
9. Why So Much Change? 10. How Can You Get Involved?

orth Carolina’s budget has seen dramatic
growth in the last two decades, due in part
to increases in government services, the

growth of the state’s population, and to the
changing nature of that population.

TIGHTENING THE STATE’S “BELT”
When their budgets get tight, individuals or
businesses tighten their belts to reduce their
spending as much as they can. Families eat out
less, reduce their entertainment expenses, or put
off trading in their car for another year. In a
serious pinch, they may delay medical or dental
expenses, or shift at least some of their spending
from cash to credit cards.

Businesses may quit offering expensive services
that attract customers but eat away at the bottom
line. Or they may cease making products or
offering services that do not produce enough
profits. Large programs or expansions may be
delayed or cancelled until the economy improves.

CONSTRAINTS ON THE PUBLIC SECTOR
In some respects, government must operate like
families or businesses—managing its money care-
fully and avoiding, where possible, spending that it
ultimately will be unable to afford. But government
does not have all of the options available to families
or businesses when economic times are hard.

For one thing, tough economic times increase
the demand for state services. Workers who have
lost their old jobs seek training for new ones
through the community college system. Medicare
costs increase as workers who barely stayed above
the poverty line see their jobs lost or their hours
reduced. Increased stress and poverty leads to
more crime, raising the spending on law enforce-
ment, courts, and prisons. At the same time,
revenues from income taxes and sales taxes, the
backbone of the state budget, decline.

For another thing, the state simply cannot
reduce some services no matter how bad the
economy becomes. Take public schools, for
instance, which already take nearly half of the
state’s General Fund. State law requires that
children must attend school until they are , 
and the state constitution guarantees that every
child will receive a basic education no matter

where they live in the state.
Experts say that because of increasing

numbers of children born or moving into North
Carolina, teacher retirements, general attrition,
and the like, the state will need to hire about
, additional teachers each year for the
foreseeable future. At a basic starting salary of
, a year, that means the state budget will
have to increase by at least  million a year.
And that will cover only teacher salaries, not the
associated costs for additional school buildings,
administration, support staff, benefits, school
buses, supplies, books, or utilities.

North Carolina, by law, cannot turn away the
children that show up at its schoolhouse doors.
Nor would it want to, since our economy is rap-
idly shifting from an agriculture and manufactur-
ing base to a service and knowledge base. A basic
education, including at least some college train-
ing, is required for virtually every existing job and
will become even more critical to jobs created
over the next few years.

OUR RESPONSIBILITY
In its NC 20/20 report, the Progress Board noted
that the Census Bureau, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, and the Hudson Institute each reported
that well over % of st century jobs will
require  not  years of schooling—at a
minimum. In July  the governor and the
superintendent of public instruction reported
student test scores in writing skills exceeded
national norms. It will be important to continue
investments that reinforce that sort of real
educational progress.

North Carolina has a proud history of rising to
the challenges before us. Just as previous genera-
tions made the choices that have resulted in our
quality of life, today we now have the respon-
sibility to act on behalf of the generations that
follow. We can make choices. Choices that will:
■ improve our schools;
■ protect the public;
■ improve our health;
■ stimulate diverse economic development;
■ keep our communities clean and safe; and
■ construct and sustain a quality of life second to

none in this great state we call “Home.”
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…AND JUST WHEN YOU THOUGHT YOU HAD SEEN
ALL THE NUMBERS, PERCENTAGES, CHARTS, AND
GRAPHS  YOU COULD POSSIBLY STAND…
Fold out the inside back cover for Appendix A, 
Summary of General Fund Appropriations, 
(Session Law 2003-284, as enacted), 
Fiscal Years 2003–05, 2003 Legislative Session.

ait! Wait! Don’t just throw this guide in
the trash. At this point, you’re probably
overwhelmed with numbers, percent-

ages, charts, graphs, and so forth, and wondering
what in the world you can do with your new
knowledge. Well, here are five easy ways you can
become involved in how government raises and
spends your money!

You can:
1. Share this guide with friends and family.

