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T
he 2016 Budget Turkey Watch Report:  An analysis of the transparency and 
accountability of the budget process is the result of  an annual independent 

review of  Florida’s new budget by Florida TaxWatch. The Report promotes 

additional oversight and integrity in the state’s budgeting process based on the 

principle that, because money appropriated by the Legislature belongs to the taxpayers 

of  Florida, the process must be transparent and accountable, and every appropriation 

should receive deliberation and debate.

The budget review identifies appropriations that circumvent transparency and 

accountability standards in public budgeting. Each appropriation is scrutinized against 

a set of  clearly defined criteria established by Florida TaxWatch. 

Each year, the Budget Turkey Report consists of  only a very small percentage of  

the state budget and this year represented just over 0.1 percent. The $82.3 billion 

budget passed by the Florida House and Senate on March 11, 2016 contains 143 

appropriations items worth $104.9 million qualifying as Budget Turkeys. 

This year saw fewer turkeys than last year - almost a quarter percent fewer items and 

more than a third less in dollar value. It is the smallest amount of  Budget Turkeys 

since 2010.  Moreover, 43 turkeys were in one line-item (Economic Development 

Transportation Projects).  In many areas of  the budget where local projects are often 

added late in the process, lawmakers showed some restraint.  For example, in the areas 

of  cultural, historic properties, and library grants, there were only two projects added 

during the conference committee process and the lists of  approved projects that 

went through the established 

competitive grant process 

were largely funded in their 

entirety.  
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Overall, there was a reduction in new local projects added during the conference negotiations. 

Florida TaxWatch commends Appropriations Chairs Senator Tom Lee and Representative 

Richard Corcoran for actively trying to limit new projects.

This does not mean there were not plenty of  member projects funded in the budget, but 

lawmakers did a better job on ensuring that they were vetted and incorporated into the budget 

during earlier appropriations committee meetings, which is what the Budget Turkey Watch 

report promotes.

WHAT IS A BuDgET TuRKEY

Budget Turkeys are items placed in individual line-items or accompanying proviso language 

that are appropriated without being fully scrutinized and subjected to the budget committee 

process. The Budget Turkey label does not signify judgment of  a project’s worthiness. Instead, 

the review focuses solely on the Florida budget process and the purpose of  the Budget Turkey 

label is to ensure that all appropriations using public funds receive the deliberation, debate and 

accountability they deserve.  

CRITERIA

The Florida TaxWatch Budget Turkey criteria are clearly defined. Appropriations must violate 

sound budgeting practices in at least one of  these ways to be designated as a Budget Turkey.

•	 A project that circumvents established review and selection processes or has completed 

the established process but is funded ahead of  much higher priority projects (as 

determined by the selection process).

•	 Appropriations that are inserted in the budget during conference committee meetings, 

meaning they did not appear in either the final Senate or House budgets. 

•	 Appropriations from inappropriate trust funds; duplicative appropriations; and 

appropriations contingent on legislation that did not pass. 
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THE PuRPOSE OF THE BuDgET TuRKEY REPORT 
Florida TaxWatch identifies Budget Turkeys to promote transparency in public budgeting, 

encourage meaningful legislative review of  all appropriations, and facilitate the checks and 

balances within the budget process that are granted by the Constitution.

1.  Promote transparency in public budgeting and Government in the Sunshine

Projects first appearing in the budget process during conference are identified by Florida 

TaxWatch to expose the lack of  transparency that occurs during the conference process. 

Projects that are added during conference are added to the budget without public debate, 

scrutiny, or vote—even by those Legislators who sit on the conference committees. Most of  

the individual decisions are made behind closed doors, violating the intent of  Florida’s open 

government laws.

2.  Encourage meaningful legislative review of all appropriations

All appropriations should be subject to adequate public review, debate, and scrutiny, which 

require that all legislators have the opportunity to review proposed appropriations. When 

projects are added during conference, they have bypassed the normal appropriations 

subcommittee and committee process. The only legislators that have the ability to publicly 

vet these expenditures to any degree are those who sit on conference committees, shielding 

those appropriations from scrutiny by every member.

