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Bob Davis : Which summer blockbuster most closely resembles the Alabama Lege? 
 
Anniston Star, The (AL) - Saturday, May 30, 2015 
Author: Bob Davis , Associate Publisher & Editor, bdavis@annistonstar.com  
 
Maybe it’s just me, but over the past week the Alabama Legislature brought to mind a movie. Not 
great cinema, either. It’s a summer blockbuster with all the trappings: unoriginal storyline, tired 
dialogue and lots of loud crashes and explosions.  
 
Thursday, both houses of the Lege worked on the state’s General Fund budget, the one that 
finances everything but public education. Granted, “worked” is way too generous. Better to 
describe last week as a slow and uninspiring shuffle toward inaction.  
 
The competing plans to withstand a $280 million shortfall -- tax increases or deep budget cuts or 
expansion of gambling -- seemed to cancel each other out. Now it appears the General Fund will 
be put aside until a special session of the Legislature in August, which will leave lawmakers less 
than two months to come up with a solution.  
 
It’s just like the movies, right? We wait until the very last minute for the hero to sweep in and 
save the world.  
 
With that in mind, I tried to fit Montgomery’s budget dithering into the plot of some of this 
summer’s blockbusters.  
 
MAD MAX: FURY ROAD  
 
The studio version: “Haunted by his turbulent past, Mad Max believes the best way to survive is 
to wander alone. Nevertheless, he becomes swept up with a group fleeing across the Wasteland in 
a War Rig driven by an elite Imperator, Furiosa.”  
 
The Alabama version: A budget cut significantly reduces the number of state troopers patrolling 
Alabama roads. As a result, Max isn’t the only one who’s mad or in danger from speeding 
motorists.  
 
POLTERGEIST  
 
The studio version: A 2015 update of “the classic tale about a family whose suburban home is 
invaded by angry spirits. When the terrifying apparitions escalate their attacks and take the 
youngest daughter, the family must come together to rescue her.”  
 
The Alabama version: The state Capitol in Montgomery was once grazing land for goats. 
Perhaps the ghosts of those goats have paralyzed lawmakers with fear.  
 
JURASSIC WORLD  
 
The studio version: “Steven Spielberg returns to executive produce the long-awaited next 
installment of his groundbreaking Jurassic Park series.”  
 
The Alabama version: Unfortunately, Mr. Spielberg, whose net worth is reportedly over $3.5 
billion, is unavailable to cut a check to get the state out of its jam.  
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INSIDE OUT  
 
The studio version: “Like all of us, Riley is guided by her emotions -- Joy, Fear, Anger, Disgust 
and Sadness. The emotions live in Headquarters, the control center inside Riley's mind, where 
they help advise her through everyday life. As Riley and her emotions struggle to adjust to a new 
life in San Francisco, turmoil ensues in Headquarters.”  
 
The Alabama version: Lawmakers get an unpleasant taste of Alabamians’ raw emotions when 
they have an expensive special session because the Lege failed to do the one really big job -- pass 
an annual budget -- in the time allowed by the state Constitution.  
 
ANT-MAN  
 
The studio version: Our hero is “armed with the astonishing ability to shrink in scale but 
increase in strength.”  
 
The Alabama version: Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the next governor of the great 
state of Alabama.  
 
AVENGERS: AGE OF ULTRON  
 
The studio version: “As the villainous Ultron emerges, it is up to the Avengers to stop him from 
enacting his terrible plans, and soon uneasy alliances and unexpected action pave the way for a 
global adventure.”  
 
The Alabama version: Inside sources say the movie’s plot is a direct ripoff from last year’s 
indictment of House Speaker Mike Hubbard by the office of the Alabama attorney general.  
 
TOMORROWLAND  
 
The studio version: A character in the film says, “All around you the coal-mine canaries are 
dropping dead and you won’t take the hint! In every moment there’s a possibility of a better 
future, but you people won’t believe it. And because you won’t believe it, you won’t do what is 
necessary to make it a reality.”  
 
The Alabama version: Yup, what he said. 
 
