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Lawmakers keep Texas moving in right direction
on fiscal policy but leave much to be desired

Alberto Martinez /ASSOCIATED
PRESS
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Like their counterparts in the
Senate, members of the Texas
House reached the end of the
82nd Legislature's special
session without having
effected genuine fiscal stability.
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Six months ago, Texas lawmakers convened the 82nd session amid
the most challenging fiscal climate since World War II.

As soon as the session began, lawmakers learned that revenues
were down sharply from the previous cycle, the state was short $4.3
billion for its current budget, and the next budget was facing a $15
billion shortfall. No minor matters.

Fast-forward to today: The bills for the current two-year budget are
paid, the budget for the next two years is balanced, no new major
taxes were passed, and much of the state's rainy day fund is still
intact for use by future legislatures.

All'in all, a job well done, right? Well, that depends.

To be sure, lawmakers achieved some good things this session,
such as cutting overall spending for the first time in at least 50 years
and reducing general revenue spending for only the third time since
World War I.

But to make these things happen, budget writers had to rely heavily
on gimmicks and one-time fixes, like a $2.3 billion payment deferral
to the Foundation School Program and underfunding Medicaid
caseload growth to the tune of $4.8 billion.

Perhaps even worse than these budget shenanigans is the fact that,
despite having a golden opportunity, lawmakers failed to make any
substantive changes to how and why state government spends
money.

For instance, of the Texas Public Policy Foundation's five essential
budget and spending reforms, which were offered in January (see
the American-Statesman article at http://bit.ly/nCd3UH ), lawmakers
really only achieved one — reducing Texas' dependence on federal
funds — and even then, this goal was primarily accomplished
because of the fact that $12 billion in federal stimulus funds expire
at the end of the current budget cycle, meaning this was probably
going to happen on its own anyhow.

As for other budget and spending reforms, here's how lawmakers
fared:

» What conservatives were hoping for: A two-year budget prepared
from scratch to root out waste, fraud and abuse.

What actually happened: Lawmakers largely overlooked zero-based
budgeting — a technique that requires each state agency to build
their budget from the ground up, thus helping to ensure that every
expense is justified — and instead wrote the budget using a
modified current services approach. The result was a much meatier
budget than could have otherwise been.

If there is a silver lining here, it is that zero-based budgeting
proponents did make some headway this session in highlighting this
tool and possibly created some opportunities in the next session for
lawmakers to take this tool out of the toolbox.

» What conservatives were hoping for: The elimination of
nonessential agencies and programs.

What actually happened: In short, very little.
Initially, it appeared that House lawmakers were going to look

favorably on this idea and even cast a number of difficult votes to
defund certain agencies and programs. But unfortunately, much of
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the lower chamber's resolve seemed to wane after its version of the
budget was passed and conference committee members went to
work.

In the Senate, lawmakers never really pursued this and instead
turned much of their attention to finding additional revenue to
support the current structure.

And so, no major efforts to rethink how state government operates
ever materialized, coming as a major disappointment for many as
the Legislature seemed unwilling to look closely at rationale for
continuing taxpayer support for such entities as the Historical
Commission, the Commission on the Arts and the Healthy Texas
Program.

To be fair, in the end a few agencies were consolidated and
merged, and funding was somewhat reduced in some cases; but
overall, the Legislature seemed reluctant to do what it did in 2003
and truly refocus the state's attention on priority issues — such as
transportation, border security and an efficient system of public
education.

» What conservatives were hoping for: Change the budget layout to
make it easier for taxpayers and legislators to understand.

What actually happened: Twice House members amended major
legislation to try to pass this provision, and twice conference
committee members stripped it from the final bill, even going so far
as to ignore a motion to instruct conference committee members to
keep the provision on the bill.

To this day, it is still largely unknown why the conference committee
members were so opposed to such a simple thing as making the
budget easier to understand. For the time being, it seems, the
budget bill's confusing and intimidating nature will continue to baffle
all but those without an advanced degree in public finance.
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