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 Short Take  
 

Legislated Caps on Government Spending 
 
As November 23 draws closer, and with it the report from the Congressional “super 

committee”, the public debate over government spending cuts and caps will intensify. There is 

no shortage of proposals to legislatively – even constitutionally – limit government spending. 

One method that has been tried in some different forms is TABOR, or Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights.  

It is unlikely that the super committee will present any systematic spending-cap proposals, 

such as TABOR or a balanced budget constitutional amendment. But their report will in all 

likelihood reinforce the debate over such ideas.  

It matters a great deal how a spending cap is designed. As a brief example, consider how much 

federal spending would have been in 2010 under three different hypothetical spending caps. 

Actual federal spending in 2010 was $3.46 trillion (cbo.gov): 

 

 Balanced budget, i.e., spending capped at revenue: $2.16 trillion; 

 Spending tied to nominal GDP growth (soft TABOR): $3.11 trillion; 

 Spending tied to real GDP growth (hard TABOR): $1.28 trillion. 
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The Grand Projects Obsession 
 

Sven R Larson 

 
 

If you were mayor of your city and you had to propose tough budget cuts, what would you 

prioritize:  

The city zoo or police? Golf carts for the city golf course, or fire and rescue services? Aquatic 

fun parks, or prosecution of domestic violence cases? 

Common sense says that zoos, golf carts and fun parks are not part of the essential functions 

of government. They should go from the budget before any police officers, fire fighters and 

prosecutors are cut.  

Unfortunately, a disturbing trend has emerged across the country where cities cut essential 

services while spending money on “grand projects” that easily could – and should – be run by 

private businesses. The trend is so strong that many cities and towns will soon have serious 

problems maintaining essential services.  

In Little Rock, Arkansas, the city has cut down on police but kept spending lavishly on the 

local zoo. In Lexington, Kentucky, fire and rescue services were cut while the city bought new 

golf carts for the city-owned golf course.  

Recently Topeka, Kansas made the news when it decriminalized domestic violence. The 

reason: the city can no longer afford to prosecute those cases.  

At the same time, according to its latest budget, the city is spending $3.3 million on 

recreational facilities, such as aquatic fun parks. It appropriated almost $800,000 to golf facilities 

and half a million dollars to support athletics activities. The cost for continuing prosecution of 

domestic violence cases is less than $400,000. 

There is obviously no moral justification for prioritizing golf courses and fun parks over law 

enforcement. To add insult to injury, there is no economic justification either. The grand projects 

that get funded at the expense of police, fire and rescue and criminal prosecution, are typically 

sold to taxpayers as future sources of big streams of revenue for the city. Highly conspicuous 

projects, like convention centers and major sports arenas, come with even bigger promises of 

economic benefits.  

The mere fact that cities continue to be involved in recreational facilities, tourist attractions 

and entertainment (what else should we call an ice hockey rink for an NHL team?) and pump 

money into them, is clear evidence that such projects do not work in the hands of government. 

When they compete with essential government services for funding, we have reached a point 

that begs the question: what are the essential functions of government?  

As a stark reminder of what can happen if a city lets its budget be gobbled up by non-essential 

grand projects, consider Harrisburg, PA. The city recently filed for Chapter 9 bankruptcy 

protection. Its finances were overwhelmed in good part by investments in a trash-to-power 

incinerator. The project was supposed to become a cash cow and a relief for taxpayers. But since 

the project was never tested by the free market there was never an opportunity to get an 

unbiased evaluation of the calculations the city used for its investment decision.  

http://www.larson4liberty.com/search/label/ARKANSAS
http://www.larson4liberty.com/search/label/ARKANSAS
http://www.kentucky.com/2011/06/21/1782747/mayor-gray-criticizes-changes.html
http://www.kentucky.com/2011/06/21/1782747/mayor-gray-criticizes-changes.html
http://www.nbcchicago.com/news/weird/Cash-Strapped-Topeka-Stops-Prosecuting-Domestic-Violence-131468933.html
http://www.topeka.org/pdfs/2011BudgetFinal.pdf
http://www.newsobserver.com/2010/08/09/621531/raleigh-convention-center-seeks.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2011/10/04/council-oks-deal-to-buy-arena.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2011/10/04/council-oks-deal-to-buy-arena.html
http://libertybullhorn.com/2011/10/12/another-city-bites-the-dust/
http://libertybullhorn.com/2011/10/12/another-city-bites-the-dust/
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Two Cities Say Farewell to Street Lights 
 

Sven R Larson 

 
Political philosophers sometimes define minimal government with a historic image of cities in 

England where the only visible presence of government was the night watchman who walked 

the streets and lit up street lights at night. If government did nothing else, then at least is should 

light up our streets at night.  

In modern America that principle has been turned on its head. In two cases (more than likely 

not the only ones) cities have decided to partly eliminate street lights before shutting down less 

essential government services.  

A case in point is Vista, California, where in 2010 the city council made a drastic decision: 
 

To trim $9 million from their budget, Vista officials say they will shut off half of the city’s 

residential street lights in March unless property owners agree to pay higher lighting fees. 

Fees could cost residents of the north San Diego County city between $4 and $20 a year. 

 

If the city had been on the dole, financially, this decision would have been reasonable, even 

wise. But one has to question the prioritization skills of the city council when, at the same time, 

it pours large amounts of taxpayers’ money into the Wave Waterpark. Over the past five years 

the city has plowed almost $2 million of General Fund tax revenues into the fun park. This is 

net contributions from the city – “transfers in” as they are called in the city budget – in addition 

to ticket sales and other revenues from the park itself. 

In fiscal year 2010-11 the city sent $530,000 worth of taxpayers’ money to Wave Waterworld. 

The cost to keep street lights on would be $342,000 (given a fee of $12 per household and 29,300 

households in Vista).  

This raises a valid question: if the city of Vista is in such dire fiscal straits that it needs to shut 

off street lights, then why does the city not sell the Wave Waterpark? It would no longer have to 

use taxpayers’ money to pay for the fun park, it could keep the street lights on and – at least in 

2010 – have $88,000 more in its bank accounts. The city’s households would avoid a fee hike. 

Another city with warped priorities is Highland Park, Michigan. The city says it has to cut 

$564,000 out of its annual utility bill and therefore has to turn off street lights. At the same time, 

in 2010 the city spent $781,000 on “economic and community development”. In 2011 that 

amount increased to $858,000. This kind of spending is used by politicians to choose winners 

and losers among private businesses, and to sponsor non-profits, often with more political 

connections than good ideas.  

When politicians prioritize grand projects over essential government functions, they show an 

unmistakable disregard for the principles of economic and individual freedom. They are of 

course free to harbor whatever values they want, but they should be explicit about them to their 

constituents.  

 

Keep up with economic news and state politics! Subscribe to libertybullhorn.com today! 
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http://libertybullhorn.com/2011/10/11/welcome-to-the-dark-side/
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