After the conference process, the full legislative body cannot adjust individual 

appropriations, they can only vote the entire budget up or down. Because the relative 

amount of  total appropriations added in conference 

is such a small percentage of  the Florida budget, 

few, if  any, lawmakers will vote the budget down 

because of  projects added in conference. 

3.  Facilitate the checks and balances within the budget 
process that are granted by the Florida Constitution

The Florida governor’s line-item veto authority is 

a protection afforded by the Florida Constitution 

Budgeting Without discipline

Just as the Rule of Law is critically 
essential in a civil society, so is 
the integrity, transparency and 
accountability of the budget process 
to ensure the highest and best use of 
the taxpayers’ hard earned money.
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as one of  the checks and balances that allow for proper distribution of  power in state 

government. However, another crucial element is the right and responsibility of  Florida 

taxpayers to hold their elected officials accountable for budgeting decisions. Though all 

budget documents are available to the public, the complicated budget process creates a 

barrier that prevents all taxpayers from understanding this information. The Budget Turkey 

Report is intended to show taxpayers the result of  this complicated process, where not all 

decisions are made in the sunshine.

EnCOuRAgIng FAIRnESS In THE APPROPRIATIOnS 
PROCESS
Budget turkeys are also unfair to organizations and legislators who follow proper 

appropriations procedures. Some organizations that pursue funding through established 

grant application processes and have their allocation approved see their funding reduced or 

eliminated as new projects are added late in conference. In addition, some members who get 

their projects into either the House or Senate budget early saw can see their projects removed 

during conference, with a lack of  available revenue often cited as the reason. Later, many 

projects, some that had never been publicly discussed before, are added to the final budget.  

OBSERvATIOnS On THE 2016 BuDgET PROCESS
As the eyes and ears of  Florida’s taxpayers, Florida TaxWatch staff  attended every 

appropriations subcommittee meeting, every appropriations meeting, and each budget 

conference meeting of  the 2016 Florida Legislature. While appropriations issues were 

generally questioned and debated in subcommittee and committee hearings, most conference 

committee meetings lasted less than 20 minutes (often much shorter) and included little or 

no questions or debate from members. Additionally, while conference committee meetings 

are required to have a one-hour meeting notice, materials were sometimes unavailable to the 

public until after the meeting already began. 

During these brief  and largely symbolic meetings, the state budget grew by $1.3 billion over 

the total appropriated by the Senate and $2.3 billion over the House budget proposal. new 

projects that never were deliberated were added in. As has been the case in recent years, 

two supplemental funding lists totaling more than $100 million were introduced at the end 

of  conference. These lists, one from the House and one from the Senate, were neither 
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read nor debated and contained increased “supplemental” funding for various items. 

These include existing, already-vetted items, many new items that were not part of  any 

previous conference offers, committee or subcommittee debate, and some of  which had 

been previously taken out in conference. 

Due to the lack of  open public debate, the conference process should be used 

exclusively to compromise when the two chambers disagree on funding levels and to 

decide whether an item funded by only one chamber should be included in the final 

state budget. Budget conference should not be the time to fund new items.

However, while some new projects and supplemental spending crept into the budget, 

Florida TaxWatch again applauds the efforts of  the budget chairs and legislative 

leaders to significantly reduce the amount of  new projects and supplemental funding 

introduced into the final proposal.  Last year’s supplemental - or “sprinkle” - lists 

exceeded $300 million. Both budget chairmen stated last year that they would work to 

improve transparency in the budgeting process and restrict the amount of  new projects 

in future budgets. We’re pleased that they took action to do so this Legislative Session.

