
	
 Ruminations on a Government Adrift
	
 This week I’d like to weigh in on the state budget impasse.  My approach will be to outline my general 
assessment of why government is not working.  Call it, politics according to Scaletta.
	
 I think there are two major issues at play that has caused both state and federal government to be 
dysfunctional.  
	
 Issue #1:  Government will not prioritize its purpose.  It tries to be everything to everyone and there is 
just not enough money for that.
	
 To illustrate this point, I will use a recent story in the news.  The Erie Times News on October 11 
reported on some local projects hoping to receive funding from Harrisburg.  The Family First Sports complex is 
looking for $8 million dollars to upgrade that facility and the Jerry Uht Baseball Park wants $12 million for 
upgrades.
	
 I see the benefit in both of these projects.  Both would bring tourism to the area and would be good for 
local restaurants and hotels.  Of course, these facilities also provide recreational opportunities for local residents 
and visitors alike.
	
 Thomas Likona, a character educator, has pointed out that choosing between something good and 
something bad is easy.  We choose the good.  But real character, he notes, is shown when we have to choose 
between two goods – or multiple goods.  That is what government is doing these days - trying to fund many 
good things but not wanting to raise the revenue to do it.  You can’t have both - funding everything that sounds 
good and no tax increases.  We cannot just point our finger at our legislators on this.  We are all guilty of 
wanting government to do too much for us.  No matter what they fund or don’t fund, they get it from both sides.
	
 I find it reprehensible that the funding for recreational facilities would even be considered when funding 
at the state level for school construction has been frozen and is very limited.  Children in the city of Erie go to 
school every day in buildings badly in need of repair yet we would allow that to continue while we fund great 
ball parks?  When did recreation come before education in our priorities? (I know the proponents will say it is 
about economic development but an equally compelling case can be made for the positive economic impact of 
an educated workforce.  As the saying goes, “If you think education is expensive, try ignorance.”)
	
 Legislators and administration need to come together and objectively develop the priority list of what 
government should fund.   They need to develop guiding principles such as: all projects funded should serve the 
general welfare;  we should fund projects that we can do collectively better and more efficiently than on our 
own; projects funded should help assure the safety of the citizenry whether during travel or at home, etc.  The 
list must be short.  Once these “priorities” are established in the absence of specifics (and therefore, emotion), 
each budget item is held up to those priorities and those that pass muster, stay in the budget.  This system I 
propose is not mine.  It comes out of the Harvard Negotiating project of the late 70s and early 80s and is a 
technique that has worked for decades.  It has the added benefit of giving government the focus it has lost.
	
 Issue #2:  Government has become “root-bound.”
	
 I will use a botanical analogy to explain this one.  When a plant is growing in a pot, the part you see 
above the pot may look great, but the roots eventually get too large for the pot choking themselves out. 
Eventually the leaves die and no fruit is born.  Too many people in government are choking each other and have 
ceased bearing fruit.
	
 I want to first say that I have met many of our local legislators.  They are good people wanting to do 
good things for their constituents.  They are trapped in a system that is “root-bound” by power and arrogance.  
The way the budget impasse has gone down is an example.
	
 In my opinion, the Governor put together a very viable budget that incorporated both traditional 
Democratic and Republican agendas.  Instead of having substantive discussions on things like property tax 
relief, the Republican leadership ignored the Governor’s budget, threw together a budget like past years and 
waited for the governor to veto it.  Why did they do this?  They did this because even though the unseating of 
the previous Republican Governor was a clear message from the citizens, the Republican leadership feels 
obligated to send a message that they are in control of Harrisburg.  They have to flex their political muscle and 
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even if the governor did come up with a good idea they liked, they could never admit it.  The system does not 
allow for that.
	
 It will be stated that there are idealogical differences between the two parties.  One that is often asserted 
is that Democrats like to “spend more” than Republicans.  I don’t think so.  The only difference is what they 
want to spend the money on.  Do you have any idea how many millions have gone into testing, into the new 
teacher and administrator evaluation system and the development of the PA Core standards which were pushes 
under Republican leadership?  In addition, there are at least three databases, all containing testing data, that are 
maintained by various companies.  I’m sure that’s not cheap.
	
 Think about where you work.  The people that have been there a long time likely feel like they should 
have some entitlements for their longevity, even if it is something as simple as a special parking spot.  I’m sure 
Harrisburg is no different except that power becomes the entitlement with longevity in government.  This, in my 
opinion, leads to unproductive political muscle-flexing and a loss of a true spirit of service to the people.  The 
imposition of term limits or the return to an all-volunteer legislature may be the only fix for this.
	
  I know that there are some long-time politicians who have not lost their way and continue to work with 
a servant’s heart.  I may be wrong about some of my points; but, there is no doubt that the crowded roots of 
government are choking the production of anything fruitful for the masses.
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