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Leave the counties alone
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The economy used to be the biggest threat to county budgets. Now, it's the Legislature.

Lawmakers are looking at the legal equivalent of an improvised explosive device - a bill that could explode a hole into county budgets.

Senate Bill 1411 would strip away much of county supervisors' authority over the budgets of elected officials. The bill would force Arizona's largest counties to give a lump suma to sheriffs and other elected officials.

This is bad policy and bad finance.

Supervisors would have virtually no say over how money is spent in some of their biggest departments, including the offices of the sheriff, county attorney, assessor and recorder.

In Maricopa County, at least a quarter of the budget would be removed from the Board of Supervisors' oversight. But supervisors would still have the financial responsibility to deal with any problems or shortfalls.

You, the taxpayer would be stuck with the bill. Here are just a few of the ways the measure could wreak expensive havoc in Maricopa, Pima and Pinal counties, which face the most radical changes:

- Contracts. Elected officials could unilaterally put the county on the hook for vehicles, technology and other goods and services without having to be sure that the long-term funding was available. Maricopa County Manager David Smith gives the
example of a $135 million radio system for the Sheriff's Office. a current project. Suppose a sheriff signed a contract for such a system despite having no money for it. In a breach-of-contract case, a judge could order the supervisors to pay up,
triggering a 35-cent increase in the secondary property-tax rate (which is currently zero in Maricopa County because it has no bonded indebtedness).

- Inefficiency. If each department does its own procurement, economies of scale are lost.

- Confusion. SB 1411 would add justices of the peace to the definition of "elected county officers" in state law. Each one could theoretically demand a lump sum. The bill also has a vague clause that allows a county's JPs to vote on managing their
resources systemwide. Either way, this needlessly fragments a county's budget for courts.

In these cash-strapped times, it's not surprising that some elected county officials have battled with some county boards over their budgets.

Sheriff Joe Arpaio has had epic run-ins with Maricopa County supervisors. Sheriff Paul Babeu wants Pinal County to stop meddling with his fleet choices, while the county maintains he bought cars for administrative use with money that was
supposed to replace aging patrol vehicles.

These are local issues that should be solved at the local level.

Tust ask the officials themselves. The Arizona Association of Counties, which represents all elected positions at the county level, opposes SB 1411.

Frankly, it's scary to see legislators trying to overhaul local finances. They haven't been able to the state on a sound footing, while the counties have managed to stay afloat through the financial crisis.

Lawmakers should not blow up supervisors' ability to control spending.





