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Bring Transparency and Accountability to Maryland
Government

By Randolph J. May
March 20, 2007

Last week was "Sunshine Week" across the nation. Spearheaded by journalists, Sunshine
Week seeks to heighten the public's sensitivity to the importance of open government. In
a democracy, every week ought to be the right time for government to give citizens tools
that make it easier for them to determine how their lawmakers and executive officials are
spending their money.

In Maryland, where the state faces a $400 million budget deficit this year and a forecast
structural deficit of approximately $6 billion over the next five years, the imperative to
ease citizens' ability to track the spending of taxpayer dollars is especially compelling.

Enter two Maryland legislators. Del. Warren E. Miller and Sen. Alex X. Mooney, along
with a number of their fellow Republicans, have introduced identical bills in the General
Assembly to require Maryland to establish a "single, searchable Web site, accessible to
the public at no cost," allowing citizens to easily track state spending.

The proposed Maryland Funding Accountability and Transparency Act would require
that the new searchable Web site, to be operable by January 2008, allow the public to
ascertain the amount of state funding over $25,000 provided to any entity through a grant,
loan, award or other form of financial assistance. For each funding award, the following
information must be included: the name of the award recipient; the amount of the award;



the transaction type; the agency making the award; the budget program fund source; and
a descriptive purpose for the award.

Requiring this spending information to be made easily accessible may sound like a no-
brainer in the Internet age. But if you think that such a single site is not needed in
Maryland, good luck in trying to ferret out the particulars of spending information now. It
1s hit or miss - and, truth be told, more often miss.

The proposed Maryland bill is sensible, but it is not original. Last fall, Congress enacted
the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act, requiring a similar searchable
Web site at the federal level. Co-sponsored in the Senate by conservative Republican
Tom Coburn of Oklahoma and liberal Democrat Barack Obama of Illinois, the bill passed
with broad bipartisan support.

This year, bills modeled after the federal Coburn-Obama law are being considered in 11
other states. According to the Tax Foundation, Maryland's tax burden has ranked among
the top 20 states for each the past seven years. Marylanders reasonably can debate
whether we are taxed too much or too little. What ought not to be debatable is that those
who govern us should not make it difficult for us to determine how our tax dollars are
spent.

Many politicians are reticent to shine any light on their spending decisions. Their
understandable inclination is to want to avoid scrutiny of "bridges to nowhere" in all the
various forms in which such unwise and wasteful spending projects sprout. As James
Madison put it more than two centuries ago: "In framing a government which is to be
administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: You must first enable the
government to control the governed, and next oblige it to control itself."

Our legislators and executive officials cannot be held accountable if their decisions are
not transparent. The digital revolution makes it easy, and not very costly, to establish a
Web site for readily tracking state spending.

There are substantive differences between the political parties on taxes and spending, and
other issues as well, that ought to be vigorously contested. Partisanship in these battles
should not necessarily be a dirty word.

But accountability and transparency ought to be nonpartisan values. Democrats in the
General Assembly should join with Republicans to pass the Web site spending bill, and
Gov. Martin O'Malley ought to sign it.
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