TSTA testimony submitted to Senate Finance Committee, 2/07/11
We at TSTA know that this year’s budget-writing task is the most difficult that members of this committee ever have faced. We appreciate the enormous challenge you are undertaking.
But you must do more than bridge a one-time revenue shortfall variously estimated at $15 billion to $27 billion. (We believe $27 billion is the realistic figure.) You also must cure, once and for all, a $10 billion “structural deficit” in the public education budget resulting from the 2006 school finance law. If not, the Legislature is going to inherit a large, built-in revenue shortfall at the beginning of the 2013 session as well, and school districts, their employees and students will continue to be squeezed.
You cannot fix this budget problem with cuts alone, not if you want to avoid crippling the public education system and jeopardizing the state’s economy for years to come. That would be the result of the devastating cuts laid out in both the Senate and the House starting-point budget plans.
Two years ago, the Legislature enacted House Bill 3, an ambitious law that seeks to increase accountability and take great strides toward making every Texas child college-ready or job-ready by the time he or she finishes high school. The starting-point budgets presented this year fall woefully short of spending enough to move us toward those objectives. They, in fact, would shove us backwards, and children would suffer. There is a much better alternative.

We must take a balanced approach to writing the next state budget, and we must start by spending all $9.4 billion projected for the Rainy Day Fund. It was created to help protect Texans from financial emergencies, and this financial emergency is a monsoon.
Then we must use every available federal dollar, including the $830 million in emergency funds approved by Congress last summer to help save teacher jobs. That money has been held up for several months because Texas has been unable – or unwilling – to comply with federal requirements for release of the money. It is time for the Legislature to do what’s right for the school kids and work with the federal government to obtain the funds. If anything, the emergency for Texas schools is worse now than it was when Congress appropriated the money.
You also should use every accounting tool at your disposal in drafting a new state budget, including the temporary delay of Foundation School payments to school districts. That tool has been used with success during previous budgetary crunches, and it is acceptable for use now.

Next, budget-writers need to examine every existing tax excmption and every tax break to determine if they are still performing a useful public purpose or have merely become special-interest loopholes draining tax dollars from critical public services. According to a recent report, a natural gas production tax break that may have outlived its usefulness is still costing the state about $1 billion a year in lost revenue. That is a significant amount of money, and who knows how many other special breaks need reevaluating.
Finally, TSTA recognizes that, with a revenue shortfall this huge, some spending cuts are inevitable. But before the Legislature takes an ax to education, health care and other critical programs, it first must enact a new revenue stream to adequately and equitably meet the needs of our growing state for the foreseeable future. We know this step must start in the House, but we also know that senators are not without influence.
Texas cannot continue to lurch from one budgetary crisis to another if it is to build for a strong economic future. Deep budget cuts in education mean more than lost teacher jobs. They mean overcrowded classrooms, closed neighborhood schools, diminished learning opportunities for our children, a more serious dropout problem and a future work force that is ill-prepared to keep moving Texas forward.
Our kids deserve more from us than that.

