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by Doug Stout

Open Up Iowa Government! - We know you are in there...
so come on out and show you have nothing to hide!
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If you go to the State of Iowa web-
site – “OpenUp.Iowa.Gov” (http://
openup.iowa.gov/index.php), you 
will find the following message to 
Iowans from Governor Culver and 
Lt. Governor Judge:

“Welcome to OpenUp.Iowa.Gov! 
Our Administration is committed 
to making Iowa government open 
and transparent to those in charge: 
Iowa constituents. Iowa taxpay-
ers deserve to know information 
about their public officials and how 
state dollars are being spent. We 
are committed to streamlining this 
information and make it as easy as 
possible for Iowans to learn about 
their state government. This is a 
work in progress and we appreciate 
your patience as we move forward 
to open up Iowa!”1

It sounds very promising.  I think 
my empty feeling might be from the 
date on the page, 2007.  I know he 
says to be patient and this is a work 
in progress, but I am anxious to see 
the work…and the progress.  His 
term is more than half over and all 
we have is this promise on transpar-
ency. 

Fortunately, there are Members 
of the Iowa Legislature that have 

provided the perfect opportunity 
for the Governor to “put his money 
where his mouth is”…which seems 
appropriate with all the talk of 
gambling interests and selling the 
lottery floating around. 

On January 21, the “Iowa Taxpayer 
Transparency Act of 2009” was 
introduced in the Iowa Legislature. 
In the House the Bill number is 
H.F. 74 and it has been referred to 
the State Government Committee, 
there is now an identical bill in the 
Senate, S.F. 102. 2   The official 
description of the bill is:

“An Act relating to the establish-
ment of a searchable budget data-
base website for the public to access 
the details of the expenditure of 
state tax revenues and a searchable 
tax rate database for all the public 
to access the details of each tax rate 
for all taxing districts in the state.”3

The Legislation is sponsored in 
the House by Representative Kraig 
Paulsen (R-Hiawatha), Representa-
tive Linda Upmeyer (R-Garner), 
Representative Doug Struyk (R-
Council Bluffs), and Representative  
Erik Heiland (R-Grimes).  The Sen-
ate version of the bill is sponsored 
by Senator Paul McKinley (R-

Chariton), Senator Kim Reynolds 
(R-Osceola), and Senator Shawn 
Hamerlinck (R-Davenport), and 
twelve other Republican Senators.4 

Maybe if we know where our tax 
dollars are actually going, we can 
do a better job of keeping it in 
check.  In an open society, informa-
tion is critical to making informed 
choices about our government 
spending.  It is an idea whose time 
has certainly come. 

“Iowans for Tax Relief,” the most 
influential voice for the taxpayer in 
the state, participated in the press 
conference with the sponsors of the 
new legislation and expressed their 
“enthusiastic support.”  The group 
expressed these thoughts on the 
idea:

“We believe all Iowans should be 
able to easily access the details 
on how we are taxed and how our 
money is spent. The Iowa Taxpayer 
Transparency Act of 2009 would 
create a publicly available website 
detailing where tax dollars are ex-
pended, the purposes for which tax 
dollars are expended, and the results 
achieved for all taxpayer invest-
ments in state government.”5
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Over the past few years, nine states 
have created state government 
transparency web sites…Oklahoma 
budgeted $40,000 for a similar sys-
tem, however they were able to buy 
the actual software for only $8,000 
and reallocate staff responsibilities 
so as to incur no additional cost for 
putting up the site.6

In two editorials on January 23, 
the Des Moines Register called for 
transparency.  The first was entitled 
“Follow Obama’s lead on open 
government – Iowans deserve to 
see budget choices.”  The Register 
quotes President Obama from Janu-
ary 21, 2009:

“For a long time now there has been 
too much secrecy in this city.  The 
old rules said that if there was a de-
fensible argument for not disclosing 
something to the American people, 
then it should not be disclosed. That 
era is now over. Starting today, ev-
ery agency and department should 
know that this administration stands 
on the side not of those who seek 
to withhold information, but those 
who seek to make it known.”7

Governor Culver, do not the people 
of Iowa deserve the same degree of 
openness in the workings of their 
state government?  The President, 
on this issue, has a track record that 
backs up his rhetoric.  When Presi-
dent Obama was a United States 
Senator he sponsored legislation to 
help shine the light of day on the 
expenditures of the federal govern-
ment.  His legislation led to the cre-
ation of the United States Govern-
ment website at www.USAspend-
ing.gov , where you can go to get 
information about how your federal 
tax dollars are being spent.  

 A Quad City Times article on 
January 23, 2009, indicates H.F. 
74 might enjoy bi-partisan support, 

reporting that “A Web site detailing 
state spending to make government 
more transparent has earned the 
support of Democratic legislative 
leaders. The proposal for a search-
able Web site was unveiled by Io-
wans for Tax Relief and a group of 
GOP lawmakers on Wednesday.”8

One of the few negative responses 
so far to the legislation has come 
from Assistant Majority Leader, 
Senator Bill Dotzler (D-Waterloo), 
who was elected in 2006 to his sec-
ond term in the Iowa Senate, after 
three terms in the Iowa House.  He 
was a part of the team which over-
saw the raiding of our state trust 
funds to cover our huge general 
fund budget deficit. To quote our 
State Auditor, David Vaudt, from 
last spring, “Despite almost 10% 
revenue growth over a two-year pe-
riod, expenditure growth outpaced 
revenue growth by 52%...While 
the Fiscal Year 2009 budget calls 
for a 4.7% increase in spending, 
it creates at least a 9.3% spending 
gap, $569.3 million..."9  The figure 
has only gotten worse due to the 
national economic downturn. 

