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The last issue of the Iowa Trans-
parency Newsletter did not 
have much room for an analysis 
of Iowa Bill Tally.  Since this 
year’s Bill Tally looks much dif-
ferent than the previous years’, 
I thought it would be helpful 
to have a longer explanation of 
what this information means to 
you as a taxpayer and how we 
gather it.  So come along on this 
journey of state spending and 
gain a better understanding of 
how much of your money your 
elected officials are trying to 
spend this Legislative Session.

The basis of our development 
of Iowa Bill Tally comes from 
the National Taxpayers Union 
Foundation (NTUF).  NTUF 
introduced Bill Tally in 1991 
as a way to look at the cost and 
savings of bills that Members of 
Congress sponsored.  This al-
lowed NTUF to rank all Mem-
bers of Congress based on the 
sum of all bills that they spon-
sored that had a fiscal amount 
tied to the bill.  This method al-
lowed an unbiased way to com-
pare all Members of Congress.1  
For the Iowa Bill Tally, we took 

the same approach that NTUF 
used on the federal level and ap-
plied that to our state level.

This is the fourth year that 
Public Interest Institute (PII) 
has reported the Iowa Bill Tally 
information to our readers.  This 
year we decided that a follow-up 
piece was warranted due to the 
vast difference in the results of 
this year’s data compared to the 
previous three years of data.

In the last few years the Legisla-
ture, along with Governor Cul-
ver, made use of one-time fund-
ing sources and stimulus funding 
to balance the budget.  One of 

the big problems with this is that 
it doesn’t allow the taxpayer a 
clear image of the spending that 
is going on.  A press release 
from Auditor of State David 
A. Vaudt noted that “the prior 
year’s budget shifted over $600 
million of General Fund cost [to 
one-time resources].”2  Spend-
ing from the General Fund rather 
than using these one-time re-
sources allows for more sustain-
ability and transparency at the 
state level.  As the state moves 
forward, and with the financial 
problems that we know exist at 
the federal level, our state will 
be in much better shape relying 
on our General Fund resources 

by Jennifer L. Crull

Bill Tally Methodology

Bill Tally measures the potential fiscal impact of 
legislation introduced during the 2011 First Session of 
the 84th Iowa General Assembly, should it have been 
adopted.  Information on sponsored legislation was 
obtained from the Iowa General Assembly web pages for 
each individual Legislator.  Only legislation with fiscal 
impact was included.  All fiscal amounts were obtained 
from the Iowa Legislative Services Agency.
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vs. using one-time funding 
streams that could dry up.  So, 
while it does look like General 
Fund spending has gone up by 
quite a bit, it is really just a more 
accurate picture of the funds that 
the state has been spending.

The second point that makes 
this year different than the last 
three years is the increase in 
the number of bills with fis-
cal amounts tied to them.  Last 
year, we had eight bills from the 
Iowa Senate and nine bills from 
the Iowa House.  This year we 
had 20 bills proposed from the 
Iowa Senate and 33 bills pro-
posed from the Iowa House.  It 
is important to note that these 
bills included bills that increased 
spending of the General Fund 
and also decreased spending of 
the General Fund.  

So as we look at the data from 
Iowa Bill Tally, what does it 
mean to you, the taxpayer?  First 
you have to understand the meth-

odology that is used for analyz-
ing Iowa Bill Tally.  The first 
process is to review all bills that 
are introduced and have a fiscal 
report from the Legislative Ser-
vices Agency.  This information 
can be found at http://www3.
legis.state.ia.us/fiscalnotes/.3   
From the Fiscal Notes page, we 
are able to select all the bills that 
have an impact on the General 
Fund. We review the sponsor-
ship of each fiscal bill.  If the 
bill had individual sponsorship 
then that bill is assigned to that 
respective Legislator.  If the bill 
comes from a Senate Committee, 
we review the Senate Journal to 
see which Senators voted for the 
bill in committee, which ones 
voted against, and which ones 
were absent for the votes.  If the 
Senator voted for the commit-
tee to sponsor the bill, the bill 
is assigned to that respective 
Senator.  If the Senator voted 
against or was absent, then the 
bill is not assigned to them.  For 
the House we have a different 

Public Interest Institute has published several new 
POLICY STUDIES that can be viewed at 

www.LimitedGovernment.org.

These POLICY STUDIES include:
Monopolizing and Derailing the Education 

Freedom Train

 Tax and Expenditure Limits II: Are There 
Additional Options?

