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Faced With Fiscal Adversity, Governors Try to Embrace It 

By WILLIAM YARDLEY
Battered by the worst economic downturn in decades, governors across the country are using their annual speeches to state lawmakers to inject a little Obama-style optimism into the dour debate over budget cuts, and even to suggest that bad times require big ambition.

In Oregon, Gov. Theodore R. Kulongoski, a Democrat, is proposing $2 billion in new taxes and fees to pay for children’s health care, transportation and investments in renewable energy. In Alaska, Gov. Sarah Palin, a Republican, proposed that half of the state’s energy come from renewable sources by 2025. In South Carolina, Gov. Mark Sanford, a Republican and a staunch fiscal conservative, proposed lowering state income taxes by increasing the state cigarette tax to 35 cents a pack, up from 7 cents, the lowest rate in the nation.

The State of the State speeches, given by more than 30 governors in January, mark the beginning of legislative sessions. Governors typically recount accomplishments, outline challenges and propose solutions. Even in good times there are plenty of platitudes. But now it seems that nearly every governor, regardless of political party, has a variation on “Yes, we can” as they pick up the role of cheerleader in chief. 

“We’re never better than when our backs are against the wall,” said Gov. Chet Culver of Iowa, a Democrat. “We stand tall, and we never give up. In Iowa, we keep our promises. Our word is our bond. We stand up for Iowa values. We work together like a team — to get things done!”

In Idaho, Gov. C. L. Otter, a Republican, asked residents to summon some “grace and grit.” In Massachusetts, Gov. Deval Patrick, a Democrat, urged people “to learn to lean on each other.” In Nebraska, Gov. Dave Heineman, a Republican, reminded residents that they were “can-do people.”

Most states face steep budget deficits, sometimes in the billions of dollars. Many governors are proposing vast spending cuts and hiring or wage freezes, and others say tax increases are unavoidable. Most are also hoping for help from a federal stimulus package. 

Some are planning unconventional solutions. In Minnesota and Wisconsin, the governors — one Republican and one Democratic — went so far as to announce a first-ever plan to share some government operations, like the salting of wintry roads, to save money.

It has been popular, too, to point to other states in worse situations. 

“We are fiscally steady,” said Gov. Mitch Daniels of Indiana, a Republican, comparing his state with many others “crawling to Congress for bailouts.”

Ms. Palin’s speech might have been the most anticipated. Ms. Palin, the former Republican nominee for vice president, used her address to reassert herself on Alaskan issues (she proposed ambitious projects like a 500-mile road across the tundra from Fairbanks to Nome, as well as a 7 percent budget reduction) and to try to position herself for her new national audience on issues like the environment.

The governor aspired to more painterly language than she had in past addresses, perhaps to counter criticism of her speaking style during the presidential campaign. She took time, notably, to praise President Obama’s “skill, grace and greatness.”

Following are excerpts from 12 State of the State addresses: 

Gov. Sarah Palin

Republican of Alaska

I used to wonder if the occasionally rough edges of politics were unique here under the Great North Star. But I ventured out a bit this past year, and I tell you that as partisan quarrels go, ours really aren’t so bad. At our best, we are forthright in our opinions, charitable in our judgments and fair, just like the people who hired us to work for them.

Today, when challenges may seem as high as Mount McKinley, and change as constant as the mighty Yukon flows, and political events send shockwaves through our foundation like the ’64 quake — what do Alaskans do? We climb Denali, we forge the river, we rebuild a stronger foundation on higher ground. When it matters most, lesser differences fall away. Just like family, Alaskans unite.

Gov. Bill Ritter Jr.

Democrat of Colorado

I know what it’s like to grow up in a family affected by layoffs. My dad was a dry-land wheat farmer, and he also was a construction worker and heavy equipment operator. There were winters when there wasn’t work to be found. There were times when my mother put dinner on the table using food stamps for me and my 11 brothers and sisters. This session, we must do everything we can to help those who are struggling, to keep Coloradans in their jobs, and to keep families in their homes.

Gov. Sonny Perdue
Republican of Georgia

Political mantras aside, cutting more than 10 percent from a budget cannot be achieved by simply cutting waste. While we have worked for six years to do more with less, at some point, in business or in government, it becomes less with less.

The job of budgeting is hard right now, but it’s not because the directions are complicated. Like families sitting around their kitchen tables all over Georgia, we are doing what is necessary to balance our checkbook. As I look within, I find something within the human constitution that bounces back, something within this collective American spirit that rebuilds. 

I’ll never claim to be a Nehemiah; but the prophet’s call, “Let us rebuild the walls,” rings true today. This is the time to continue building our state, to prepare for the future, to plant the seeds that will enrich our children’s inheritance. Together, we will do just that.

Gov. Mitch Daniels

Republican of Indiana

As recently as 2007, an essayist wrote: “More than any state I know of, Indiana suffers from a crippling inferiority complex. Hoosiers struggle desperately to prove to themselves and the world that they have a higher function than simply filling up the space between Cincinnati and Chicago.” 

That’s Cincinnati, as in Ohio, with its $7 billion deficit and downgraded credit rating, begging Washington for a massive handout. That’s Chicago, as in Illinois, a perennial ethical embarrassment where the government is floating billions in suspect paper just to pay its back bills.

Across America tonight, there are dozens of states that would gladly change places with Indiana. We are fiscally steady; they are crawling to Congress for bailouts. We are building the infrastructure of a prosperous future; they are pleading for money just to maintain the roads and bridges they have now. They are raising state taxes of all kinds, while we are holding the line. Their property taxes are exploding, while ours are coming down for good. Who here feels inferior to that?

