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Green Budget Report Offers 13 Ways to “Green” Texas Budget

through Fee Increases and Budget Cuts
(TX)  On the eve of budget writers’ final decisions on the FY 2006-2007 budget, the Texas Center for Policy Studies joined Friends of the Earth and six Texas consumer, public interest and environmental groups in releasing a report today to “Green” the state’s budget through a variety of fee increases and budget cuts. The report proposes thirteen ways that Texas could improve and reform the ways in which environmental programs are funded and eliminate or “green” environmentally wasteful subsidies, programs and tax loopholes. 

“Today we are calling on political leaders to begin implementing our thirteen recommendations toward a healthier, cleaner and more productive Texas,” said Cyrus Reed, TCPS’s director and the main author of the report. “These recommendations would not only help public health and the environment but taxpayers as well.” Reed said some of the recommendations could be made “today” while others will need work over the coming years. 

Entitled Green Fees & Scissors: 13 Recommendations for Greening the State Budget, the report highlights how environmental protection programs as well as parks and wildlife programs have taken hits in the budget process, and discusses ways in which the proposed budget for 2006-2007 could be friendlier to Texan’s health and environment, as well as how “wasteful” projects could be made more environmentally and fiscally responsible. 

“The easiest fix in this budget is for Texas leaders to appropriate the clean air funds already being generated to clear the air in Houston and Dallas,” noted Tom “Smitty” Smith, Director of Public Citizen’s Texas office. Smitty noted how two key programs -- LIRAP and TERP -- have been underfunded in the present budget and will have about $100 million in unexpended funds. “The other would be to require the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality to recover economic benefit when assessing penalties against polluting law-breakers.” 

Among the key recommendations in the report that could be enacted today are:

· Increase appropriation of the clean air grant funds already being generated as part of the Texas Emissions Reduction Plan and Low-Income Vehicle Repair Program by $64 million so that Texas will meet our one-hour and eight-hour obligations;

· “Green” the Governors’ Enterprise Fund and Emerging Technology Fund by requiring environmental performance, checking compliance history and emphasizing energy and water conservation projects; 

· Require that Texas Commission on Environmental Quality recover the economic benefit of those polluters violating environmental laws when assessing penalties, which would lead to millions of dollars in increased revenues and discourage future law-breakers; 

· Put a moratorium on Trans-Texas Corridor projects pending further review of their fiscal and environmental impacts; 

· Raise the sales tax cap on sporting goods from $32 million to between $50 and $85 million per year to fully fund state and local parks, whose budgets have been slashed by tens of millions.

Long-term recommendations in the report include:

· Close the coal production loophole in which coal is the only major energy source not paying its fair share of taxes by reassessing all energy taxes;

· Consider implementation of water and energy consumption or production fees to raise revenues and encourage water and energy conservation; 

· Shift $40 million in financing of water quality, fish testing and drinking water program from general revenue to increased fees on wastewater dischargers, water utilities and water right holders;

· Increase “green” purchasing of recycled materials for new highway construction;

· Eliminate any tax breaks or incentives for clean coal production to the detriment of renewable energy.

· Reform air emissions fees so that large polluters pay more of their fair share. 

The Greening the Budget report provides principles that will help create a more environmentally responsible and fiscally accountable budget. These principles include: cutting pork barrel spending, eliminating counterproductive policies, and making sure everybody pays their fair share.

“The effort in Texas mirrors efforts in other states like Virginia, Maryland and California as well as national efforts to eliminate tax loopholes, cut subsidies to polluting industries and shift toward fees to support natural resource agencies and programs,” noted Erich Pica of the national group Friends of the Earth. Pica said FOE has been working with state groups in nearly a dozen states to “green” state budgets through cuts and fee increases and that their national efforts with U.S. Public Interest Research Group and Taxpayers for Common Sense had resulted in $26 billion in cuts or tax loophole elimination at the federal level.
Other groups joining the effort include the Lone Star Chapter, Sierra Club, TEXPIRG, Center for Public Policy Priorities, Public Citizen, Sustainable Management Aquatics Resource Team and Texas Clean Water Action. 

More information about the Green Scissors Campaign is available at www.greenscissors.org. 