 
 

Bob Davis : We are being played 
 
Anniston Star, The (AL) - Sunday, June 14, 2015 
Author: Bob Davis , Associate Publisher & Editor, bdavis@annistonstar.com  
 
We are 14 weeks away from the start of the new fiscal year and Alabama doesn’t have a spending 
plan to fund its Medicaid program, its prisons, its courts, its state troopers, its restaurant 
inspections, its state parks and just about everything else but its public schools.  
 
Let’s put it another way — the college football way. Unless something changes between now and 
a few days before Alabama plays Georgia and Auburn plays San Jose State on Oct. 3, the state 
will grind to a halt. Not that this is likely.  
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Lawmakers promise to call a special session to make fixes later this summer. The Legislature and 
Gov. Robert Bentley failed to agree on a budget in the time allotted.  
 
Hey, they only had from March until earlier this month, right?  
 
Well, not really.  
 
Our current budget shortfall has been bearing down on the state since at least 2012. Back then, 
Montgomery escaped a $100 million-plus deficit by borrowing $437 million from a state trust 
fund. It was just enough to kinda, sorta, almost fund what we need to run this state for the budget 
years 2013 through 2015.  
 
Our current budget crisis has really been with us since March 2012, not three months but three 
years. The Republican supermajority elected in 2010 lived off borrowed money for the past three 
years. What’s worse, no one running for re-election in 2014 would offer specifics on what would 
happen for the 2016 budget when the money ran out.  
 
Let’s go back 12 years. Then-Gov. Bob Riley warned us in 2003 that the state’s uneven tax 
system was no way to operate a state. We placed too high a tax burden on Alabamians least able 
to pay, and the revenue streams were inconsistent — sometimes they gushed out, but other times 
they were little more than a drizzle.  
 
Riley proposed a fix, and for his troubles his constitutional amendment was trounced 2-to-1.  
 
It gets worse the deeper we go into history. More than 20 years ago, editorial writers like Ron 
Casey and Bailey Thomson warned us that Alabama’s system of government was a breeding 
ground for the sort of financial problems we face today. They and other journalists, including 
those at The Star, wrote extensively about a system designed to work poorly, constructed to 
shortchange this wonderful state and to breed the sort of financial crisis we find ourselves in.  
 
Under this light, the current problem is working out exactly as our forefathers planned it. 
Lawmakers have a strong incentive to do nothing. And let’s not forget that before the Republican 
supermajority emerged during the 2010 elections, Alabama Democrats sat on their hands while 
supposedly running the show.  
 
Now we find ourselves hurriedly considering diminishing options for a special session: slash-and-
burn cuts, expanded gambling, creating a lottery and/or tax increases. Or we might guess there’s 
always a chance that, just as they did 25 years ago, 12 years ago and three years ago, our so-
called leaders will find a way to avoid tackling the big problems holding us back.  
 
Maybe it’s just me, but I get the feeling we’re all being played for suckers. 
 
 
 

Bob Davis : The no-tax pledge in Alabama 
 
Anniston Star, The (AL) - Sunday, August 2, 2015 
Author: Bob Davis , Associate Publisher & Editor, bdavis@annistonstar.com  
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On the eve of a special session of the Alabama Legislature to tackle the state’s quarter-billion-
dollar budget deficit, we find ourselves in a unique position. A large and powerful organization 
that is a long way from Alabama, Americans for Tax Reform, is perhaps the most dominant 
player in how lawmakers will go about coping with Alabama’s General Fund crisis.  
 
Allow us to explain.  
 
Americans for Tax Reform is based in Washington, D.C. It’s famous for promoting an anti-tax 
pledge U.S. politicians, both federal and state, can sign. Lawmakers who sign vow to “oppose and 
vote against any and all efforts to increase taxes.”  
 
The organization is led by the man who founded it 30 years ago, Grover Norquist, a Harvard-
educated Republican who was raised in Massachusetts.  
 
Norquist’s most famous quote is, “I’m not in favor of abolishing the government. I just want to 
shrink it down to the size where we can drown it in the bathtub.”  
 
In 2003, as Alabama Gov. Bob Riley was promoting his tax reform plan known as Amendment 1, 
Norquist fantasized about the lessons to take from the proposal, which eventually failed. “In the 
good ol’ days in Great Britain, they would chop the heads off traitors, stick them on spikes and 
hang them on Traitors Gate, so that everyone would see the guy’s head on the spike as they drove 
into town,” Norquist was quoted as saying.  
 
