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By MARA GAY

For some lucky American children, 
summer means campfires with new 
friends, long hikes in the woods, hot 

days swimming in cool lakes, magical 
nights under starry skies.

Summer camp is a cherished experi-
ence for millions of children, an Ameri-
can tradition with deep roots in the coun-
try’s enduring romance with the great 
outdoors. As much of the United States 
reels from the pandemic, gun violence 
and threats to its democracy, the summer 
camps many have enjoyed for genera-
tions may offer something else: healing 
for America’s young people.

By nearly every measure, American 
youths are in distress.

A surgeon general’s report last year 
noted a 51 percent increase in emergen-
cy room visits for suspected suicide at-
tempts by adolescent girls in early 2021, 
compared with the same period two years 
earlier.

Among high school students, 44 percent 
reported feeling persistently sad or hope-
less in the past year, according to a Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention 
survey released in March.

More than 200,000 American children 
are estimated to have lost a parent or 
caregiver to Covid-19. Native American 
children lost parents or caregivers at 
more than three and a half times the rate 
for white children, according to a Decem-
ber 2021 report from Covid Collaborative, 
a national group of experts dedicated to 
helping children dealing with such losses. 
The report found that Black and Hispan-
ic children lost parents or caregivers at 
more than two times the rate white chil-
dren did.

The kids are not OK, and why should 
they be? America is a country where 
large numbers of adults barely blink at 
the deaths of 1 million Americans from 
Covid-19, stand idly by as 19 children 
are shot dead in their classrooms in 
a single day and shrug as guns kill or 

maim thousands of children and teenag-
ers every year. Those are our American 
traditions now.

The best gift America’s leaders could 
give young people is a healthy, function-
ing democracy. One small step the coun-
try could take to invest in their future, 
though, would be to come together around 
a new promise: to make summer camp 
available to every child in America.

Every year, about 26 million children 
attend roughly 15,000 day and overnight 
summer camps across the United States, 
said Tom Rosenberg, who leads the 
American Camp Association. There are 
roughly 57 million school-age children 
in the United States, according to recent 
U.S. census and home-schooling data.

It’s hard to imagine a more ideal es-
cape for young people living through an 
extraordinary time of grief, loneliness 
and upheaval. At its best, camp can of-
fer children a chance to learn outside 
the classroom, drawing them from their 

computer screens and helping them build 
stronger relationships with other chil-
dren, themselves and nature. For chil-
dren living in poverty especially, summer 
camp can be a great equalizer, giving 
them a chance to pick up essential life 
skills — like swimming — often not taught 
in their communities. At many camps, 
children from diverse backgrounds forge 
lifelong friendships, develop a deep con-
nection with and respect for nature and 
learn to work as teams to overcome big 
challenges. These are values our democ-
racy desperately needs.

Not every child will thrive at summer 
camp, and there are plenty of other ways 
to enjoy the outdoors and gain the benefits 
that come with socialization and play.

But if America wanted to, it could make 
summer camp accessible to every child 
who wanted to go.

There are camps that can serve nearly 
every child with every interest: camps 
for children who love to play sports or (#S0105754) Copyright © 2022 by The New York Times Company. Adapted with permission. 
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want to learn how to sail or ride horses, 
camps that offer weeks of backpacking 
along the Appalachian Trail or through 
the Utah desert, camps for children who 
have disabilities or are battling cancer or 
are experiencing homelessness.

Mr. Rosenberg said day camps range in 
cost from free to more than $200 per day 
and overnight camp prices range from 
free to more than $500 per day. Though 
scholarships and reduced fees are avail-
able at most camps, the experience 
remains out of reach for many, many 
families. To scale up, summer camp op-
erators say they need a dedicated funding 
stream, more philanthropic aid and help 
with staffing.

No one is suggesting that a few weeks of 
summer camp is a cure-all. But research-
ers, educators and parents say the kind of 
experiences summer camp can provide 
— a safe, healthy space to play with chil-
dren who are different from them and to 
build confidence in the great outdoors — 
can change children’s lives.

“Play is powerful medicine,” said Debo-
rah Vilas, a faculty adviser and instruc-
tor and an expert in child-centered play 
at Bank Street College in Manhattan. “I 
want grown-ups to know that play is nec-
essary. It’s not frivolous. It’s not in place 
of learning. It is learning.”

