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Abstract 
Weed and Seed, a federal initiative that started in the 1990s, seeks to improve economic 
and social conditions for residents in poor urban neighborhoods by removing criminals 
(weeding), and implementing programs designed and administered by conglomerates 
of state, local, and community level actors (seeding). This paper, however, seeks to 
outline the necessary questions about the program’s as yet unmeasured socio-economic 
outcomes. It argues first that the potential impact on targeted neighborhoods goes 
largely unaddressed in the strategy’s design, and ultimately threatens to undermine 
substantive neighborhood improvement. It further argues that while the project’s flaws 
may be cast as the perpetual imperfection of social policy and implementation design, 
they are instead products of the political-economic context in which they are embedded. 
In other words, it argues that Weed and Seed is a product of the neo-liberal state and 
reflects policy decisions that privilege capitalist development, re-enforce small-scale 
social spending, and the mass incarceration of the US prison system.

I n 1993, the United States Department of Justice initiated Operation 
Weed and Seed, a community-based crime prevention program 

that has spread to over 250 communities across the United States. Weed 
and Seed is a federal initiative that aims to improve social and economic 
conditions in poor urban neighborhoods through the combination 
of aggressive law-enforcement practices and collaborative community 
programming. The Weed and Seed approach pursues better economic 
and social conditions in targeted neighborhoods by removing criminals 
(weeding), and implementing initiatives designed and administered by 
conglomerates of state, local, and community level actors (seeding). 

At the federal level, the Weed and Seed strategy is intentionally vague, 
thereby delegating most design, implementation, and funding mechanisms 
for initiatives to local and community leaders. The logic of the Weed and 
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Seed model largely frames criminals and uncoordinated service provision 
as the primary obstacles for socio-economic growth in blighted urban 
neighborhoods. In other words, “weeding” criminals out of neighborhoods, 
and “seeding” in local service programs marks a departure from the 
Keynesian model of welfare that proliferated in the 1960s and 70s, a model 
that framed federally funded cash and in-kind public assistance programs 
as America’s preferred anti-poverty edifice. This divergence is most 
pronounced in the Weed and Seed strategy’s reliance on the U.S. prison 
system as an institution instrumental to keeping criminals out of targeted 
neighborhoods. Further, politicians aligned the strategy to neo-liberal ideals 
that position capitalist development as a viable strategy for improving 
conditions in poor neighborhoods, providing legitimacy for small-scale 
social spending and mass incarceration.

This paper argues that Weed and Seed, shaped by a post-Keynesian 
penology, is a strategy that satisfies a contemporary neo-liberal agenda 
that effectively reproduces class stratification. It begins by describing, in 
more detail, the Weed and Seed strategy, then illustrates the concept of a 
post-Keynesian penology, and lastly explores the strategy as it relates to the 
neo-liberal agenda. To provide a richer understanding of the relationship 
between the post-Keynesian state and the US prison system, the paper 
draws on Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s (1999) theory of the post-Keynesian 
militarism, as well as the work David Harvey (2005) and William Sites 
(2003) to provide a historical framework of neo-liberalism, and to provide 
critical points of analyses through which to demonstrate that Weed and 
Seed is a product of the neo-liberal state.

WEED AND SEED: A BRIEF OVERVIEW
Weed and Seed is a strategy, not a program. “[It] is a means to mobilize 
resources in coordinated efforts, not simply a mechanism to fund local 
activities that share no collective aim” (Dunworth et al. 1999, 15; 
italics added). Whereas a program might generate the expectation of 
uniform implementation at every site, the Weed and Seed strategy 
requires a significant amount of planning at the local level for its 
implementation. Because socio-economic landscapes (crime patterns, 
police presence, organizations, businesses and community groups) 
vary, the format and implementation of a Weed and Seed mission 
can look quite different from neighborhood to neighborhood.

