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Christopher J. Regan: Republicans and budget 
catastrophes like peas and carrots

By Christopher J. Regan

Republicans have been crowing about the record number of state legislatures they control lately. The right 
wing has full control of the statehouse in some 31 states, including West Virginia. Some commentators say 
this is a permanent shift toward Republican control in America, while GOP flacks just brag about it.

But they do a whole lot less bragging about how it is going in those states for working people. The reality 
on the ground is that state after state that allowed full control for Republicans saw budget catastrophes 
swiftly follow. Many states that fell under the magical thinking of right wing economics are so deeply in 
debt that they can no longer fund basic services, let alone make the investments necessary to compete in the 
21st century.

Let’s take a look around GOP-controlled America.

Louisiana: In the home of would-be President Bobby Jindal, Louisiana’s 2015 legislative session saw the 
state $1.6 billion in the hole. His series of tax cuts for the rich backers of his party failed to produce any of 
the growth he promised, but left the state in the poorhouse, cutting funding for schools, infrastructure, and 
breaking its promises to employees. Despite the cuts, the state continues to sit deep in the hole.

Wisconsin: The home of one-time-would-be President Scott Walker, Wisconsin saw much of the same. 
Eager to promise growth by cutting taxes on his friends and services to the public, Walker did just that. 
When, as usual, the money failed to come rolling in, he cut education funding by hundreds of millions of 
dollars, the most certain way to hobble the future of a state.

Kansas: home of former-would-be Presidential candidate Sam Brownback cannot seem to find rock 
bottom. After Brownback followed the Republican playbook to the letter, cutting taxes on the wealthy and 
predicting an economic boom would result, the state has faced perpetual budget crisis. Within just this past 
week, revenue again fell and needed fixes to the roads and funding for — you guessed it, education —
were cut. Courts in the state continue to examine whether the schools have become so bad they must be 
considered unconstitutional.

Republicans are, as one non-partisan publication aptly put it, “the Party of red ink.”

Which brings us home to West Virginia. More than a year ago, Republicans took over the West Virginia 
Legislature and promised to create growth, promote business and bring jobs with their “new” policies. 
Needless to say, none of that actually occurred. The policies and legislation the GOP brought turned out to 
be just a series of cash favors for wealthy Republican donors.

The centerpiece of the West Virginia Republican agenda was the so-called “Coal Jobs and Safety Act,” that 
rolled back safety regulations in the mines at the behest of the Coal Association and tinkered with other 
regulations along the way. According to Sen. Bill Cole, the law’s effect was supposed to be “huge.” Other 
Republican leaders said the Act would “put us back in the ballgame.” These are their words about what 
they were doing — so compare them to reality.
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The Act has done nothing to help coal jobs, although it might have helped a few companies squeeze out 
some additional profit — as one would expect of a bill written by coal owners and fought by union coal 
miners. Ballyhooed bills attacking the prevailing wage system and shifting power in our courts toward 
corporations and insurance companies likewise have failed to do anything for West Virginia’s economy, or 
the job situation.

Now West Virginia faces the inevitable, predictable budget problems that come from right-wing economic 
thinking. Bill Cole’s tax committee has talked about blowing huge new holes in the state budget by 
eliminating the business inventory tax (to benefit, among others, car dealers like Cole), or shifting 
responsibility for roads to county governments that are even more strapped than the state. If I didn’t know 
better, I’d think he was running for higher office, advancing the same kind of reckless schemes that 
doomed budgets in Kansas, Wisconsin and Louisiana.

Every time Republicans take over, it’s always the same promises: “jobs” and “growth,” will come when the 
GOP gets its way. But they never deliver. Instead, as night follows the day, fiscal disaster follows 
Republicans everywhere they gain the upper hand — the people’s tax money is given away to elites in the 
corporate world and the middle class is left holding the bag. Red ink and Republicans are, as Forrest Gump 
said, like peas and carrots.

West Virginia needs to invest in its people and stop giving away money to the out-of-state interests that 
funded the Republican takeover in the first place. We should be taking care of our teachers, our law 
enforcement and our blue-collar families first. But instead, the Republican focus is all on giveaways to the 
insurance companies, drug pushers and big corporations that finance GOP campaigns.

West Virginia cannot afford right-wing economic fantasies, and it cannot afford Bill Cole following in the 
footsteps of Brownback, Walker and Jindal and drowning us in red ink.

Christopher J. Regan is vice chairman of the West Virginia Democratic Party and a Wheeling attorney. 
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