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Almost four years after he left Montgomery, Bob Riley’s two terms as 
governor look like a shaded oasis in the middle of a blazing hot desert. 
Alabamians today find themselves crawling along burning sands in 
search of competent governance. 

Riley’s eight years in office, from 2003 until 2011, put the state on a 
more positive footing. The era wasn’t perfect. However, it was defined 
by two hallmarks of good government — putting a priority on 
accomplishing big things for the benefit of all residents, and 
minimizing unproductive ideology that wastes time and raises blood 
pressure levels. 

Under Gov. Robert Bentley, Alabama is back in a familiar position — 
drifting along with a chief executive who is either unwilling or 
incapable of working for the good of all Alabamians. 

The state’s history is littered with governors, some well-meaning and 
others not so much, who failed to squarely take on the challenges of 
their day. Count Bentley’s first term among this disappointing number. 
It’s not that he’s vindictive or personally nasty. In fact, he is by all 
accounts a warm and compassionate gentleman. 

Yet, the first three-and-a-half years of the Bentley administration have 
fallen short in the “getting things done” category. 

Oh, there were warning signs from the beginning. During his 2010 run 
for governor, candidate Bentley often declared Obamacare “the worst 
piece of legislation to ever come out of Washington.” It was a crude 
political analysis that happily skipped past slavery, segregation and a 
host of other legislative injustices. As red-meat from a talk-radio shock 
jock it’s perfectly acceptable. As the nuanced language of a candidate 
able to set aside politics it’s an utter failure. 

In late 2010, Gov.-elect Bentley complained when the state School 
Board joined Common Core by a 7-2 vote, with Gov. Riley voting with 
the majority. Bentley now incorrectly describes the state-initiated 
policy, which in Alabama is known as the College and Career Ready 
Standards, as “intrusion from the federal government.” 
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It’s not the only place the governor has scapegoated the feds. His 
consistent and angry opposition to Obamacare continues. His 
reluctance to accept a sweetheart deal to expand Medicaid means 
350,000 working Alabamians are denied adequate health insurance. 

At his inauguration, Bentley declared, “I will defend our right to govern 
ourselves under our own laws and to make our own decisions without 
federal interference.” Yet, his role in Alabama’s self-governance has 
included some embarrassing missteps. Those include approving the PR 
disaster of an anti-immigration law, playing a role in Alabama 
Accountability Act school-reform confusion, moving too slowly as a 
state prison crisis boils over and overseeing budgets that closed state 
crime labs and reduced courthouse hours. 

The state’s jobless rate is high and over the past year has risen. In 
June, Alabama was the only state in the nation where unemployment 
was moving in the wrong direction. 

We are sad to report that much of the state is moving in the wrong 
direction. 

The good news is that there’s nothing standing in our way to making a 
brighter future for all Alabama residents. We can turn this ship of state 
around. It requires vision. It requires persistence. It requires 
leadership. However, making life better for everyday Alabamians is 
worth the effort. 

It’s time to build a better governor. Whether it’s Bentley or his 
Democratic challenger Parker Griffith or someone else is largely 
irrelevant. When it comes to gubernatorial incompetence, Alabama has 
always been bipartisan. 

What we will present over the following days are guidelines, best 
practices and new ideas that can and should be considered by 
whomever sits in the governor’s office. 
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BUILDING A BETTER GOVERNOR: Alabama needs a leader to 
begin an honest conversation about money 
 

July 29 

Last December, Gov. Robert Bentley announced that his administration 
had cut more than $1 billion in state spending since taking office in 
January 2011. 

According to a press release from the governor’s office, Bentley said, 
“Alabamians elected us to make state government more efficient and 
live within our means without raising taxes or cutting essential 
services.” 

It continued, “State government was broke when Republicans entered 
office in 2011, but together with Legislative leaders, we took a serious 
look at how we could find savings in state government.” 

It’s everything we’ve come to expect from Gov. Bentley, who has 
proven himself to be unnecessarily partisan, highly ideological and 
often lacking in precision when making such sweeping statements. And 
that’s not to mention the back-of-his-hand treatment to his 
predecessor, fellow Republican Bob Riley. 

At the same time he cut $1 billion, Bentley relied on deficit financing to 
the tune of $437 million to keep the state afloat. Facing deep 
budgetary shortfalls in 2012, the governor and the Legislature asked 
voters to allow them to raid a state trust fund. State leaders promoted 
wild tales of mass prisoner-releases without the money, and so voters 
approved the proposal. 

Talk about smoke and mirrors from Montgomery. Cut with one hand 
and borrow with the other. 