However, every Weed and Seed site has three core components: 
weeding, seeding, and community policing. The first element, weeding, 
aims to remove criminals from the neighborhood through targeted 
operations and elevated police presence. Commonly utilized tactics include 
identifying and securing locations of high-crime activity, aggressive use 
of search and arrest warrants, undercover “buy busts,” and extended 
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police coverage with an emphasis on field interrogations (Miller 2001). 
The second component, seeding, uses new resources from the program to 
leverage pre-existing community resources and actors in the planning and 
implementation of self-selected initiatives. While seeding initiatives vary 
based on locally defined priorities, all sites are required to have a “safe 
haven,” a multi-service center or space that hosts a variety of different 
programs and activities. Popular seeding efforts include youth prevention 
and intervention programs, adult employment programs, family support 
services, community building and neighborhood beautification initiatives 
(Dunworth et al. 1999). The third component is community policing, in 
which the police and community proactively collaborate to address and 
respond to pressing problems. 

Each Weed and Seed site has a designated a Grantee Organization, 
which is responsible for program coordination and implementation. 
Steering committees are charged with designing the program and, often 
chaired by officials such as an attorney general or mayor, consist of a mix 
of public sector representatives and community members (Dunworth 
et al. 1999). For example, the Crawford-Roberts Weed and Seed site 
in Pittsburgh had a task force that consisted of members from the 
local police department, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the 
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), and the Immigration and 
Naturalization Services (INS) (Bynum et al. 1999).

While the above components and organizational elements define 
the general outline of the strategy, such governing committees are not 
uniformly implemented, and rely on varying funding sources. Depending 
on the site, community members and organizations can use more or less 
discretion in relation to selecting which seeding initiatives to fund. This 
exercise of community power, however, can only be activated once seed 
funding is made available. For example, funding for seeding initiatives in 
the Crawford-Roberts Weed and Seed site was largely unavailable until two 
full years after weeding began (Bynum et al. 1999). 

Nevertheless, the Crawford-Roberts neighborhood experienced 
decreases in crime within four years of strategy implementation, and 
residents perceived improvements neighborhood safety and quality of life 
(Bynum et al. 1999). A cross-site analysis (Dunworth et al. 1999) showed 
similar findings in four other neighborhoods. This crime reduction trend 
is also evident in a more recent study of homicide rates, which found that, 
55% of the two hundred and twenty Weed and Seed site respondents 
reported a decline in homicide rates from the time period between 1996 
and 2001 (O’Connell, Perkins and zepp 2003). 

While many of the Weed and Seed sites are selected on the basis of 
high crime rates and high density of indicators of poverty (unemployment 
and income status) (Miller 2001), outcomes measuring the latter are not 
widely publicized in available program materials. The evaluation of the 
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Crawford-Roberts reports little to no improvement in unemployment 
(Bynum et al. 1999), and the cross-site analysis (Dunworth et al. 1999) 
omits these outcomes all together. In sum, while reduced crime rates and 
improved community perception indicate some success, the absence of data 
regarding the economic wellbeing of communities suggest that such success 
is perhaps too narrowly defined.

POST- KEYNESIAN PENOLOGY
In addition to decentralized control of resources, there is the propagation 
of criminal incarceration without rehabilitation. While weeding 
focuses largely on identifying and arresting criminals, incarceration 
is an integral element of the strategy as a whole. Miller (2001) 
describes the Weed and Seed strategy as an expression of a penology 
that largely positions crime as an unpreventable phenomena whose 
elements are to be managed, and negative impacts to be mitigated. 

These attributes reflect the greater political economic climate of the 
1990s. Starting in the 1970s the Keynesian model of economic governance, 
which proscribes the deployment of state controlled public money to 
mitigate free-market failures (e.g., unemployment and poverty), lost much 
of its popularity (Harvey 2005). The US federal government had fewer 
resources (and less political incentive) to launch significant public assistance 
campaigns. In other words, the Weed and Seed focus on crime reduction 
and neighborhood development are hallmarks of a distinctly post-Keynesian 
response to poverty. Instead of treating poverty as a primary producer of 
criminal behavior, the logic of the Weed and Seed largely inverts this causal 
story by localizing criminality onto individuals. 

Such an orientation to crime, as Miller (2001) describes it, provides 
little in the way of programming to meet broader social goals, and 
decentralizes state responsibility for the contexts in which crime is 
embedded. In short, this penology justifies purging social programs in 
favor of reactive measures that aim to separate criminals from law-abiding 
citizens, and often diffuse remedial responsibilities to local contingents. 
The abandonment of rehabilitative services for criminals, the intensified 
commitment to removing criminals from neighborhoods, and the (minimal) 
support provided to citizens in the community correspond to the model 
she describes. Lastly, the delegation of crime control responsibility to local 
organizations is a primary characteristic of both this penology and the Weed 
and Seed approach as state and elected officials are insulated from assuming 
accountability for crime rates.

Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s (1999) work on US prison growth further 
places this penology in a post-Keynesian state. As Gilmore frames it, the 
corporate tax-rebellion and social militancy of the 1960s left the state with 
fewer resources to spend on social programs, and a white electorate that 
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was no longer in favor of funding the war on poverty. The accumulation 
ushered in by lower tax barriers and a growth in the popularity of finance 
capital created an environment in which pools of money were amassed with 
few outlets for investment. While suburban development channeled some 
land (and financial) surplus, capital had still withdrawn from rural areas 
as a result of agribusinesses forced out by debt (driven by international 
commodity markets and natural disasters). Such restructuring of 
agricultural and industrial markets also lead to a surplus in labor, land, and 
unemployment, and the restructuring of taxes meant that social programs 
would not be implemented to put labor surpluses back to work. Gilmore 
argues that prisons became the post-Keynesian state’s outlet for surpluses in 
capital, land, and labor. 

In other words, the mass incarceration and harsh sentencing that Miller 
(2001) refers to may well be the result of the recent dramatic increase in the 
state’s criminal storage capacity. Gilmore argues that the demand needed 
to both justify and meet the rise in supply of “cages,” was achieved by a 
politically and economically crafted “crime” crisis. Fueled by the militant 
civil rights movement that threatened race and class hierarchies, Nixon’s 
“law and order” campaign recast radical activism as crime that needed to 
be controlled (Gilmore 1999). After a decade of moral panic, the harsher 
sentencing and massive prison construction that started in California in 
1982 seemed justified to the American public, regardless of the fact that 
crime rates had been steadily declining since 1980 (Gilmore 1999). 

When President Bush introduced the Weed and Seed Act of 1992, 
Congress was not receptive to the bill. It wasn’t until later in the year, after 
the Los Angeles riots had gained significant media attention, that funding 
was appropriated for Weed and Seed under the Tax Fairness and Economic 
Growth Act of 1992 (Ruben 1994). This provides support for the notion 
that crises energize reform efforts, and as Gilmore argues, particularly those 
that reinforce standing social orders. The result was a combination of mass 
incarceration, harsh sentencing, and a limit on rehabilitative programs and 
services.

The Weed and Seed strategy is a prime example of the way in which 
the post-Keynesian penology is able to reproduce the crisis of crime, 
and thereby create a steady supply of prisoners. Weeding in targeted 
neighborhoods results in more arrests, and consequently in more 
incarcerated community members. During incarceration, these community 
members are unable to participate in the labor market, maintain personal 
and professional connections, or contribute to the economic and social 
wellbeing of family members (Solomon, Fischer, Le Vigne and Osborn 
2006). Upon release, the majority of reentering prisoners stay with their 
families, returning many to the neighborhood in which they lived prior 
to incarceration with relatively little to offer (Visher and Farrell 2005). 
Meager job prospects, untreated mental and physical health conditions, few 



A D V O C A T E S ’  F O R U M

55 56

public benefits, and sometimes major debt accumulations (one study found 
that a quarter of prisoner respondents owed an average of $25,000.00 in 
child support) make reentering prisoners difficult community members to 
re-integrate successfully (Solomon, Fischer, Le Vine and Osborn and 2006). 
In effect, the weeding component ends up concentrating disadvantage by 
maintaining the socio-economic conditions correlated with crime. 

PLANTING A NEO-LIBER AL AGENDA
The Weed and Seed approach served goals other than crime reduction 
and local social programming as politicians embedded the strategy in 
legislation that positioned Enterprise zones as a legitimate means to 
improve poor neighborhoods. Originally introduced in England in 
response to neighborhood “blight” produced by urban deindustrialization, 
Enterprise zone initiatives provide tax-breaks and other financial incentives 
to encourage entrepreneurial development in poor neighborhoods. 
Following up on campaign promises to implement Enterprise zones 
in the United States, George Bush introduced the Weed and Seed 
Implementation Act of 1992. The Bush model marked an innovation 
of traditional constructions of Enterprise zones, which according to 
Rubin (1994), were unsuccessful in spurring economic growth due to an 
over-reliance on the free-market and failure to address social obstacles. 