The Harding-Coolidge Path to Prosperity:  What 
Policymakers Can Learn From the 1920s to Solve the 

Budget Crisis and Create a Sound Economy
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process.  Since the House mem-
bers don’t vote on legislation 
when it is assigned to a commit-
tee, the bill is assigned to all the 
committee members.  This is the 
process that is repeated for each 
fiscal bill.  After all the bills are 
assigned, we add up the total 
amount of fiscal impact each bill 
has that was assigned to each 
Legislator.  This is the process to 
figure the total lists that were in-
cluded in July’s newsletter.  We 
do know that there are House 
members that may not have 
agreed with a bill that had it as-
signed to them due to them being 
on the committee, but this is the 
best method we have at this time 
to evaluate the fiscal impact each 
member of the House and Sen-
ate have on the State of Iowa.  If 
you want a clearer picture, ask 
your House Member to request 
the leadership to go back to the 
old system of individual rather 
than committee bills.

Iowa Bill Tally is not an exact 
science, but it is a great starting 
place for you to question your 
elected official about the legisla-
tion that is being introduced at 
the state level.  Our Website, 
http://www.IowaTransparency.
org, allows you to see the total 
lists that were included in the 
newsletter and it also allows you 
to see the specific legislation 
assigned to each Senator and 
Representative.  On the home 
page you will see a link for the 
Iowa Bill Tally on the right side.  
From there you can select either 
the House or the Senate.  Then 
you can access the data for the 
last four years.  

When you click on each mem-
ber that is listed you see each 
bill that was assigned to them.  
For each bill you can see the 
bill number. If you click on that 
bill number, it will take you to 
the Iowa Legislative Bill Book, 
which has the entire bill, which 
you can read in detail.4  Then 
you will see the total cost for the 
bill — this is the amount that 
is assigned to the Legislator.  
There is also a brief description 
of the bill included, if you don’t 
feel like reading the entire legal 
description from Bill Book.   Be-
neath the description is the list of 
fiscal costs for up to five years.  
Some pieces of legislation have 
multiple-year impacts on the 
General Fund.  We choose to 
use the method of taking the 
first year cost and assigning the 
bill that cost for each piece of 
legislation.  All of this data is 
included on all pieces of legisla-
tion that we include in Iowa Bill 
Tally.

Since there was a large increase 
in the number of bills introduced 
this year with fiscal amounts, 
you will notice that there is also 
an increased number of Sena-
tors and Representatives listed 
this year.  Last year there were 
58 out of the 100 Representa-
tives who had bills assigned to 
them.  This year there are 93 out 
100 Representatives listed.  The 
same holds true for the Senate.  
We had only 37 out of 50 last 
year, but this year it was 47 out 
of 50.  So it is important to note 
that this year’s session was busy 
discussing and proposing legisla-
tion that impacts our lives.

As you review the list of Leg-
islators you will note that both 
parties are listed.  Public Interest 
Institute is a nonpartisan organi-
zation that is dedicated to shin-
ing more sunlight on government 
spending.  While we know that 
Iowa Bill Tally is a wish-list of 
possible spending, it is important 
for you as a taxpayer to under-
stand what is happening in Des 
Moines.  Iowa Bill Tally allows 
you the opportunity to have a 
discussion with your elected of-
ficials about where they stand on 
different issues.  If you see that 
your Senator or Representative 
sponsored a bill that you have 
questions about, you need to ask 
questions now, for it is highly 
possible that that same piece of 
legislation will reappear next 
January when the Legislature 
reconvenes.  

The data included in Iowa Bill 
Tally is brought to you in an 
effort to increase the informa-

Visit our other websites:

www.LimitedGovernment.Org

and 

www.IowaVotes.Org
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tion you have about the Iowa 
Legislature and for you to be 
able to question your elected of-
ficials.  For without an open and 
honest discussion between our 
elected officials and the voters, 
our form of government fails to 
work.  So take the time to visit 
http://www.IowaTransparency.

Thank you for your 
continued support of 

Public Interest Institute.

Your support helps us
provide public policy research

on the issues facing both
Iowa and the nation as 

well as the importance of
free-market and 

constitutional ideas.

org and view the new data.  The 
quote that sums up this year’s 
budget process is from State 
Auditor David Vaudt’s August 
29, 2011, press release: “While 
there are still concerns to be ad-
dressed, this budget makes huge 
progress in the area of fiscal 
sustainability. I commend the 
Governor and Legislators of both 
parties for moving Iowa closer to 
a fiscally sustainable path. While 
the budget process took a signifi-
cant amount of time, the result is 
clearly a win for the taxpayers of 
Iowa.”5
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