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BUDGET FLOCKED WITH MORE THAN $200 MILLION IN “TURKEYS” 

Majority of gobblers added in last hours’ conference committee

TALLAHASSEE —  Florida’s budget is running amok with 227 budget turkeys costing $202-million and deserve to meet their fate on the Governor’s line item chopping block. That’s the findings of this year’s “2004 Turkey Watch Report” by the non-profit taxpayers group Florida TaxWatch.  The Legislature’s  $58 billion budget for FY 2004-05 is an increase of 8.5% from last year’s budget.

“The vast majority of the turkeys our researchers identified were pushed through in the 11th hour in the conference committee without the full legislature’s input,” said Dominic M. Calabro, President of Florida TaxWatch.  “Budget Turkeys are examples of appropriations of taxpayers’ hard-earned money that violate the integrity of the budgeting process and the transparency in budget decisions,” said Calabro.  “They disregard the process that ensures accountability.”      

A TaxWatch Budget Turkey is a project that meets one or more of the following criteria: its placed in the budget without proper public review; it circumvents competition and the lawfully established procedures; it benefits a very limited special interest or local area of the state; or are low priority items that get funded over higher priority needs.

To allow for legislative discretion, any items that were funded in both the House and Senate budgets were not designated as budget turkeys.

“If it has the review by the Legislature and has transparency, competition, prioritization, and accountability, it may not be a desirable budget expenditure, but it’s not a ‘budget turkey’,“ said Calabro.

Of the $202 million in turkeys, $127.5 million were found in General Revenue and $74.6 million in trust funds.  This year’s turkeys cost $11 for each Florida family and cost every man, woman and child in Florida $29.

In the 21 years that Florida TaxWatch has been hunting budget turkeys, this year was remarkable for the large number of items added to the budget during the conference committee negotiations.
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“Several hundreds of millions of dollars worth of decisions are being made by a few legislators,” said Calabro.  “Governor Bush in past years has been wise to veto such questionable projects and we urge him to do likewise this year.”

After a one-year hiatus with no turkeys, Florida’s budget is stuffed with them. This year, most of the 227 turkeys were added late in the session, during the appropriations conference committee.  This maneuver circumvents normal planning and budgeting processes that, by necessity, require close scrutiny by state agencies, the Governor’s Office of Planning and Budgeting, legislative committees, staff, and meaningful citizen input.
The “Budget Turkey” label doesn’t condemn the budget item’s worthiness.  “The questions is whether this is the best use of Florida taxpayers’ dollars, given our state’s vast and pressing needs and limited resources,” said Calabro.

Florida TaxWatch researchers pointed out that the $202 million in turkeys could be better spent elsewhere to:

· Build Schools.  $100 million could build two elementary schools, two middle schools and two high schools.

· Hire Teachers.  $50 million could hire 1,241 additional teachers (at a salary of $40,275).

· Healthy Kids.  $52 million could provide the state and federal share for 39,946 children to have health insurance.

The number of turkeys is even more inappropriate, given the fiscal challenges that lie ahead in FY 2005-06.  These include voter-mandated spending for smaller classroom size, the high speed rail, yet to be determined amounts of non-recurring revenues used to fund recurring projects, a maxed-out state debt limit, together with potential additional voter-mandated funding featured on this November’s ballot.

“Some of these items appear to be meritorious,” said Calabro.  “But often they were never compared as they should have been with like-minded projects.  Instead, they were decided on the whims of legislative conferees.  There was no question: ‘Is this the best bang for the buck?’” said Calabro.
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Florida TaxWatch is a private, non-profit, non-partisan research institute supported by homeowners, small businesses, corporations, professional firms, labor unions, associations, individuals and philanthropic foundations -- representing a wide spectrum of Florida's citizens.  The organization is dedicated to improving taxpayer value, government accountability and citizen understanding and participation in their state and local government fiscal policies.  On the web at www.floridataxwatch.org