The Quad City Times reports Sena-
tor Dotzler as saying that a tight 
budget this session will likely spell 
doom for any new proposal that 
would cost the state money includ-
ing the Web site.  “Do I have to 
take some dollars away from health 
care for children? Do I have to take 
money away from education?”10  
The amount paid to the Senator for 
his per diem expense account for 
the current session would more than 
cover an $8000 cost.  If the taxpay-
ers had been able to see the way 
the Senator was overspending their 
money over the last few years, we 
might not be in this financial mess. 
Transparency brings accountability 
and serves as deterrence to poor 
spending decisions.  
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The second Des Moines Register 
article was entitled “Two good 
ideas: Data site, and independent 
watchdog.”11

The Register says: “Republicans 
in the Legislature propose that the 
state create a new Web site where 
Iowans can see how their tax dollars 
are being spent. That’s a great idea 
that ought to be done.” 12  They go 
on to say that we should also have 
an independent watchdog agency to 
monitor expenditures. 

I think the record clearly shows 
our State Auditor, David Vaudt, 
has been barking his head off for 
years…as the diligent watchdog 
of our state treasury.  It was our 
Governor and the State Legislative 
leadership who have been drown-
ing him out with a unified chorus 
that the state coffers are safe and 
sound.  What Iowans didn’t know 
until recently was that the operation 
to drain our assets and plunder our 
trust funds was an “inside job.” The 
media could have put the Auditor’s 
concerns on the front page and ex-
amined the books on their own.

In our continuing effort to bring 
more transparency to your state 
government… we continue our 
series of government transparency 
newsletters. We are working to 
achieve on our own, without the 
state’s resources and without access 
to all of the state’s data, some of the 
progress for which the Governor 
has asked us to be “patiently wait-
ing” to receive.  

Our newsletters have focused 
on the need for transparency in 
government in order to provide a 
means for viable oversight of our 
state government.  We presented 
our first efforts to give you some 
insight on the voting records of 
your state Legislators on legisla-

tion which spent the taxpayer’s 
money.  We showed you just how 
much additional money would 
have come out of your pocket, if 
all of the “wish list” of legislation 
sponsored by your Legislators had 
actually been signed into law.  We 
will repeat those efforts, based first 
on the spending votes and then on 
the bills sponsored by your elected                     
Legislators after the close of the 
current session.  We have also 
added an “Iowa Votes” site (www.
IowaVotes.org) which will allow 
you to more closely follow the ac-
tions of your Legislators during the 
course of the legislative session.

According to the Democratic lead-
ers, whose party controls the Iowa 
House and the Iowa Senate…as 
well as the Governorship, the leg-
islative session is expected to last 
only about 100 days.  This means 
things may happen quickly.  Due 
to the horrible financial situation 
they have created through their past 
irresponsibility, compounded by 
the national recession and the dire 
need to provide funding for Iowa’s 
flood victims, they will have some 
difficult decisions. 

You should watch carefully to 
see what path they choose and to 
make your opinions known.  Are 
they going to cover their own fis-
cal irresponsibility by blaming the 
national economy for a need for a 
tax increase?  Almost every econo-
mist agrees that the worst thing to 
do during an economic downturn 
is to take more money out of your 
hands with a tax increase.  Will they 
end the deductibility of your federal 
taxes that you currently have…ef-
fectively creating a tax on a tax?  It 
would be a large tax increase, dis-
guised as “a reform.”  They would 
hope you would not fully realize the 
impact until you had filed your next 
tax return.  Will they sell off the 

state lottery to gambling interests at 
a fraction of its true worth...getting 
pennies on the dollar?  

Or are we going to borrow…as our 
Governor recently said…I still find 
it hard to believe that he actually 
said it…“This is the first time in our 
state’s history that we have earned 
a AAA bond rating and I intend to 
use it!”13  Governor, you do realize 
it has to be paid back?  When the 
credit card company raises your 
credit limit, is your first impulse 
to proudly announce:  I have more 
access to credit…and I intend to use 
it!  Well in some cases maybe that 
is your first instinct…but after your 
spouse steals the car keys until you 
calm down, better sense prevails.  
We are not talking about buying a 
big screen TV…oh no…The Gover-
nor wants to use your credit card, 
backed by your tax dollars to buy 
$700 million dollars of new stuff 
and to prove we can borrow lots of 
money like the big states…Maybe 
like bankrupt California?  

They are also considering raising 
your gas tax. They think this is a 
good time to do it, now that gas is 
not $4 per gallon - maybe you will 
not notice. Of course, the reason gas 
is cheaper is that demand disap-
peared because of the world-wide 
recession. No one can afford to buy 
gas…and so it is a good time to 
raise a gasoline tax?  You will have 
to run that one by me again!

So choose your “poison” from the 
Governor’s proposals. He got you 
into this mess, so it is his respon-
sibility to get you out of it. Which 
state programs does he plan to cut 
back on?  The first thing a family 
does when they are exceeding their 
income is to spend less…figure 
out which expenditures can wait 
until next year…maybe even cut 
back on some things they really 
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need to have, but just can’t afford. 
So far that does not seem to be the 
approach. They might be afraid to 
admit they bought things over the 
last few years that they knew they 
couldn’t really afford. 

Transparency legislation would 
allow us to see those things they 
are buying. It would be a huge 
step forward and would justify its 
cost if only one “bad idea” was not 
funded as a result of it. Come on 
Governor Culver and Lt. Gover-
nor Judge…Open Up Iowa!  Why 
wouldn’t you want Iowans to see 
the details of how you are spending 
their tax dollars? It is the least you 
can do…really.
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