Much of the concern around the pan-
demic has centered, understandably, 
on learning loss. But robust academic 
research suggests play is also an essen-
tial part of child development, aiding in 
empathy, healthy relationships, survival 
skills and self-regulation. The United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child considers play an intrinsic right.

Like so much of American life, access 
to safe and healthy spaces to play is un-
equal and especially disadvantaging to 
Black and Latino children. One study, 
commissioned by Hispanic Access Foun-
dation and the Center for American Prog-
ress, found that nearly three-quarters of 
minorities in the contiguous United States 
live in communities that lack access to 
nature that includes clean air and water 
and a diversity of wildlife. Some funding 
for summer enrichment and after-school 
programs — at least $1.2 billion — was 

included in the $1.9 trillion Covid relief 
package last year.

Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, 
who pushed hard for the funding, hopes to 
expand that commitment. “What offends 
me is how the income gap affects who can 
get this experience,” he said in a phone in-
terview. “Every single kid has access to 
a school during the year. It’s the middle- 
and high-income kids who get to continue 
their education through camps. The low-
income kids very often sit at home.”

Many large cities offer at least some 
summer programming for young people. 
New York City’s Summer Rising pro-
gram is expected to serve 110,000 children 
in kindergarten through eighth grade 
this year. Programs like this one serve a 
critical need, including by providing free 
meals. But while it does offer some recre-
ation and field trips, the program largely 
focuses on academics. The city’s summer 
jobs program, which serves children as 
young as 14, is often sold to the public as a 
way to reduce crime.

There’s a better way. America’s chil-
dren deserve to have some fun.

Mara Gay is a member of the New York 
Times editorial board, focusing on New 
York State and local affairs.
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OR some lucky American chil-
dren, summer means campfires
with new friends, long hikes in
the woods, hot days swimming in

cool lakes, magical nights under starry
skies.

Summer camp is a cherished experi-
ence for millions of children, an Ameri-
can tradition with deep roots in the coun-
try’s enduring romance with the great
outdoors. As much of the United States
reels from the pandemic, gun violence
and threats to its democracy, the sum-
mer camps many have enjoyed for gen-
erations may offer something else: heal-
ing for America’s young people.

By nearly every measure, American
youths are in distress.

A surgeon general’s report last year
noted a 51 percent increase in emer-
gency room visits for suspected suicide
attempts by adolescent girls in early
2021, compared with the same period two
years earlier.

Among high school students, 44 per-
cent reported feeling persistently sad or
hopeless in the past year, according to a
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion survey released in March.

More than 200,000 American children
are estimated to have lost a parent or
caregiver to Covid-19. Native American
children lost parents or caregivers at
more than three and a half times the rate
for white children, according to a Decem-
ber 2021 report from Covid Collabora-

tive, a national group of experts dedi-
cated to helping children dealing with
such losses. The report found that Black
and Hispanic children lost parents or
caregivers at more than two times the
rate white children did.

The kids are not OK, and why should
they be? America is a country where
large numbers of adults barely blink at
the deaths of 1 million Americans from
Covid-19, stand idly by as 19 children are
shot dead in their classrooms in a single
day and shrug as guns kill or maim thou-
sands of children and teenagers every
year. Those are our American traditions
now.

The best gift America’s leaders could
give young people is a healthy, function-
ing democracy. One small step the coun-
try could take to invest in their future,
though, would be to come together
around a new promise: to make summer
camp available to every child in Amer-
ica.

Every year, about 26 million children
attend roughly 15,000 day and overnight
summer camps across the United States,
said Tom Rosenberg, who leads the
American Camp Association. There are
roughly 57 million school-age children in
the United States, according to recent
U.S. census and home-schooling data.

It’s hard to imagine a more ideal es-
cape for young people living through an
extraordinary time of grief, loneliness
and upheaval. At its best, camp can offer
children a chance to learn outside the
classroom, drawing them from their
computer screens and helping them
build stronger relationships with other

children, themselves and nature. For
children living in poverty especially,
summer camp can be a great equalizer,
giving them a chance to pick up essential
life skills — like swimming — often not
taught in their communities. At many
camps, children from diverse back-
grounds forge lifelong friendships, de-
velop a deep connection with and respect
for nature and learn to work as teams to
overcome big challenges. These are val-
ues our democracy desperately needs.

Not every child will thrive at summer
camp, and there are plenty of other ways

to enjoy the outdoors and gain the bene-
fits that come with socialization and play.

But if America wanted to, it could
make summer camp accessible to every
child who wanted to go.