This will help others, about whom you care, to
understand why government does what it does.
This will help them to understand the some-
times-daunting lingo that you read in your local
newspapers about taxes and budgets. Help them
not to feel funny when they don’t know about
“appropriations” or “excise taxes.”

2. Take a look at the next budget proposal from
your local school district, the city, county, or the
state. See what the superintendent, town man-
ager, or governor plans to do with your money.
Consider these questions:

■ Did he or she fully explain—so you fully
understand—why an increase or a decrease
in your taxes is being recommended? 

■ Do you agree or disagree with their priori-
ties—priorities like a new public health
clinic, hiring more police officers, postpon-
ing that new park, cutting or raising your
property taxes, or spending more money on
child day care or on counseling for prison
inmates? 

3. Tell someone what you think. Once you’ve
studied a budget proposal, tell someone what
you think. Elected officials get tired of hearing
from the usual suspects like lobbyists, campaign
contributors, or agency heads who have a vested
interest in more funding. They want to hear
from someone who’s asked to help pay the bill.
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Our State, Our Money: A Citizens’ Guide to the North
Carolina Budget did not spring forth full-blown from the
budget muse. 

On behalf of the Progress Board, the staff wishes to
thank and acknowledge the substantial contributions of a
rather large number of people from the executive, legisla-
tive, and judicial branches of North Carolina government
who thought enough of this effort to lend a hand, critique
a section, suggest a format or a “factoid,” scour the
copy, charts, and graphics for errors of syntax, grammar,
fact, addition, subtraction, and punctuation. Most of
these folks were volunteers who graciously and willingly
took time away from their principal assignments to craft
a budget primer for the people of North Carolina. Their
contributions stand as a solid testament to the notion
that there is a serious commitment among state govern-
ment managers, analysts, and elected officials to see to it
that all citizens and taxpayers learn as much as they will
about the budget of the state.

And there were elected officials, too, who commented
on our efforts, despite the fact some were up to their
“wherewithalls” in real tough budget choices and deliber-
ations at the General Assembly. 

While all the folks who made a contribution to this
effort are listed below (I hope!), there are a few who
deserve to be singled out for there willingness to endure
many meetings (many, many meetings!) to hammer out
the outline of this guide; to write and read copy, track
down and verify data; suggest re-writes, act as editor-in-
chief, and so forth. I came to call this group the “Kudzu
Coalition” because they set out to unravel and “demys-
tify” that foot-high stack of budget volumes, with 20,000
lines of budget code called the Budget of North Carolina.
Please meet them:
■ Dennis Patterson, Audit Publications Coordinator, 

Office of the State Auditor (our editor)
■ John Sanders, Former Director, Institute of

Government, UNC-Chapel Hill
■ Gwyn Canady, Chief Deputy Comptroller, 

Office of the State Controller
■ Francine Stephenson, Director, State Data Center, 

Office of State Budget Management (a.k.a. “The Queen
of Data”)

■ Elaine Mejia, Senior Fiscal Analyst, Budget and Tax
Center, Justice and Community Development Center

■ Elizabeth Jordan, Policy Analyst, Budget and Tax Center,
Justice and Community Development Center

And while six others were not able to attend all our
meetings, they deserve to be cited as members of this
coalition:
■ Mona Moon, Principal Fiscal Analyst, Senate Budget

Development Team, Fiscal Research Division, 
NC General Assembly

■ Lynn Muchmore, Principal Fiscal Analyst, House
Budget Development Team, Fiscal Research Division, 
NC General Assembly

■ Charles Perusse, Deputy State Budget Officer, Office 
of State Budget and Management

■ Karl Knapp, Office of Tax Research, NC Dept. of
Revenue

■ Kathy Hart, Principal, Zubigraphics (a.k.a. “The Queen
of Graphics”)

■ George Lawrence, Principal, George Lawrence 
& Associates

And there were others without whose patience and
help we could not have done what we needed to do to
produce this document:
■ Honorable Ralph Campbell, State Auditor
■ Honorable Cherie Berry, Commissioner of Labor
■ Honorable Michael Ward, Superintendent of Public

