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Finding an end to the era of “earmarks”

Congressional measures seek solution to a long-time spending epidemic

by Congressman Mark Green

The National Orange Show Festival and the Pacific Rim International Wine Competition in California… $280,000.

The Three Rivers Wet Weather Demonstration Program in Pennsylvania… $1,500,000.

NASA’s “artist in residence,” Laurie Anderson… $20,000.

Your taxpayer dollars spent on frivolous pet projects… not priceless.

Every year taxpayers send their hard-earned money to Washington to keep the government up and running.  And, every year the government channels far too much of that money back to taxpayers in the form of special projects.

The funding requests for projects like the National Orange Show, the Wet Weather Demonstration, and the NASA artist are unofficially called congressional earmarks.  Recently, these requests, and the manner in which they are secured, have come under increased scrutiny both by members of Congress and the public.  I believe the scrutiny is long overdue.
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Proponents of this burgeoning form of federal spending argue that there is nothing wrong with elected leaders, rather than bureaucrats, making decisions on how to spend tax dollars.  I actually think that’s a pretty good argument, and used earmarks to bypass bureaucrats to fund some important projects in Wisconsin including the veterans clinic in Green Bay and the Paper Science Center at UW-Green Bay.  

However, unfortunately, too many members of Congress have shown no ability to control their appetite for pork projects – even when the projects shouldn’t be receiving tax dollars.    

With that in mind, I have cosponsored the “Obligation of Funds Transparency Act” – a bill that limits agency spending and requires any funding of major programs to be clearly outlined in legislation.  Essentially, this bill forces spending requests to withstand the scrutiny of each member of Congress, giving us the opportunity to strike outrageous proposals that often sneak into the text of massive funding bills at the last minute.

I am also a strong proponent of giving the president line-item veto authority, a power wielded by most of our nation’s governors.  Once a spending bill has made its way through the legislative process, the final product can often be hundreds of pages in length.  Since Congress is often forced to consider the bill as a whole, members do not have the ability to remove individual projects.  However, with the line-item veto, the president has the power to amend the final bill, giving him the chance to make sensible spending cuts with the stroke of a pen.

It’s easy for members of Congress to justify federal earmarks – the money goes directly to folks back home.  But, if we look at the big picture, the price tag of project after project in district after district quickly balloons out of control.  The “Obligation of Funds Transparency Act” and line-item veto can help us pop that balloon.  They represent common sense steps toward bringing the size of government in line with taxpayers’ ability to pay, and it’s time we make them a reality.

As always, I’m interested in hearing your thoughts and opinions.  If you have any questions or comments, please give my office a call toll-free at 1-800-773-8579, e-mail me at mark.green@mail.house.gov, or check out my Web site at http://www.house.gov/markgreen.

Thanks, and keep in touch.
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