There are camps that can serve nearly
every child with every interest: camps
for children who love to play sports or
want to learn how to sail or ride horses,
camps that offer weeks of backpacking
along the Appalachian Trail or through
the Utah desert, camps for children who
have disabilities or are battling cancer or
are experiencing homelessness.

Mr. Rosenberg said day camps range
in cost from free to more than $200 per

day and overnight camp prices range
from free to more than $500 per day.
Though scholarships and reduced fees
are available at most camps, the experi-
ence remains out of reach for many,
many families. To scale up, summer
camp operators say they need a dedi-
cated funding stream, more philan-
thropic aid and help with staffing.

No one is suggesting that a few weeks
of summer camp is a cure-all. But re-
searchers, educators and parents say the
kind of experiences summer camp can
provide — a safe, healthy space to play
with children who are different from
them and to build confidence in the great
outdoors — can change children’s lives.

“Play is powerful medicine,” said Deb-
orah Vilas, a faculty adviser, an instruc-
tor and an expert in child-centered play
at Bank Street College in Manhattan. “I
want grown-ups to know that play is nec-
essary. It’s not frivolous. It’s not in place
of learning. It is learning.”

Much of the concern around the pan-
demic has centered, understandably, on
learning loss. But robust academic re-
search suggests play is also an essential
part of child development, aiding in em-
pathy, healthy relationships, survival
skills and self-regulation. The United Na-
tions Convention on the Rights of the
Child considers play an intrinsic right.

Like so much of American life, access
to safe and healthy spaces to play is un-
equal and especially disadvantaging to
Black and Latino children. One study,
commissioned by the Hispanic Access
Foundation and the Center for American

Progress, found that nearly three-
quarters of minorities in the contiguous
United States live in communities that
lack access to nature that includes clean
air and water and a diversity of wildlife.
Some funding for summer enrichment
and after-school programs — at least $1.2
billion — was included in the $1.9 trillion
Covid relief package last year.

Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut,
who pushed hard for the funding, hopes
to expand that commitment. “What of-
fends me is how the income gap affects
who can get this experience,” he said in a
phone interview. “Every single kid has
access to a school during the year. It’s the
middle- and high-income kids who get to
continue their education through camps.
The low-income kids very often sit at
home.”

Many large cities offer at least some
summer programming for young people.
New York City’s Summer Rising pro-
gram is expected to serve 110,000 chil-
dren in kindergarten through eighth
grade this year. Programs like this one
serve a critical need, including by pro-
viding free meals. But while it does offer
some recreation and field trips, the pro-
gram largely focuses on academics. The
city’s summer jobs program, which
serves children as young as 14, is often
sold to the public as a way to reduce
crime.

There’s a better way. America’s chil-
dren deserve to have some fun. 0
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In a time of grief, it’s hard
to imagine a better escape
for young people.

MARA GAY is a member of the New York
Times editorial board, focusing on New
York State and local affairs.

EARLY IN Joe Biden’s presidency, Felicia
Wong, the president of the liberal Roose-
velt Institute, told me that Biden was
badly misunderstood. He’s been in na-
tional politics for decades, and so people
look at him and “default to a kind of old
understanding of what Democrats stand
for, this idea that Democrats are tax-and-
spend liberals.” Wong thought he wanted
more: “What Biden is trying to push is
much more about actually remaking our
economy, so that it does different things
and it actually regularly produces differ-
ent outcomes.”

I think Wong was right about what Bi-
den, or at least the Biden administration,
wanted. But its execution has lagged its
vision. And the reason for this is un-
comfortable for Democrats. You can’t
transform the economy without first
transforming the government.

In April, Brian Deese, the director of
Biden’s National Economic Council, gave
an important speech on the need for “a
modern American industrial strategy.”
This was a salvo in a debate most Ameri-
cans would probably be puzzled to know
Democrats are having. Industrial strat-
egy is the idea that a country should
chart a path to productive capacity be-
yond what the market would, on its own,
support. It is the belief that there should
be some politics in our economics, some
vision of what we are trying to make be-
yond what financial markets reward.

Trying to build clean energy infra-
structure is a form of industrial strategy.
So is investing in domestic supply chains
for vaccines and masks and microchips.
For decades, the idea has been disrep-
utable, even among Democrats. You
don’t want government picking winners
and losers, as the adage goes.