The trust fund raid was a quiet admission to a dirty little secret of 
Alabama politics: We don’t have enough money to operate efficiently. 
We’re not talking about dollars to spend on frills. Our shortage cuts 
straight into bone, weakening public safety, courts, prisons, basic 
health care for the poorest among us and schools, always schools. 
Alabama has never placed a priority on paying for a top-notch 
education for its children. 

The state has a revenue problem. It doesn’t raise enough to pay for 
our most basic functions, and its collection methods take a heavy toll 
on those least able to pay. It’s upside-down. 
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Alabama’s governor should be willing to level with the state’s 
residents. Most Alabama politicians currently describe the state as an 
over-regulated and tax-heavy place. They apply a national template to 
a local situation. Their argument might work in tax-heavy California or 
New York. It’s less persuasive in Alabama, where state taxes are 
among the lowest in the nation. 

This portrayal is dishonest. With each year the fiction continues, 
encouraging the politically ambitious to urge deeper cuts that dig into 
the basics — schools, public safety, crime and punishment, a safety 
net for society’s most vulnerable. 

It’s time for an honest conversation from our governor. Here’s a good 
way to start: Alabama needs to rework how it collects revenue. For 
some that will mean a reduction as the regressive act of taxing 
groceries will end. 

For others, those in upper income brackets, it will translate to a higher 
tax bill. They will understandably ask: Why should I pay more? The 
answer our next governor can supply is one of basic economics: You 
already are paying more. There’s a steep cost in producing public 
school graduates who are unattractive to employers. An overcrowded 
and dangerous prison system comes with a cost. Failing to cover more 
of Alabama’s uninsured is costly. 

Those and many more bad outcomes of our budgeting-on-the-cheap 
are indeed expensive. They weigh the state down like an anchor, 
keeping it from reaching its potential. 

We recognize this will take courage. The last governor to speak so 
plainly to Alabamians about taxes and revenue — Bob Riley in 2003 — 
suffered a resounding defeat at the hands of voters unhappy with his 
suggested fixes. Alabamians are rightly skeptical of politicians, and 
making this case will require hard work and long hours. Yet, the 
alternative is more of the same bad outcomes. 

Our governor can serve the state and its people by laying out those 
costs and discussing what it will take to overcome them. 
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BUILDING A BETTER GOVERNOR: State needs a leader who will 
lead charge to reform budget process 

July 30, 2014 

It’s time for state government to take a close look at its books. How 
much do we spend? How much do we collect? How do we collect it? 
What do we spend it on? Most importantly, can we repair the process 
for how these decisions are made? 

Let’s call it the Alabama Audit and Action Agenda. 

Also, call it a top priority for the politician who raises his right hand to 
be sworn in as our governor in early 2015. 

In January, Alabama’s governor will assume office for a four-year 
term. Inauguration day is usually a time of high hopes, a brief moment 
where almost anything seems possible in our state. 

Typically, that shining light of expectation dims very quickly. Over just 
a few weeks Alabama goes back to being Alabama. We live in a state 
whose constitutional writers intentionally made government difficult to 
manage. Our political class is typically rewarded for inaction rather 
than meaningful progress. We are populated by men and women 
who’ve been burned by so many false promises and cheap political 
theater that their default posture is heavy cynicism. 

Faced with all that rust on the engine of government, in 2011 our 
newly elected governor, Robert Bentley, easily slipped into the 
comfortable and disappointing pattern of most of Alabama’s governors. 
The vision is limited. The projects small-bore. The plans sleepily 
unimaginative. 

Yet, as they say in commercial disclaimers, past performance is no 
guarantee of future outcomes. We should hope so. 

This January, whether it’s Bentley or his challenger Parker Griffith or 
someone else being sworn in as governor, Alabama deserves 
something better than the usual from its chief executive. We need a 
visionary who can break through the clutter and get this state moving 
in the right direction. 

A good place to start would be the Alabama Audit and Action Agenda. 

The premise is simple enough. The governor assembles a task force of 
Alabamians. The priority will be on a diverse group of state residents 
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who can (a.) leave their partisanship at the door, (b.) take a deep and 
unblinking look at the state’s books and (c.) formulate bold solutions 
to put Alabama in a better position. 

A recent report from the Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama 
(PARCA) serves as a handy briefing for our task force. In 2011 (the 
most recent year available), state and local governments in Alabama 
collected $2,904 in taxes per resident, according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau. That’s the lowest rate in the nation. 

“However,” PARCA noted, “taxes are a bargain only when taxpayers 
get more than their money’s worth from the services produced. This 
can’t happen without control over the use of revenue and budget 
procedures that focus on performance.” 

Alabama fails on both counts. 

Almost nine out of every $10 in Alabama tax revenue is earmarked. 
State budget writers are left to wrestle over the margins. PARCA 
noted, “That’s a problem: guaranteed budgets provide no incentive to 
efficiency.” 

