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WHERE WE ARE   

 

 Assignment 2 is due soon. Please check the syllabus. 

 http://www.robertcat.net/fall2020/padm5302/site/index5302.html 

 The midterm exam is coming soon. I need to prepare that for you soon. 

 Mr. Wes Blecke, Administrator of Wayne, Nebraska will be with us (virtually) on Sept. 

21. 

 

============== 

 

We are still in Chapter 6 regarding, and we will be at least until midterm.. My focus is primarily 

local government, although similar things apply at the level of the states and even the national 

government. 

 

My attempt today is to try to outline the sequence of events in which things happen in a budget 

cycle generally. "Your mileage may vary." Things have to happen in some kind of order. There 

is usually an official calendar of dates intended to move things along on schedule. But "stuff 

happens" and next year's budget may not be passed on time. In that case, the government usually 

reverts to the prior existing budget.  

 

Please be mindful that staffers (especially budget specialists) at working behind the scenes at 

every step along the way. Professional staff specialist in the "bureaucracy" have likely been 

though this many times before. But elected leaders (especially if term limits apply) may be 

relatively inexperienced. They may have been involve in budgeting in other kinds of 

organizations in the past. They may have had no idea what kind of mess they were getting into 

prior to winning election. Small governments may not have staffers to work behind the scenes.  

 

 

 

A STATE OF THE [ANYTHING] address is supposed to be when the elected chief executive 

(president, governor, mayor, etc.) formally expresses his/her values and objectives and CUES the 

executive agencies and members of the executive branch as to how to approach the task of 

making budget requests to the executive (more likely his/her technical staff). 

 

I think the official "kickoff" of budget season is when the major, governor or other elected chief 

executive makes her/his "State of the whatever" speech. that official may be newly-elected and 

not fully aware of the situation. It is VERY unlikely that she has come into office with detailed 

plan in pocket. She ran on a platform reflecting her values and the way she thinks. Translating 

that into a plan with numbers attached is challenging. Hopefully, she has existing staffers and 

party leaders around her to help her prepare a PROPOSED BUDGET. 

http://www.robertcat.net/fall2020/padm5302/site/index5302.html


 
PEXELS.COM 

A STATE OF THE [WHATEVER] address is supposed to be when 

the elected chief executive (president, governor, mayor, etc.) formally 

expresses his/her values and objectives and CUES the executive 

agencies and members of the executive branch as to how to approach 

the task of making budget requests to the executive (more likely 

his/her technical staff). As in football, the kick off puts the ball in 

play. 

 

 

 

The executive branch usually has the responsibility to create the budget proposal. The legislative 

branch is not well-equipped to come up with a proposal. The can "digest" a proposed budget, but 

not create the proposal itself. 

 

The leaders of the government's departments or agencies have their own ideas about what the 

coming budget should look like. These public administrators know their needs. They have their 

own wish lists. They are legitimately self-interested for the sake of their departments. They are 

continually making there truths known to political leaders and to staffers.  

 

So, even before the "state of the whatever" address, the "game" is already being played. When a 

department or agency does not have the money or other resources needed to do its job, it is the 

responsibility of administrators to say so. They don't need to scream or make trouble in public. 

But they should communicate to the right people in professional responsible ways.  

 

[There may not actually be a "state of the whatever" speech. But in any case the political CEO 

needs to make her or his preferences and values known.]  

 

All the lobbyists and others hope and pray that the executive will include at least a few words 

about the programs they care about in the "state of the whatever speech." George W. Bush used 

to always include a reference to switchgrass in his State of the Union message. Surely he had a 

friend in Texas for which that reference was very, very important. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panicum_virgatum 

 

Realize that the top administrative positions in the national government are (supposed to be) 

filled by presidential appointments. And these are the people who frame the budget requests by 

the agencies. So, in a sense the president is speaking to his/her own choir.  

 

But, of course the State of the Whatever address is also meant for the members of the relevant 

legislative branch, be it national, state or local.  

 

The political chief executive NEEDS TO TELL THE STORY and set the stage for budget 

negotiations. Budgeting IS public policy formulation because only things that get funded get 

done. 

 

The third audience, of course, are the citizens of the political jurisdiction.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panicum_virgatum


 

It sets the POLITICAL and FINANCIAL climate. 

 

It signals to the agency heads how bold (or not) to be. (I refer to this as "how high the sky is.") 

 

It also kind of tells the citizens (the fans) how to mark up their score cards and what to expect. 

 

And later, it may serve to frame the public debate as to who to blame if things do not turn out 

well. 

 

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE KICKOFF? 

 

There are likely to be official department hearings within the executive branch. This puts 

department administrators on the record.  

 

But the real action is likely to be happening behind closed door and the staffers are involved in 

trying to craft agreements within the constraints of revenue forecasts and the dynamics of 

political powers. 

 

Something is drafted that the political CEO is willing to sign. That gets delivered to the relevant 

legislative body. It may or may not be announced "dead on arrival." 

 

But now the "ball is in the court of the legislative branch." 

 

LEGISLATIVE DELIBERATIONS 

 

The size and culture of the legislative branch differs among government jurisdictions, of course. 

 

If the legislative branch is large, complex and highly partisan, it is likely to be difficult to amend 

the proposed budget to everyone's satisfaction.  

 

Technically, although the budget is a plan, it is also a legal document and a law. I don't know 

how much discretion department and agency administrators have when applying a budget. Who 

would think that money from defense departments could be diverted to build a tall wall?  

 

As you know, most state legislatures are BICAMERAL and it is difficult or even impossible to 

produce state laws including budgets. This is the "how a bill becomes law" thing. Suffice it to 

say that any provision faces multiple VETO POINTS in the legislation process. Again, this not 

so much about what is reasonable or rational. This is about POWER and POLITICS and complex 

interpersonal dynamics.  

 

If a budget document does emerge from the legislative process, the then it goes back to the 

elected CEO and she may or may not have item veto powers.  

 

If nothing is agreed to, I think the jurisdiction reverts to the prior budget, for better or for worse. 

 



BUDGET EXECUTION 

 

The departments or agencies get money in allotments, like a child may get an allowance from a 

parent.  Both the executive branch and the legislative branch have to reason to keep an eye on the 

use of ADMINISTRATIVE DISCRETION by people working in the departments.  

 

The court systems may get involved. 

 

The department MUST keep detailed records using government accounting practices. There will 

likely be audits and as an administrator you must have your ducks in a row. 

 

END OF YEAR RUSH 

 

A prudent administrator will keep some money in reserve during the budget year. But there can 

be a surge in spending near the end of the year, to avoid having to return money to the treasury. 

To have money unspent at the end of the year will make negotiating for next year's budget more 

difficult.  

 

AUDITS 

 

Then comes the audit.  

 

AND BY NOW, THE NEXT CYCLE IS UPON US 

 

----- - 

 

Accountability may be a reason why government departments have high overhead.  

 

At any moment in time, administrators are likely to be involved in two or three different budget 

cycles at once. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


