tornado was an opportunity to
think differently about city planning in a
place that needs more diversified and afford-
able housing, more business sectors, and bet-
ter public spaces. She loves Joplin, but isn’t
nostalgic either. “This is an opportunity that
we never asked for, but can’t afford to
waste,” she told me.

Cage formed the Citizens Advisory Recov-
ery Team, an organization that is best de-
scribed as a makeshift development group
without the developers. The idea was to take
all the enthusiasm, all the random ideas, all
the visions of a new Joplin, and make them
a part of the city’s future. The sticky notes
formed the backbone of the team’s proposals

in housing, education, and business develop-
ment. Team leaders begged for input, stand-
ing outside the local college, bookstores, and
community events to persuade more people
to get involved. They had only one goal: No
one would feel left out.

The process was like a election campaign
without politics or smoke-filled rooms. Ev-
eryone was welcome, so much so that when
the city voted to approve the recovery plan,
not a single resident quibbled over the de-
tails. And it may help explain why, on Tues-
day’s anniversary, when Joplin’s residents
converged for a Walk of Unity, the march
was celebratory — almost like a block party.

The S-shaped path of the tornado made
the walk complicated: 17th Street to Texas
Avenue, then left to 20th Street and Con-
necticut, then south on Wisconsin Street,
past Pearl and Bird, to Cunningham Park.
There is nothing especially prominent about
20th Street — it was chosen by the wind,
just an unlucky address. The wind largely
spared 19th Street, where most houses still
stand, next to a block where many do not —
either abandoned, or vanished, or covered in
blue and green construction materials.

People here use euphemisms to describe
their plight: A doctor tells me of his “upstairs
project,” as if losing his entire second floor
was a purposeful expansion of his master
bedroom. In this Republican county — “I
think I know the two people who voted for
the president here,” a lawyer remarks — peo-
ple are grateful that Obama came on Mon-
day night to speak at the high school gradua-
tion. The original high school does not really
exist; it is now a grotesquely contorted struc-
ture surrounded by debris and construction
trucks. Students shifted to a temporary facili-
ty after Superintendent C.J. Huff made good
on his promise to get the kids back to school
by summer’s end. Classes are now in a mall
flanked by two of the greatest distractions to

any teenager: a cineplex and a massive food
court.

The walk was filled with a festive attitude,
with games, balloons, and even face-paint.
Residents stopped to have their pictures tak-
en with stars of the Weather Channel’s “Tor-
nado Chasers” show. They cheered the FEMA
workers in yellow vests who, by all accounts,
delivered on their promise of support, logis-
tics, and money to the 10,746 individuals
and businesses that registered for disaster
assistance. There were tears and prayers, but
also beers.

The beers continued at Cage’s home later
that night. Her neighbors, including an ap-
pellate judge and a local lawyer, were joined
by FEMA leaders. David Wallace arrived late.
He had just been chosen to serve as the mas-
ter developer to help guide Joplin through its
sticky-notes-inspired plan.

The former mayor of Sugar Land, Texas,
Wallace believes in what people here call the
“Joplin effect,” the sense that Joplin has ben-
efitted from so much good will because peo-
ple like to help those who help themselves.
He, too, is putting skin in this game; his
compensation will be based on his ability to
lure private investment into public works
here.

Wallace’s success will be judged on the
second, third, and fourth anniversary. For
Cage, though, the solidarity she felt during
the day was the culmination of a year when
democracy, in the form of little sticky notes,
took hold. Despite everything, she believes
she just happened to be in the right place at
the right time.

Just like those living on 19th Street when
the tornado passed.

Juliette Kayyem is a Globe columnist. She
served as assistant secretary of homeland se-
curity under President Obama. Follow her on
Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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The ‘Joplin effect’
The best of democracy and the best of community helped heal the town

S
COTT BUTERA is nothing
but blunt when it comes to
explaining what casino op-
erators want from their cus-

tomers — “their wallet and their
spend.”

The chief executive of Foxwoods
Resort Casino is also candid about
customers he can do without — for
example, those stereotypical bus-
loads of senior citizens who show
up with walkers and oxygen tanks.

“We’ve dropped a lot of that …
not for humane reasons,” Butera
jokes. It’s because those darn el-
ders don’t gamble away enough of
their money to help Foxwoods
reach its goal, which at this point
is basic survival. Butera is also un-
happy with “whales” — big-time
gamblers who, naturally, want all
their winnings, but expect reduc-
tions when they lose.

As Massachusetts moves ahead
with plans to license up to three
casinos and a slots parlor, Fox-
woods is “fighting for its life,” as a
recent New York Times magazine
article described it. Located in Le-
dyard, Conn., and owned by the
Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Na-
tion, Foxwoods is the largest casino
in North America. Butera, a turn-
around expert who has rescued
other troubled casinos, is working
hard to rescue this one from a bad
economy and a diluted market that
Massachusetts will dilute even

more.
With Foxwoods as a cautionary

tale, how much dilution is too
much dilution for Massachusetts?
Or, to put it another way, how
much greed is too much greed?
Are there really enough gambling
addicts, bored oldsters, and people
in general who think it’s fun to
watch their money melt away, to
support multiple facilities?

Sheldon Adelson, the billionaire
Boston native who runs a world-
wide casino company, saw a poten-
tially saturated market and took a
pass on the Bay State. A company
spokesman for Adelson’s Las Vegas
Sands Corp. said the Massachusetts
formula doesn’t “synch with our
business model.” Steve Wynn, an-
other major Las Vegas casino de-
veloper, also abandoned plans to
build a casino in Foxborough after
residents made it clear he was un-
welcome.

The absence of key players like
Adelson and Wynn could mean
lower bids for Massachusetts casi-
no licenses and less ambitious
projects that stand to undercut the
state’s rosy revenue projections.