The origins of Operation Weed and Seed suggest that it emerged 
as a solution to the problems of developing surplus urban space. Target 
neighborhoods for Weed and Seed implementation were selected based on 
indicators of underdevelopment and economic promise (Miller 2001). For 
example, the Crawford-Roberts neighborhood occupied a central location 
in the Hill District in Pittsburgh that had once been a populous African 
American urban center for commerce and cultural activity. As a result of 
fleeting industrial production from the city, the Hill District had seen a 
70% drop in population by the 1990s and was home to neighborhoods with 
the highest violent and drug crime-rates in the city (Bynum et al. 1999). 
The combination of tax incentives, aggressive law enforcement, and growing 
community involvement through small-scale neighborhood investments 
were to stimulate economic development and improve conditions in 
neighborhoods like Crawford-Roberts. 

According to David Harvey (2005), such disarming impediments to 
free market growth is at the top of neo-liberal agenda. Harvey (2005, 19) 
argues that neo-liberalization of the state is a “political project to re-
establish the conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of 
economic elites.” Harvey further outlines the dramatic increase in income 
inequality that followed drastic shifts in monetary policy of the 1970s to 
assert that political pursuit of a free-er market system produces hyper-
concentrations of capital for a very small economic elite. This new model 
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of governance, one that prioritizes corporate welfare over human welfare, 
was not strictly created by legislation. As an example, he cites the New 
York City fiscal crisis of the 1970s is an example of the way that neo-liberal 
practices took hold of city government, and became a compelling model 
for social and economic policy during the Reagan era. The crisis came to a 
head in 1975 when a coalition of New York investment bankers refused to 
roll over the City’s debt, which pushed the city into virtual bankruptcy in 
the midst of a national recession. What followed, Harvey shows, was a series 
of concessions that required the city to render tax revenues to bondholders, 
and the large scale re-orientation of city government priorities from pubic 
employment and services to entrepreneurial development. New York’s fiscal 
recovery, engineered by the “cadre” of investment bankers, brought both 
new practices and justifying ideologies. City government resources were 
increasingly utilized to attract investment capital by building infrastructure 
and providing tax incentives and subsidies for new enterprise (Harvey 
2005). 

As Sites (2003) asserts, out of the crisis and “recovery” emerged 
a narrative that laid blame for the city’s fiscal failure on the “excessive 
demands of poor people, municipal workers, racial minorities, and 
community groups—and… the liberal politicians who supported them” 
(39). This definition of the crisis, Sites shows, justified major cuts to public 
services that the poor and working-class residents relied on, and set a 
precedent for distributing public money and political attention to business 
entrepreneurs and corporate leaders. While Harvey is careful to point out 
that this mass reallocation of public resources wasn’t necessarily an overt 
effort to restore class power to economic elites, Sites (2003) demonstrates 
that the neo-liberal approach, as “philosophy for public action,” functions 
to fix the needs of free-market enterprise at the top of the political agenda. 
Because the expansion of enterprise relies on growing private pools of 
capital, politicians must then protect capital concentrations against 
redistributive policies and practices. The neo-liberal model rationalizes 
expanding and protecting investment opportunities for the economic 
elite (Harvey 2005), and initiatives to eliminate obstacles to free-market 
proliferation (Sites 2003).

Urban revitalization initiatives, of which Empowerment zones are 
an example, are a product of the New York fiscal crisis recovery that 
were subsequently reproduced throughout the United States. As an 
appendage to urban revitalization efforts, the Weed and Seed works to 
facilitate urban economic development by reducing crime and increasing 
community engagement, all while constricting—by increasing arrests and 
incarceration—the already limited opportunities for capital accumulation 
for residents of those targeted neighborhoods. Gilmore (1999) argues that 
high rates of incarceration create a pool of low-cost labor. Since living wages 
for low-skilled work are an obstacle for competition in the global economy, 
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prison labor functions as a mechanism to reduce the cost of production and 
post-incarceration, ex-prisoners feed the increasingly “flexible” workforce 
that characterizes the neo-liberal labor market. 