He added that Riley and his tax-increase proposal would serve as a “bad example.”  
 
“Years from now, little baby Republican governors will be told scary stories late at night, around 
the campfire, about the sad fate of governors like Riley who try to steal a billion dollars from 
their people,” Norquist said.  
 
Hey, the guy has a way with words, right?  
 
Norquist’s other dealing in Alabama politics stretches back to the state’s attempt to create a 
lottery in 1999. That year, according to a 2006 report by the Senate Indian Affairs Committee, a 
Mississippi Choctaw tribe involved in casino gambling quietly gave Americans for Tax Reform 
$1.15 million. Most of that money was then passed on to Christian conservative groups in 
Alabama fighting against the state’s upcoming vote on a lottery. Alabama voters rejected the 
lottery in 1999.  
 
In 2015, Americans for Tax Reform hasn’t been shy about criticizing the tax increases proposed 
by Gov. Robert Bentley, who once signed ATR’s no-taxes pledge. We can expect the pressure to 
remain during the special session, which starts Monday.  
 
Let’s pause for a moment to note that every cause deserves an advocate as effective as Norquist 
and ATR. Nobody is holding a gun to the heads of politicians who sign the pledge. They 
willingly hand over the power of the purse strings to a like-minded organization that’s 
headquartered a long way from Alabama.  
 
Very few Alabama legislators have signed the ATR pledge. It appears they don’t need to. They 
campaigned on their own no-taxes pledge.  
 
Thus far, those Alabama lawmakers don’t seem inclined to budge, even in the face of threats that 
without more money, the state will face layoffs and reductions in services.  
 

4 



This state of affairs is perhaps the best explanation for why Bentley’s tax proposals have so few 
friends in the Legislature. For awhile it looked like his special-session bills to raise taxes on 
tobacco and large businesses and eliminate some state income-tax deductions didn’t have 
sponsors in the Legislature. Late last week, a Bentley spokeswoman said they did, though she 
declined to name them.  
 
Perhaps reporters looking for answers instead should have checked with Gov. Norquist about 
what happens next. 
 
 
 
 

Bob Davis : The five stages of Alabama's crisis 
 
Anniston Star, The (AL) - Sunday, August 9, 2015 
Author: Bob Davis , Associate Publisher & Editor, bdavis@annistonstar.com  
 
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, author of the 1969 book On Death and Dying and its widely known five 
stages of grief, meet the Alabama budget crisis. It’s OK to cry a little, or even cry a lot.  
 
Kubler-Ross’ stages — denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance — are difficult to 
reconcile with the state’s General Fund disaster. Is it possible to be stuck in two stages at once — 
anger and denial?  
 
The Alabama budget that funds everything but public education is about a quarter-billion dollars 
in the hole. There isn’t a sensible consensus for getting us out of said hole, as evidenced by last 
week’s special session of the Legislature.  
 
In fact, a sizeable amount of lawmakers seemed to prefer to take out their shovels and dig a little 
deeper. Who knows? Maybe they’ll strike oil!  
 
In the meantime, let’s consider the five stages of grief in Alabama budgeting.  
 
DENIAL: How far should we go back on this one? We could start 12 years ago when then-Gov. 
Bob Riley attempted to upgrade the state’s system of taxing and spending. The system is upside-
down, taking from those least able to pay and easing up on those most able to pay. Oh, and too 
much of the money depends on sales taxes, which makes for times of boom and bust and very 
little in the way of consistent revenue streams.  
 
Riley’s Amendment 1 was put to a vote and rejected 2-to-1 by voters swayed by PR campaigns 
that told them not to worry.  
 
More recent versions of denial include borrowing $437 million from a state trust fund in 2012. 
The loan, engineered and promoted by the same politicians currently in office, simply put off a 
fiscal crisis for three years, which is why the Legislature is in a special session in August.  
 
ANGER: Now this explosive stuff is the fuel of Alabama politics. Our politicians employ it as a 
substitute for leadership. They tell us: Sure, our state is broke. We refuse to offer our children a 
top-notch education. We don’t have enough law-enforcers on the highways. Our prisons are so 
overcrowded there’s little hope for rehabilitation. Our social safety net has gaping holes in it. But, 
hey, somebody somewhere is doing something we know infuriates you. Focus on that distraction, 
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and don’t worry your pretty little head about our incompetent governance.  
 