Gov. Deval Patrick

Democrat of Massachusetts

Hunkering down may be good advice in a hurricane, but it is not leadership. I choose a politics less about tactics and more about a vision for how to help ordinary people achieve their potential even when times are tough. 

We do indeed have unfinished business. But the “we” to which I refer is not government alone. It is all of us. The times we are in are tough, but temporary.

While they last, we are going to have to learn to lean on each other, to live as members of a community. That means check in on your elderly neighbor when it’s cold to make sure the heat is on. If you have some extra food or can afford a few extra items at the grocery store, drop something off at the local food pantry. Take the coat your kids have outgrown over to a family shelter for a child it might fit just fine. Recycle everything you can.

Gov. Tim Pawlenty
Republican of Minnesota

We’re all here because we love and care about Minnesota. Whether it’s ice castles or ice fishing; lutefisk or hot dish; “The Minnesota Rouser” or “Purple Rain”; going up north or playing pond hockey down the street; visiting the world’s largest prairie chicken or ear of corn; swapping Ole and Lena jokes or trading real-life stories of how almost every one of us has hit a deer with our car. ...

Wisconsin Governor Jim Doyle and I have been working together to find state government operations that can be combined or coordinated to save money in both states. You often hear the reference about when “the lion will lay down with the lamb.” Well, how about this: In the near future, the Gopher will lie down with the Badger.

Gov. Dave Heineman

Republican of Nebraska

We need only look to the example of how Nebraska accomplished the construction of a new state Capitol in the midst of the worst economic depression of the 20th century for inspiration in managing the situation we face today. 

When construction began in 1922, America was at the height of the Roaring Twenties. Economically, times were great. But in 1929, the economy crashed and Nebraskans were faced with a challenging decision. The Capitol’s skyscraper tower had not been built, and there was a growing sentiment to stop building.

Nebraskans, however, are can-do people. They knew that the building could be completed by prioritizing the remaining projects. Three years later, the Capitol was completed as designed, crowned by the Sower that has become a cherished symbol of our great state. 

This story speaks to our heritage as Nebraskans. We have always been hard-working and practical. We are patient, prudent and judicious. These values are why Nebraska continues to be one of the few states not currently facing a financial crisis. However, the challenges facing other states provide a picture of what could lie ahead for us.

Gov. Theodore R. Kulongoski

Democrat of Oregon

If we’re going to significantly cut greenhouses gases, we’re going to have to think bigger than capping emissions and trading credits. We’re also going to have to innovate, educate and invest. That means more research and development into energy efficiency and conservation. Creating a larger science infrastructure that will attract and train scientists and engineers. ... 

When it comes to fighting climate change, recently I’ve been hearing a chorus of naysayers singing a three-part harmony of too costly, too burdensome and too soon. But this chorus is out of tune and out of touch with Oregon’s future. 

The time has come to put away the old songbook about a healthy environment being an impediment to a steady, strong and sustainable economy. It wasn’t true 30 years ago — and it is not true now.

Gov. Mark Sanford

Republican of South Carolina

Even the Bible talks about the Pharaoh’s dream and seven fat cows coming out of the Nile followed by seven skinny cows, so the notion of ups and downs, and of business and economic cycles, represent thinking that has been around for a very long time. 

Unfortunately as a nation, and as a state government, this idea has been forgotten by too many for too long. Debt has grown three times faster than the national economy over the last 15 years. Its dangers are something I described in detail at this very State of the State four years ago, yet this proliferation of debt has occurred in government, in business and within households across the country.

The unsustainable march we were on has now come to an end, and so the bottom line is that as a nation, and again by extension as a state, we will face a tremendous de-leveraging. There is no way to avoid this reality.

Gov. Rick Perry
Republican of Texas

Now, I’m a big believer in conservative fiscal approaches, but that doesn’t mean it’s time to play defense. Texas is strong because we aggressively play offense. In tough times, others see threats; Texans see opportunity. 

For example, the nationwide struggles are creating a buyer’s market for economic development, so let’s be bold and win even more jobs for Texans. When other states are raising taxes, their businesses will be looking elsewhere for tax relief. Let’s make sure they find it in Texas. When other states are driving companies away with suffocating layers of regulation, let’s welcome them with fewer obstacles.

Gov. Tim Kaine
Democrat of Virginia

Last fall, we restructured prison facilities, closing older and smaller facilities to become more efficient. However, the rate of growth in the state’s budget for incarceration has dramatically outpaced other spending items over the past decade.

While we must not make changes that would compromise public safety, we have a responsibility to our citizens and taxpayers to examine the costs and benefits of such dramatic growth. Current law allows the director of the Department of Corrections to release inmates up to 30 days before the end of their term. I have proposed a change that would allow the director the discretion to release inmates convicted of nonviolent crimes up to 90 days early, if warranted by good behavior. This small change will result in significant budget savings without compromising public safety. 

Gov. Dave Freudenthal

Democrat of Wyoming

Those of you who have been out moving livestock know what I’m talking about. You’re out there and you’ve got a job to do, and here comes a summer storm. Not time then to forget the livestock and head to the barn. It is time to ride out the storm, get the job done and finish your task. 

We are indeed in a storm. The storm is going to affect this state and this country and those that we love and those that we don’t know. The only thing we can do is to stay focused, stick with the underlying agenda, limit our expenditures, take advantage of the opportunity to review how we’re spending money and become much more focused about the future.