Western and Beckett (1999) identify a key paradox in the short- and 
long-term labor market effects of the US prison system. Prisoners are 
excluded from unemployment figures in the United States, deflating the 
unemployment rate and creating the illusion of a stronger economy in 
the short-run. But because incarceration reduces job prospects for ex-
offenders, they argue that consequences of a rapidly expanding penal system 
are sustained long-term unemployment and deepening social inequality: 
“Incarceration…. deepens inequality because its effects are increasingly 
detrimental for young black and unskilled men, whose incarceration rates 
are highest and whose market power is weak” (1031). This unemployment 
contradiction marks the potential long-term negative impact on recidivism 
in targeted neighborhoods. 

Dunworth and others (1999) and Miller (2001) document local level 
resistance to Weed and Seed implementation. Miller’s documentation 
of a Seattle Weed and Seed site illustrates the ways in which strategy 
implementation and design activated effective community opposition and 
control. Not only was this neighborhood successful in initially staving 
off program implementation, but when they eventually “accepted” the 
initiative—they were able to lead campaigns that increased seed funding 
and granted more community control over funding streams.

While the activation of opposition cannot be held up as an 
accomplishment of the strategy as a whole, community investment in 
seeding initiatives can be a positive outcome of its decentralized design. 
However, this shows how both success and failure are projected on the 
neighborhood level, while program elements are highly dependent on a host 
of state and local institutions. Community groups in the Crawford-Roberts 
neighborhood were similarly included as seeding strategists, but they were 
not granted access to seed funding until two years into implementation. 
Both by history and design, Operation Weed and Seed is thus a hallmark 
of a neo-liberalism in theory and in practice, which, as Harvey (2005) 
emphasizes, delegates state responsibility, projecting accountability on a 
more local and individual level. 

While economic outcomes for residents and local businesses have 
yet to be measured or made accessible, the initiative’s alignment with the 
principles of free-market growth gave Weed and Seed political legitimacy. 
This neo-liberal strategy, characterized by decentralized responsibility, tight 
social spending, and the prioritization of short-term tactics over long-term 
social gains, functions to cut off vast numbers of individuals and families 
from the accumulation of both physical and social capital.

A D V O C A T E S ’  F O R U M
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CONCLUSION
Despite federal-level warnings about accelerated recidivism, and 
community mistrust of its aggressive law enforcement techniques, the 
Weed and Seed strategy was ratified by law and enacted in neighborhoods 
throughout the country. While some communities have implemented 
seeding programs for reentering prisoners (Solomon, Palmer, Atkinson, 
Davidson and Harvey 2006), such programs compete for a portion of 
limited seed funding that could otherwise be spent on a host of other 
prevention programming. Because rehabilitative services are not a 
fixed and securely funded part of the strategy, communities incur the 
cost of socio-economic losses accumulated during incarceration.

Particularly at the municipal level, the Weed and Seed approach enables 
local governments to brand spaces of social disorder, and strategically 
infiltrate these spaces to eradicate free-market obstacles. The Weed and Seed 
strategy embodies a post-Keynesian penology that justifies the acceleration 
of concentrated disadvantage, and further expands economic opportunity 
for the capital class through tax incentives and cheap labor. This strategy 
threatens to create, if even indirectly, a recurring criminal crisis that will 
both justify and shore up demand for a growing supply of “cages,” and 
reproduces a landscape in which minorities inhabit socio-economic spaces 
devoid of power and opportunity.

Certainly, improving the conditions of poor urban neighborhoods and 
increasing community involvement through crime reduction and social 
programming are practical goals at the state and local level. In some cases, 
crime reduction, improvements in the way that residents felt about their 
neighborhood, and institutional collaboration are positive outcomes of 
the Weed and Seed strategy. What remains is a question of whether these 
positive outcomes create substantive gains for the communities in which 
the strategy is implemented. While further research is needed to answer 
this question, the studies included in this paper suggest that prisoner 
re-entry presents significant challenges for ex-offenders, their families, 
and the communities. These findings stimulate further questions about 
the net social value of a policy that seeks to improve poor neighborhoods 
by removing residents without providing any support for their inevitable 
return. In looking forward, it’s important to understand Weed and Seed 
as a product, not an artifact, of social policy-making in a neo-liberal 
environment, one that continues to be reproduced in urban communities 
throughout the United States. For this reason, it is imperative that the 
socio-economic impact on targeted neighborhoods is carefully studied 
moving forward so that the design of the Weed and Seed strategy can be 
enhanced to ensure maximum benefit for urban communities. 
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