The argument, basically, is this: When
governments bet on technologies or
companies, they typically bet wrong.
Markets are more efficient, more adapt-
able, less corrupt. And so governments
should, where possible, get out of the
market’s way. The government’s proper
role is after the market has done its work,
shifting money from those who have it to
those who need it. Put simply, markets
create, governments tax, and politicians
spend.

It’s remarkable, the assumptions that
lurk beneath what’s taken for common
sense in Washington. Consider the
phrase “winners and losers.” Winners at
what? Losers how? Markets manage
such questions through profits and
losses, valuations and bankruptcies. But
societies have richer, more complex
goals. To criticize markets for failing to
achieve them is like berating a toaster
because it never produces an oil paint-
ing. That’s not its job.

So I won’t say markets failed. We
failed. Growth slowed, inequality wid-
ened, the climate crisis kept getting
worse, deindustrialization wrecked com-
munities, the pandemic proved Ameri-
ca’s supply chains fragile, China became
more authoritarian rather than more
democratic, and then Vladimir Putin’s
war revealed the folly of relying on coun-
tries we cannot trust for goods we des-
perately need.

No one considers this success. Deese,
in his speech to the Economic Club of
New York, declared the debate over:
“The question should move from ‘Why
should we pursue an industrial strat-
egy?’ to ‘How do we pursue one
successfully?’”

I am unabashedly sympathetic to this
vision. In a series of columns over the
past year, I’ve argued that we need a lib-
eralism that builds. Scratch the failures
of modern Democratic governance, par-
ticularly in blue states, and you’ll typical-
ly find that the market didn’t provide
what we needed and government either
didn’t step in or made the problem worse
through neglect or overregulation.

We need to build more homes, trains,
clean energy, research centers, disease
surveillance. And we need to do it faster

and cheaper. At the national level, much
can be blamed on Republican obstruc-
tion and the filibuster. But that’s not al-
ways true in New York or California or
Oregon. It is too slow and too costly to
build even where Republicans are weak
— perhaps especially where they are
weak.

This is where the liberal vision too of-
ten averts its gaze. If anything, the cri-
tiques made of public action a generation
ago have more force today. Do we have a
government capable of building? The an-
swer, too often, is no. What we have is a
government that is extremely good at
making building difficult.

The first step is admitting you have a
problem, and Deese, to his credit, did ex-
actly that. “A modern American industri-
al strategy needs to demonstrate that
America can build — fast, as we’ve done
before, and fairly, as we’ve sometimes
failed to do,” he said.

He noted that the Empire State Build-
ing was constructed in just over a year.
We are richer than we were then, and our
technology far outpaces what was avail-
able in 1930. And yet does anyone seri-
ously believe such a project would take a
year today?

“We need to unpack the many con-
straints that cause America to lag other
major countries — including those with
strong labor, environmental and histori-
cal protections — in delivering infra-
structure on budget and on time,” Deese
continued.

One answer — the typical Republican
answer — is that government can’t do
the job and shouldn’t try. But the data
doesn’t bear that out. The Transit Costs

Project tracks the price tags on rail
projects in different countries. It’s hard
to get an apples-to-apples comparison
here, because different projects are, well,
different, and it matters whether they in-
clude, say, a tunnel, which is expensive
for all the obvious reasons.

Even so, the United States is notable
for how much we spend and how little we
get. It costs about $538 million to build a
kilometer of rail here. Germany builds a
kilometer of rail for $287 million. Canada
gets it done for $254 million. Japan clocks
in at $170 million. Spain is the cheapest
country in the database, at $80 million.
All those countries build more tunnels

than we do, perhaps because they retain
the confidence to regularly try. The bet-
ter you are at building infrastructure, the
more ambitious you can be when imagin-
ing infrastructure to build.

The problem isn’t government. It’s our
government. Nor is the problem unions
— another favored bugaboo of the right.
Union density is higher in all those coun-
tries than it is in the United States. So
what has gone wrong here?

One answer worth wrestling with was
offered by Brink Lindsey, the director of
the Open Society Project at the Niskanen
Center, in a 2021 paper titled “State Ca-
pacity: What Is It, How We Lost It, and
How to Get It Back.” His definition is ad-

mirably terse. “State capacity is the abil-
ity to design and execute policy effec-
tively,” he told me. When a government
can’t collect the taxes it’s owed or build
the sign-up portal for its new health in-
surance plan or construct the high-speed
rail it’s already spent billions of dollars
on, that’s a failure of state capacity.

