[image: image1.jpg]


Commonwealth of Virginia

House of Delegates

RICHMOND



               










         




     2

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:
                                       


 
              Contact: G. Paul Nardo


December 14, 2008






  (804) 698-1228 or gpnardo@house.virginia.gov








                                                  williamjhowell.org
Speaker Howell Declares Earmark Moratorium, 
Announces New Round of Legislative Budget Reductions
-- House Republicans Pledge No Separate “Non-State Agency” Earmarks in Budget Amendments -- 

-- House to Enact Reforms Resulting in $1.1 Million in Savings, or 15% of Operational Spending -- 

-- New 15 Bill Limit Makes Possible Placing Votes Online from Committees & Subcommittees --

RICHMOND, VA – Virginia House of Delegates Speaker William J. Howell (R-Stafford) today announced that House Republicans have pledged not to support earmarks that do not pertain to core state services in the amendments to the 2008-2010 Biennial Budget under consideration in the 2009 General Assembly session.  In addition, the Speaker announced that the House will institute reforms resulting in an overall budgetary savings of $1.1 million, approximately 15% of that chamber’s operational expenditures.
“Right now, Virginia’s families and business are making necessary and sometimes difficult adjustments to deal with the effects of the current economic climate,” Speaker Howell remarked.  “The people they elect to represent them have the same responsibility.  We will meet this challenge, and I am today announcing that House Republicans will not approve amendments to the Commonwealth’s 2008-2010 Biennial Budget that include earmarks.

“While some of these budget earmarks, locally referred to as “non-state agency” expenditures, may have merit, the Commonwealth cannot afford to approve such spending in these challenging times.  By declaring the intention of our Caucus today, we are optimistic that requests for these earmarks will be dramatically reduced, allowing the Appropriations Committee to focus on the daunting challenge it faces in closing Virginia’s multi-billion-dollar budget shortfall.
“Leading by example dictates that the House cannot focus solely on expenditures intended for use outside Capitol Square.  We must find savings right here, and today I am unveiling an aggressive program that combines spending freezes, savings reductions, and reforms to legislative operations in the House of Delegates.

“This is, of course, not the first time the House has examined its internal spending in search of savings as well as greater efficiency and effectiveness.  During the difficult economic downturn of the early 1990s, delegates reduced their own salaries.  Nearly two decades later, the annual pay for House member has not risen one cent.  That single action has resulted in a savings to the people of Virginia of more than $630,000.
-- more --

“When the Republicans first gained the majority in the House starting with the 2000 Session, we enacted multiple institutional reforms resulting in improvements and savings to the people of Virginia.  From reducing the number of standing committees from 20 to 14 and curtailing the number of legislative studies to ending taxpayer funding of constituent newsletters and cutting each member’s annual printing and postage allowance, House Republicans have taken the lead to ensure that Virginia continues to have one of the lowest-cost legislatures anywhere in America. 

“Since I became Speaker, the House has enacted spending reductions on multiple occasions and has aggressively held the line on spending increases.  In 2002, for example, we reduced the size of the House staff, instituted cost savings and reforms in key areas.  The actions saved the people of Virginia $1.2 million.  In 2007, the House Clerk’s Office, which I oversee, returned $2 million to the general fund, roughly 10 percent of its appropriated balance.  This was on top of the $4.7 million that other legislative agencies put toward balancing the state budget.  And, earlier this year, the legislative branch returned another $4.7 million by reducing discretionary spending.  That figure represented 13 percent of the total legislative branch budget.

“In 2007, House Republicans also reaffirmed their commitment to proportional representation on all standing committees.  For generations under House Democrat majorities, they consistently rebuffed the will of the electorate.  However, we fought for proportional seating and successfully negotiated for the House to adopt that long-overdue reform when we gained parity in 1998.  That practice continues today.  