Our task force should put down in black and white how the state can 
get the most out of its tax dollars. 

Our panel must put a priority on outcomes. What are we getting for all 
our time and trouble? Is there a more efficient and modern way to 
perform the basic functions of a state government? 

Here’s where the pain really starts to show. Consider education 
funding. Alabama spends a large share of its money on public 
schooling, almost $6 billion. The funding stream is unreliable, 
however. A half-dozen times in the past 15 years the state has had to 
claw back its spending plans because revenue projections fell. 

Then there’s the issue of return on investment. Compared to other 
successful states, Alabama spends less than it should and that’s 
displayed in lackluster student performance. 

We’d likely find the same results in other spending areas, including 
prisons, public safety, road and bridge repair and so on. 

A good way to find out — and to make necessary fixes — is to create 
the Alabama Audit and Action Agenda and tell its members to plot a 
path to reform. 
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BUILDING A BETTER GOVERNOR: State needs a cheerleader 
who won’t stop working for our schools 

July 31 

One of our favorite quotes comes from William Winter, the former 
governor of Mississippi: “The road to prosperity inevitably leads past 
the schoolhouse door.” 

There, in just 10 words, is everything that’s right about some states 
and, sadly, what’s wrong with others. 

If Alabama ever climbs to the top of all the state-by-state rankings 
that matter, it will do it by improving the quality of its public schools. 
The politician who in January 2015 is sworn in as Alabama’s governor 
could learn a thing or two from William Winter. 

In the early 1980s, Gov. Winter made it his mission to create school-
funded kindergarten in Mississippi. His ambitions were stalled by the 
state Legislature in Jackson. That’s a story Alabamians know all too 
well; it just takes a handful of lawmakers in Montgomery to gum up 
progress. 

Instead of giving up, Winter and his allies launched a strategy. They 
held nine public forums across the Magnolia State, taking their 
message of education reform directly to the people. This strategic 
messaging was the difference-maker when lawmakers passed Winter’s 
plan during a December 1982 special session. 

There’s a lot here for Alabama’s governor to chew on. 

We can start with the need for consistent and persistent messaging. 
We’ve seen far too many bad examples in Alabama over the past four 
years. The Alabama Accountability Act of 2013 is a head-shaking case 
study. It started as a bill to allow local school boards to experiment. 
Behind closed doors during the legislative session, it morphed into a 
sort of school-choice policy with scholarships for kids in “failing 
schools” and was quickly signed into law. 
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Setting aside the pros and cons, the selling of this policy was a 
disaster. Let’s not forget that by the end of the 2013 session, Gov. 
Robert Bentley was distancing himself from the version he had signed 
months earlier and was attempting to convince the Legislature to pass 
an alternate version. That effort failed, by the way. 

What the law produced, at least initially, was confusion among 
Alabamians. 

Imagine instead if Bentley and legislative leaders had spent the 
months before the start of the 2013 session selling their brand of 
school reform. Public forums would be assembled to hear feedback 
from parents, teachers and others with a stake in public schools. The 
governor’s State of the State would highlight his desires to see these 
policies put in place. Legislative committees would hear expert 
testimony to weigh the good and the bad. 

None of this happened. 

The instinct was right — improve Alabama schools. The salesmanship 
was shoddy. And early results of the act are thus far unimpressive. 

Even if the Alabama Accountability Act proves to be a great success — 
and you can count us as skeptics — the work to improve Alabama 
schools wouldn’t be finished. In fact, it’s just beginning. 

The state has a strong superintendent, Tommy Bice, but it lacks an 
unwavering cheerleader in the governor’s office. Yes, that includes 
words, but it also includes actions. Alabama schools need our help. 
Our future is tied up in the quality of public education. Our governor’s 
job is to sell, sell, sell education reform ideas that work. 

If the Legislature drags its feet — and that’s likely given the crowd in 
Montgomery — then it’s time for the governor to hit the road. Take it 
to the people, sharing the message that Alabama schools must 
improve, and we must do whatever it takes. 

A 2012 city election forum in Oxford provides an excellent lesson. 
When asked by a voter if there was a limit on the amount of money 
the city should provide the Oxford school system, the answers from 
the assembled candidates was sure and certain: We’ll give as much 
money as needed to make our schools the best. No one at the forum 
objected, and for good reason. Ample spending has made Oxford 
schools among the best in our area, and nobody wants to see any 
backsliding. 
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Is there a school district in the state that wouldn’t want the same? Of 
course not. 

We need a governor who will remind Alabamians, “The road to 
prosperity inevitably leads past the schoolhouse door.” 

Our next governor doesn’t have to have a tattoo on his arm, but we 
wouldn’t object if he did. 
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