During the last couple years, there has seemed to be a renewed focus on transparency 

and accountability in the appropriations process. Beginning at the subcommittee level, 

some lawmakers made a concerted effort to embrace responsible public budgeting 

standards. Senator Jack Latvala, chairman of  the Senate Transportation, Tourism, and 

Economic Development Appropriations Subcommittee, held an “open-mic” meeting 

to hear requests for public funds or member projects. Senators Don gaetz and Bill 

Montford, chairman and vice-chairman of  the Senate Education Appropriations 

subcommittee respectively, sent letters to each local educational entity that received 

funds in the current fiscal year asking for information to help determine how to best 

allocate resources in the upcoming year.

Representative Richard Corcoran, chairman of  the House Appropriations Committee, 

asked members to submit an application for their local projects. While the push for 

more transparency is welcomed and appreciated by Florida taxpayers, more remains to 

be done.
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RECOMMEnDATIOnS

To further promote the integrity of  Florida’s budget process, Florida TaxWatch 

offers these recommendations:

Competitive Selection Processes - There continues to be a large number of  member 

and local projects added to the budget and the lack of  a systematic review and 

selection process in some areas is becoming more and more apparent. Some areas in 

the budget routinely include a significant number of  member projects. In most of  

these areas, Florida TaxWatch does not put projects that were included in either the 

House or Senate budget on the Turkey List. That doesn’t mean they were properly 

vetted. To make sure that these projects compete for limited funding fairly and meet 

certain requirements to qualify for funding, Florida TaxWatch recommends the 
Legislature create such a process in statute for these areas:

•	 Economic Development Projects

•	 Housing and Community Development Projects

•	 Workforce Projects

•	 Water Projects

•	 School and Instructional Enhancements

•	 Private Colleges and universities

•	 Mentoring/Student Assistance Initiatives

•	 Special Local Law Enforcement Projects

“Public money ought to be touched with the most scrupulous 
conscientiousness of honor.  It is not the produce of riches 

only, but of the hard earnings of labor and poverty.”

Thomas Paine
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Supplemental Funding Lists – In recent years, the budget conference process ends with 

each chamber accepting the other chamber’s supplemental funding lists. This is done 

without public debate or discussion and the lists have been developed and agreed to in 

private. The list includes increased funding for some projects already in the budget but also 

new projects, some of  which had not been discussed before. It is understandable that there 

can be some money left over when negotiations are finished. Adding money to existing 

projects in this way, while certainly not the best budget practice, is not as bad as adding new 

projects. 

This year’s lists, worth just more than $100 million, were much smaller than in the last 

two years, when more than $300 million was appropriated this way. Florida TaxWatch 
recommends the Legislature further restrict the use of supplemental lists, avoid adding new 
projects and consider a public process to develop and approve these lists, ensuring there is 
accountability.

Economic Development Transportation Projects (Road Fund) - The Legislature created 

this program to fund transportation projects that promote economic development 

and growth. The Florida Department of  Transportation (FDOT), with input from the 

Florida Department of  Environmental Protection and Enterprise Florida, are supposed 

to review the projects and give final approval. The law contains requirements and criteria 

for evaluation. Earmarking projects bypasses this statutorily created process, and adding 

projects on top of  the $15 million allocated in the FDOT work program negatively 

affects approved existing projects. The amount of  earmarked member projects has grown 

considerably. This year more than 40 projects, worth $39 million, were earmarked. The 

extra $25 million was added by reducing funding for resurfacing, preliminary engineering 

and intrastate construction.  Almost all of  the projects are not in the work program and 

some of  the projects are local roads, which should not be funded with State Transportation 

Trust Fund dollars. Some are not the type of  projects FDOT normally undertakes.  Florida 
TaxWatch recommends that the Legislature stop earmarking these projects to allow the 
process to decide which projects have the highest return on investment and to ensure they 
are considered within the state’s coordinated transportation planning process.
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FY2016-17 Budget Turkey List by Agency - 9

FY2016-17 Budget Turkey List by County - 14 
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