Instruction
■ Honorable Norris Tolson, Secretary of Revenue
■ Honorable Robert Powell, State Controller

Those who critiqued and commented on the guide
and provided reliable information deserve our sincere
thanks, too. They include:
■ Dan Gerlach, Governor’s Senior Policy Advisor, 

Office of the Governor
■ Speros Fleggas, Director, Office of State Contruction,

Department of Administration
■ John Baldwin, Chief of Staff, Department of Labor
■ Erik Stromberg, Executive Director, North Carolina

State Ports Authority
■ Elisa Wolper, Senior Budget Analyst, Administrative

Office of the Courts
■ Billy Ray Hall, President, Rural Economic Development

Center
■ Dr. Farris Womack, Former Controller, State of 

North Carolina
■ Scott Burkhead, Rocket Burkhead and Winslow
■ Herb Campbell, Rocket Burkhead and Winslow
■ Harrison Vaughn, Rocket Burkhead and Winslow
■ Clark Plexico, Clark Plexico Consulting Inc.
■ Philip Price, Associate State Superintendent, 

Financial and Business Services, NC Department 
of Public Instruction

■ Paul LeSieur, Director, School of Business Division, 
NC Department of Public Instruction

And special gratitude and thanks go to the staff of the
Fiscal Research Division of the North Carolina General
Assembly, who despite their regular legislative respon-
sibilities, still would take out a moment to respond to a
request. In particular, we thank Richard Bostic, Chloe
Gossage, Jim Mills, Linda Millsaps, Jim Newlin, Evan
Rodewald, Carol Shaw, Charlotte Todd, and their
Director, Jim Johnson.

Special tributes must be given to Ms. Doris Gilbert,
administrative assistant to the Progress Board, who has
been a steady, solid colleague and friend; John Pearson,
our webmaster, who has seen to it that we got our
messages online; and Dennis Grissom, who has kept us
straight, financially (no small matter!).

And finally, special thanks to the members of the
North Carolina Progress Board itself for their willingness
to discuss this project and to support it and for their
commitment to the work of the Board today and in the
future.

—Tom Covington
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■ Attend a public hearing and speak up! 
And here’s a special tip: Elected officials 
are much more swayed by the carefully-
reasoned but forceful argument presented
clearly, cleanly—without rancor or anger.
Any good politician can dismiss a rabble-
rousing loudmouth as “…full of sound
and fury…signifying nothing….” Your
calm, direct, forceful presentation will
travel miles farther.

■ Write a letter to your representatives and
senators at the legislature. Names and
addresses are easily obtained, online
[www.ncleg.net], or from a call to the
Legislative Services Office at the General
Assembly [  ]. 

■ Maybe, even write a letter to the local
newspaper. You’ll be surprised how much
they appreciate your comments.

4. Attend a debate between candidates for pub-
lic office. Ask them a question about the budget. 

■ Do they seem to know what they’re talking
about? If they want to cut taxes, do they
also tell you where they will cut spending?
If they want to pay for something new,
like reducing class sizes, do they tell you
how they will pay for it? After reading this
guide, you can’t be fooled because you
know there are at least two sides to the
fiscal equation.

5. The most important thing you can do with
any information, is share it with a younger
generation. Stoplights, the water from the tap,
someone paying for groceries with food stamps,
hearing the dump truck pick up the trash, a
children’s reading group at the local library,
keeping the animals at the zoo healthy and
happy, taking meals to home-bound seniors—
these are all things that government can do
because it collects taxes. When kids see that you
are struggling to calculate your taxes in April,
and when they see that the receipt for their
shoes shows an extra few dollars, tell them why.
If you don’t, who will?

Here’s a final bit of wisdom we’ve discovered:
Information is only powerful if you use it for some
purpose beyond yourself. Stay informed, let others
know what you think and then, by example,
teach others, especially younger generations,
what it means to be an active citizen and to
hold government accountable.