It’s just another aspect of the

perversity that is a natural part of
casino economics. States turn to
gambling in bad times, when other
revenue drops. Politicians look at a
gambler’s wallet the same way
Butera does. Once opened, it can
fill coffers and plug deficits.

Yet the gambling industry is far
from recession-proof. Casinos in
Atlantic City, Las Vegas, and else-
where are suffering in bad eco-

nomic times. After all, the unem-
ployed have no paychecks to gam-
ble away or spend on acts like
Jerry Seinfeld or Duran Duran,
which are among those coming to
Foxwoods soon.

Foxwoods overbuilt and over-
borrowed, and then ran up against
a brutal economic downturn. Now,
Butera is trying to get $2.1 billion
in debt down to $1.7 billion. Al-
though he said he is confident Fox-
woods will meet its financial obli-
gations, he sees little evidence of
any strong economic recovery for
the country or his industry.

After a little “bump-up” during
the first three months of 2012,
“There’s no significant revenue
growth … It’s going to be pretty
challenging. I don’t see any real

growth,” he predicted. Indeed, slot
machine revenues plummeted in
April.

In the meantime, Butera is hap-
py Foxborough is off the table in
Massachusetts. He considers a casi-
no at Suffolk Downs less threaten-
ing, because it would be a casino of
“convenience” versus “destination.”
However, that could represent
mostly bravado on his part. Plenty
of gamblers prefer convenience,
and it doesn’t get any more conve-
nient than a stop on the Blue Line.

In Connecticut, Foxwoods is al-
ready up against the Mohegan Sun.
Casinos in New York and Pennsyl-
vania add another level of competi-
tion. Butera believes casinos will fi-
nally come to Massachusetts, but,
given the Bay State’s reputation for
foot-dragging: “When? Who
knows?”

According to Butera, gambling
is “still a lucrative market” with
“untapped” customers. To tap into
them, Foxwoods is quickly moving
ahead with plans for a massive
premium mall, a “wellness” center,
and a gas station with 24 pumps
and cheap fuel — the better to lure
those “destination” gamblers and
their wallets to Connecticut and
away from Massachusetts.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter @Joan_Vennochi.
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Have Mass. casinos become a risky bet?

With Foxwoods as a cautionary tale, how
much dilution is too much?
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A handwritten note to rescue workers was written on a Joplin house last year.
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Cage formed the Citizens Advisory Recovery Team, an organization that is best 
described as a makeshift development group without the developers. The idea was to take 
all the enthusiasm, all the random ideas, all the visions of a new Joplin, and make them a 
part of the city’s future. The sticky notes formed the backbone of the team’s proposals in 
housing, education, and business development. Team leaders begged for input, standing 
outside the local college, bookstores, and community events to persuade more people to 
get involved. They had only one goal: No one would feel left out. 

The process was like a election campaign without politics or smoke-filled rooms. 
Everyone was welcome, so much so that when the city voted to approve the recovery 
plan, not a single resident quibbled over the details. And it may help explain why, on 
Tuesday’s anniversary, when Joplin’s residents converged for a Walk of Unity, the march 
was celebratory — almost like a block party. 

The S-shaped path of the tornado made the walk complicated: 17th Street to 
Texas Avenue, then left to 20th Street and Connecticut, then south on Wisconsin Street, 
past Pearl and Bird, to Cunningham Park. There is nothing especially prominent about 
20th Street — it was chosen by the wind, just an unlucky address. The wind largely 
spared 19th Street, where most houses still stand, next to a block where many do not — 
either abandoned, or vanished, or covered in blue and green construction materials. 

People here use euphemisms to describe their plight: A doctor tells me of his 
“upstairs project,” as if losing his entire second floor was a purposeful expansion of his 
master bedroom. In this Republican county — “I think I know the two people who voted 
for the president here,” a lawyer remarks — people are grateful that Obama came on 
Monday night to speak at the high school graduation. The original high school does not 
really exist; it is now a grotesquely contorted structure surrounded by debris and 
construction trucks. Students shifted to a temporary facility after Superintendent C.J. 
Huff made good on his promise to get the kids back to school by summer’s end. Classes 
are now in a mall flanked by two of the greatest distractions to any teenager: a cineplex 
and a massive food court. 

The walk was filled with a festive attitude, with games, balloons, and even face-
paint. Residents stopped to have their pictures taken with stars of the Weather Channel’s 
“Tornado Chasers” show. They cheered the FEMA workers in yellow vests who, by all 
accounts, delivered on their promise of support, logistics, and money to the 10,746 
individuals and businesses that registered for disaster assistance. There were tears and 
prayers, but also beers. 

The beers continued at Cage’s home later that night. Her neighbors, including an 
appellate judge and a local lawyer, were joined by FEMA leaders. David Wallace arrived 
late. He had just been chosen to serve as the master developer to help guide Joplin 
through its sticky-notes-inspired plan. 

The former mayor of Sugar Land, Texas, Wallace believes in what people here 
call the “Joplin effect,” the sense that Joplin has benefitted from so much good will 
because people like to help those who help themselves. He, too, is putting skin in this 
game; his compensation will be based on his ability to lure private investment into public 
works here. 

Wallace’s success will be judged on the second, third, and fourth anniversary. For 
Cage, though, the solidarity she felt during the day was the culmination of a year when 
democracy, in the form of little sticky notes, took hold. Despite everything, she believes 
she just happened to be in the right place at the right time. 

Just like those living on 19th Street when the tornado passed. 
 

Juliette Kayyem is a Globe columnist. She served as assistant secretary of homeland 
security under President Obama. Follow her on Twitter @juliettekayyem. 