But a weak government is often an
end, not an accident. Lindsey’s argument
is that to fix state capacity in America,
we need to see that the hobbled state we
have is a choice and there are reasons it
was chosen. Government isn’t intrinsi-
cally inefficient. It has been made ineffi-
cient. And not just by the right:

What is needed most is a change in
ideas: namely, a reversal of those
intellectual trends of the past 50
years or so that have brought us to
the current pass. On the right, this
means abandoning the knee-jerk
anti-statism of recent decades;
embracing the legitimacy of a
large, complex welfare and regula-
tory state; and recognizing the
vital role played by the nation’s
public servants (not just the police
and military). On the left, it means
reconsidering the decentralized,
legalistic model of governance that
has guided progressive-led state
expansion since the 1960s; reduc-
ing the veto power that activist
groups exercise in the courts; and
shifting the focus of policy design
from ensuring that power is sub-
ject to progressive checks to ensur-
ing that power can actually be
exercised effectively.

The Biden administration can’t do much

about the right’s hostility to government.
But it can confront the mistakes and divi-
sions on the left.

A place to start is offered in another
Niskanen paper, this one by Nicholas
Bagley, a law professor at the University
of Michigan. In “The Procedure Fetish”
he argues that liberal governance has de-
veloped a puzzling preference for legiti-
mating government action through pro-
cesses rather than outcomes. He sug-
gests, provocatively, that that’s because
American politics in general and the
Democratic Party, in particular, are dom-
inated by lawyers. Biden and Kamala
Harris hold law degrees, as did Barack
Obama and John Kerry and Bill and Hil-
lary Clinton before them. And this filters
down through the party. “Lawyers, not
managers, have assumed primary re-
sponsibility for shaping administrative
law in the United States,” Bagley writes.
“And if all you’ve got is a lawyer, every-
thing looks like a procedural problem.”

This is a way that America differs from
peer countries: Robert Kagan, a law pro-
fessor at the University of California,
Berkeley, has called this “adversarial le-
galism” and shown that it’s a distinc-
tively American way of checking state
power. Bagley builds on this argument.
“Inflexible procedural rules are a hall-
mark of the American state,” he writes.
“The ubiquity of court challenges, the ar-
tificial rigors of notice-and-comment
rule making, zealous environmental re-
view, pre-enforcement review of agency
rules, picayune legal rules governing hir-
ing and procurement, nationwide court
injunctions — the list goes on and on.”

The justification for these policies is
that they make state action more legiti-
mate by ensuring that dissenting voices
are heard. But they also, over time, ren-
der government ineffective, and that
cost is rarely weighed. This gets to
Bagley’s ultimate and, in my view, wisest
point. “Legitimacy is not solely, not even
primarily, a product of the procedures
that agencies follow,” he says. “Legitima-
cy arises more generally from the per-
ception that government is capable, in-
formed, prompt, responsive and fair.”
That is what we’ve lost — in fact, not just
in perception.

Rebuilding that kind of government
isn’t a question of regulatory tweaks and
interagency coordination. It’s difficult,
coalition-splitting work. It pits Demo-
cratic leaders against their own allies,
against organizations and institutions
they’ve admired or joined against pro-
cesses whose justifications they’ve long
ago accepted and laws they consider
jewels of their past.

The environmental movement cheers
when Biden says he wants to decarbon-
ize and fast. But if he said that in order to
achieve that goal, he wanted to reform or
waive large sections of the National En-
vironmental Policy Act to speed the con-
struction of clean energy infrastructure,
he’d find himself at war. What if he de-
cided to argue not just that government
workers should be paid more but also
that they should be easier to both hire
and fire?

I’ve spent most of my adult life trawl-
ing think tank reports to better under-
stand how to solve problems. When I go
looking for ideas on how to build state ca-
pacity on the left, I don’t find much.
There’s nothing like the depth of re-
search, thought and energy that goes
into imagining health and climate and
education policy. But those health, cli-
mate and education plans depend, cru-
cially, on a state capable of designing and
executing policy effectively. This is true
at the federal level, and it is even truer,
and harder, at the state and local levels.

So this is what I have become certain
of: Democrats spend too much time and
energy imagining the policies that a ca-
pable government could execute and not
nearly enough time imagining how to
make a government capable of executing
them. It is not only markets that have
failed. 0
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What America Needs Is a Liberalism That Builds

To transform the economy,
first transform the
government.
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