GRADING THE STATES

Strenqth @ Mid-level VEELGIESS

X Texas

Texas has a long history of effective per-
formance-based management, but a few
years ago, that tradition seemed to be in
jeopardy. Governor Rick Perry had clearly
demonstrated his distaste for performance
budgeting, and turnover in the House and
Senate had meant the loss of many legisla-
tive champions of the effort.

Butin a state where the governor hasrel-
atively little formal power, established man-
agement practices proved stronger than
the governor’s skepticism. There are nu-
merous examples of this—a vivid one has
to do with the recent decision to shift money
away from building more prisons and
spend more of it on rehabilitative programs
for inmates.

Aslastyear’s budget deliberations began,
Texas was looking ata 17,000-bed shortage
of prison space over the next five years. To
deal with that problem, the Department of
Criminal Justice submitted a $520 million
proposal for three new prisons, as well as

Texas' budget process
leaves legislators with
the tools they need to
focus on performance.

modest support for drug treatmentin order
to cut down on recidivism.

Butthe legislature, bolstered by a report
from the Sunset Advisory Commission—a
legislative entity that assesses the effective-
ness and efficiency of Texas’ agencies—
crafted an alternative plan to invest more
funds in programs with a track record of re-
ducing recidivism. This biennium, those ef-
forts are getting $240 million. Current pro-
jections for prison population show zero
growth over the next five years.

Is this kind of work now part of the
state’s permanent governmental culture—
impervious to changes in leadership?
That’s hard to know. But the state’s budget
process leaves legislators with the tools they
need to focus on performance. Five-year
strategic plans for each agency—goals, ob-
jectives, strategies, performance measures

and workforce plans—are made available to
all legislators during the session. Reliable,
audited performance measures and targets
for future performance also are attached to
all appropriations requests.

The budget always passes on time, de-
spite the short, 140-day legislative sessions
once every two years. The state’s conserva-
tive revenue-estimating processes have re-
sulted in sizable surpluses in recent years,
although a 2006 decision to pick up more
of the tab for school finance is putting con-
siderable strain on the state’s general fund.
Texas will get a better sense of its fiscal out-
look this spring, when receipts from a new
business tax—expected to bring in $3 billion
more than the tax it replaced—will come in
for the first time.

The Texas Department of Transporta-
tion is strapped for cash, but has demon-
strated a commitment to maintaining the
condition of its existing assets even when
it's meant putting oft more glamorous proj-
ects. The executive director of the depart-
ment, Amadeo Saenz, has increased its
focus on strategic planning and perform-
ance management. He also has begun talk-
ing frankly to employees about his vision
for the agency in periodic video messages
posted on the TxDOT intranet.

This is an important time for the
agency to communicate its message to the
general public, because there is wide-
spread unease in the state about toll roads
and joint public-private highway financ-
ing mechanisms. The Trans-Texas Corri-
dor is especially controversial. It’s a north-
south super-highway that’s being
planned to incorporate truck lanes and
rail lines. The public got the impression
that TxDOT had made up its mind about
what to build and where to build it, and
was allowing input only as a formality
during hearings. “That really gave us a
black eye,” admits Saenz. Now, TxDOT fi-
nally is allowing Texans to engage itin a
conversation about the project, with a set
of informal town hall meetings that
kicked off in January.

For additional data and analysis, go to:
pewcenteronthestates.org/gpp
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Population (rank): 23,507,783 (2)

Average per capita income (rank):
$22,501(36)

Total state spending (rank):
$85,513,928,000 (3)

Spending per capita (rank):
$3,638 (50)

Governor: Rick Perry (R)

Took office: 12/2000

Senate: 31 members: 11D, 20 R
Term Limits: None

House: 150 members: 71D, 79 R
Term Limits: None
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