BARGAINING: Finding Gov. Robert Bentley’s suggested tax increase on cigarettes unappealing 
(which is putting it nicely), members of the Alabama House of Representatives voted last week to 
cut Medicaid to the point where the program shuts down in the state. Let’s see what happens then, 
our representatives seem to be saying. If passed, their deal would cripple hospitals and nursing 
homes, bring unfathomable suffering upon the poorest and weakest Alabamians and set off a 
series of aftershocks that will harm the state’s reputation in exchange for not raising the tax on 
cigarettes, which is currently the third-lowest in the nation.  
 
DEPRESSION: It’s all around us. In a statement released by Bentley on Thursday, the governor 
warned “there are serious consequences to failing to properly fund state government.” Indeed. 
The potential for closed state parks, fewer drivers licenses offices, a financially weakened health-
care system, a criminal justice calamity and other ills will make the state’s residents sad.  
 
Just a guess, but I suspect most lawmakers realize this on some level. They fear that today’s cuts 
will turn into tomorrow’s crisis, but the temptation to stay in denial is stronger.  
 
ACCEPTANCE: Not yet. The deadline to pass a General Fund budget for 2016 is Oct. 1. Keep 
watching between now and then. 
 
 

Bob Davis : Scenarios for Gov. Robert Bentley 
 
Anniston Star, The (AL) - Sunday, August 16, 2015 
Author: Bob Davis , Associate Publisher & Editor, bdavis@annistonstar.com  
 
Don’t you hate it when mama and daddy fight? It can be so unsettling. And in state government’s 
case over this spring and summer, so unproductive.  
 
The family feud in Montgomery this year pitted Gov. Robert Bentley, a Republican from 
Tuscaloosa who is promoting tax increases to fix a quarter-billion-dollar budget shortfall, against 
the Republican majority in the state Legislature, most of whose members want virtually nothing 
to do with tax increases.  
 
The result was a special session of the Legislature that ended last week with nothing 
accomplished toward passing a General Fund budget for the fiscal year that starts Oct. 1. The 
General Fund covers all the functions of the state except for public education. So, prisons, law 
enforcement, Medicaid, mental-health services, child-protective services, state parks and the rest 
hang in the balance of these deliberations.  
 
The cost of a special session is estimated to be north of $300,000, and without a budget we’re 
about to drop another 300 G’s for the privilege of watching a second special session, which could 
very likely descend into a pointless argument on Goat Hill.  
 
Is there a better way? Perhaps. Let’s look back to the 2014 race for governor. Bentley was 
seeking a second term. His Democratic opposition, such as it was, was Parker Griffith. Griffith 
was elected as a state senator from Huntsville as a Democrat. He went to Congress as a 
Democrat, switched parties in a futile bid to hold on to his congressional seat and then switched 
back from Republican to Democrat to challenge Bentley.  
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Smart politicians rarely take anything for granted, but the odds of Bentley losing his re-election 
bid to Griffith in this deep-red state seemed virtually impossible.  
 
Here are two ways the race for governor could have played out:  
 
SCENARIO 1: When asked repeatedly about the looming hole in the state’s budget, Bentley 
mostly plays coy. He rules out tax increases at times. At others, he allows that the option is out 
there.  
 
When pressed on solutions to the deficit, Bentley floats three ideas: 1. Passage of a federal law 
allowing states to collect sales tax on out-of-state transactions made online. 2. Creating a 
statewide lottery. 3. Cutting a deal with the Poarch Band of Creek Indians to receive a share of 
casino income from tribal lands.  
 
His campaign commercials focus on job creation, bolstering public schools and defeating 
Washington and its “liberal agenda.” A plan for tackling the estimated $250 million budget 
shortfall is missing.  
 
Bentley easily wins election but spends the first year of his second term introducing Alabamians 
to a different side of himself, one who is promoting a plan to raise the cigarette tax and the 
business privilege tax as well as altering some deductions.  
 