“Also of value to the people of Virginia, the House has resisted the temptation to revert to higher spending when revenues have increased.  And, we have strived to create an institutional culture in the House that prizes frugality.  As a recent example, the per diem reimbursements currently received by delegates and legislative assistants is significantly much lower than the amount authorized by IRS guidelines.

“The reforms and streamlining of the legislative process, practices, and operations have helped to make the current low-cost House possible.  And all of the reforms we have instituted over the years also have resulted in a more accountable, efficient, and open legislature.

“Our efforts to improve the House did not end with the changes we instituted when Virginians first entrusted us with the responsibilities of the majority.  History shows that we have enacted changes and improvements throughout this decade.  This year, is no different.  For the first time in history, delegates will be limited in the number of bills they can submit during the so-called “short” 45-day Session which originally was intended primarily to amend the state budget.  Solely because of this reduction in overall legislation, we can further increase the efficiency of our operations and better utilize legislative staff.  As a result, the added task of placing recorded votes taken by the House, its standing committees and subcommittees online on the Legislative Information System (LIS) has become possible and I have directed the Clerk of the House to begin this practice – for the first time in history – during the 2009 session.

“The current economic uncertainty has brought new challenges for our Commonwealth and citizens.  In his address to the money committees on Wednesday, Governor Kaine will give greater indication of the extent of the budget shortfall that confronts us and a preview of his proposals to balance the state budget.  We stand ready to work with him and our counterparts in the Virginia Senate to meet this challenge.  But today, House Republicans have acted to ensure that the House will build upon the record of fiscal conservatism it has worked so hard to amass since Virginians first elected our caucus to the majority in 1999.”
Virginia ranks 43rd in per capita spending on its legislature, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.   For the current fiscal year, the General Assembly’s budget is less than one-half of one percent of the total general fund budget.  

-- more --

A full list of the House spending reduction strategies announced today by Speaker Howell follows:

Virginia House of Delegates

Spending Reduction Strategies for 2009
· Member Salary:  Maintain current salary level at $17,640 annually.  Prior to 1991, delegates and senators were paid $18,000 annually.  In May 1991, delegates agreed to reduce House members’ salary by 2% to its current level.  That reduction has saved the Commonwealth a total of $630,000 over the past 17 years. 
· Member and Legislative Assistant Session Expenses:  Forego without session expense (per diems) increase allowed by federal IRS guidelines.  The current rate of $135 will remain in effect.  
· Member and Legislative Assistant Orientation:  Cancel legislative assistant orientation program for 2009 session.  Postpone Committee Chair Training for members until after 2009 elections.  
· State Plane:  Suspend use of the State Plane for weekend travel home by members who live in Southwest Virginia.  
· Conference Travel:  Dramatically reduce the number of members and staff who are reimbursed for attending regional and national legislative conferences.  
· Study Committees:  Eliminate the use of study committees during the interim to study certain legislation.  
· Carry Over Legislation:  Cancel meetings for the express purpose of considering carryover legislation.  
· Session Support Staff:  Eliminate more than a half dozen support positions and reduce hours for additional four positions.  Reduce hours for secretarial support staff.  Postpone any wage rate increase for session support staff.  Reduce training for various support staff.  
· Clerk’s Full-time Staff:  Freeze hiring for any and all vacancies.  Eliminate any discretionary personnel costs.  Create job sharing opportunities for full-time staff to cover eliminated session staff job duties.  
· Printing of Stationery & Publications:  Reduce costs by 15% by modifying internal procurement practices for printing.  Review publications for necessity and print as many in-house as possible.  
· Discretionary Projects:  Postpone all discretionary projects, to include the legislative assistant e-mail initiative and renovation of office space to committee room space in the General Assembly Building.  
· Office Supplies:  Reduce office supply costs by 15% through the use of stringent purchasing policies.  
· Office Equipment & Furniture:  Freeze purchases of office equipment, furniture and food service equipment. 

# # #
Total Savings = $1,137,115








Speaker’s Room   •   State Capitol   •   Post Office Box 406   •   Richmond, Virginia  23218