SCENARIO 2: At the start of 2014, Bentley assembles a blue-ribbon panel of small business 
owners, bankers, clergy, anti-poverty activists, corporate CEOs, educators and others to wrestle 
over solutions to the state’s deficit. With input, the governor produces a plan, one that might not 
be so different from what he’s pushing right now.  
 
By the summer before the general election, Bentley is on the stump selling himself and his plan.  
 
“It really boils down to, are we willing to make these drastic cuts and hurt the lives of the people 
of this state? Are we willing to close down state parks? Are we willing to close down hospitals? 
Are we willing to tell the children of this state that they can’t get immunizations?” Bentley could 
ask. (The governor actually said these words last week following the failure of the special 
session. Imagine if he’d said them during the 2014 campaign, instead.)  
 
After his re-election last fall, Bentley continues his campaign, targeting the districts of legislators 
he’ll need to pass his General Fund fixes. His message could be simple enough: I was elected on 
a platform of keeping this state from falling apart.  
 
His 2015 State of the State speech would be a recap of the past 12 months, reminding the state of 
the process used to arrive at a plan and what’s at stake for failing to take action.  
 
Would Bentley be in the same frustrating spot he finds himself in today regardless of the 
scenarios described above? Maybe. But one offers a more forthright approach, and that should be 
worth something. 
 
 
 

Bob Davis : Waiting for the next Montgomery show 
 
Anniston Star, The (AL) - Sunday, December 27, 2015 
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Author: Bob Davis , Associate Publisher & Editor, bdavis@annistonstar.com  
 
As we prepare to close the lid on 2015, let’s take ourselves back two years to the cusp of 2014.  
 
What an exciting time, right? Elections for statewide offices were coming up in November 2014.  
 
The campaigns were gearing up for a roaring debate over policy choices. Issue No. 1: How would 
state government manage the huge hole looming in the fiscal 2016 budget?  
 
In 2012, the governor and state Legislature borrowed enough money from a trust fund to keep 
most state functions limping along for the 2013, 2014 and 2015 budget years. That emergency 
measure — the equivalent of a payday loan — wasn’t going to be available for the 2016 General 
Fund budget, the one that allocates money to just about every state function except public 
schools.  
 
That’s OK, because our candidates were up to the task. They spent the 2014 campaign laying out 
how they would proceed.  
 
We all remember how Gov. Robert Bentley and the Statehouse leaders promised what would 
happen if they should be fortunate enough to earn a new term in office.  
 
They made their intentions loud and clear, promising to deliver:  
 
-- A useless stalemate over spending plans that bogged down over competing plans.  
 
-- Proposed tax increases that would later be largely abandoned.  
 
-- Time-wasting and money-consuming special sessions that would end with nothing 
accomplished.  
 
-- The prospect of a government shutdown after Oct. 1, 2015.  
 
-- A completed budget process that would eventually close some state parks and driver’s license 
offices.  
 
-- The scorn of much of the nation and the uneasy gaze of the feds once they noticed (a.) the state 
requires photo IDs to vote and (b.) places to get those IDs — driver’s license offices — were 
suddenly closing in many places with predominantly black populations.  
 
-- A shortsighted debate that ended up passing the 2016 budget but doing nothing for the 
structural issues that send Alabama government from one funding crisis to another.  
 
We all remember that campaign, don’t we? Don’t we??!!  
 
Well, of course we don’t, because it never happened.  
 
Many Alabama politicians campaigned in 2014 as if Barack Obama was plotting to invade 
Montgomery. Oddly enough, one of their biggest beefs with the president — that he was 
financing government on borrowed money — was the very thing they had done with our General 
Fund in 2012.  
 
Concrete ideas about fixing the quarter-billion dollar shortfall in our budget were nowhere to be 
found from Alabama candidates in 2014. Oh, sure, lawmakers made the usual pledges to resist 
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any and all tax increases, yet they neglected to present in detail precisely what departments they 
would cut or eliminate. They mostly avoided addressing many of the state’s social ills such as the 
high number of unmarried teens getting pregnant, or rising obesity rates.  
 
Nope, it was a paint-by-number campaign strategy. Washington bad. Obama very bad. Shrinking 
government good. Cutting taxes very good.  
 
We are now less than two months away from the Legislature gathering in Montgomery to write 
the fiscal 2017 budget. Who can say what incompetence awaits us this time? 
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