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n a wide-ranging speech to members of the State

Chamber last month, former Oklahoma Governor
Frank Keating articulated a vision for government
management in tough times. He reviewed achieve-
ments from two terms as chief executive, including
passage of the 2001 Right-to-Work referendum, the
early stages of lawsuit reform and "welfare to work,”
the push for greater rigor in educational standards,
and efforts to encourage marriage initiatives through
churches and synagogues.

In his eight years (1995-2003), Keating faced a
determined majority of Democrats in both legislative
chambers. He exercised the veto (including line items)
some 302 times and was never overridden, saving the
state hundreds of millions of dollars. Interestingly, a
budget crunch emerged at the end of his tenure, just
as is happening now as the end of Brad Henry's two
terms approaches. With minority Republicans promis-
ing to back his vetoes, Keating negotiated with Demo-
crat leaders a mix of policy
reforms and dips into the Consti-
tutional Reserve Fund (better
known as the Rainy Day Fund).

Still, as he noted in his Cham-
ber speech, Keating never en-
joyed the luxury of a conservative
Republican majority such as that
which now controls the Legisla-
ture. Looking ahead, he encour-
aged the Republican majority in
the Legislature to get back to
fundamentals: focusing on the
role of government, restraining
the tax burden, protecting state
prerogatives against federal encroachments, restor-
ing education rigor, and other themes. (He was too
polite to note that Oklahoma was recently revealed, in
a New York Times story, as one of only three states
where standards in both math and reading actually
eroded rather than advanced over the last few years.)

In the end, Keating encouraged legislators to
remember that “the public sector consumes wealth,
while the private sector creates wealth.” He called for
a careful review of “what government does, and
whether those things can be done better in the private
sector.” He argued it is time to enhance, not erode, the
role of states as laboratories for experimentation in
democratic decision-making, explicitly encouraging a
fight or two over the meaning of the Tenth Amendment
and its protections for state governments. “We may
need to litigate to defend the state of Oklahoma,”
Keating said.

Additionally, the former governor was generous in
his remarks concerning the Oklahoma Council of
Public Affairs, saying he had read scores of OCPA
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studies and essays in the weeks before his speech in
order to get "back up to speed” on the state of play in
Oklahoma's budget, finance, policies, and gover-
nance. Further, he said he would likely return home
within a couple of years.

Beyond Keating: Where We Are, and Where We're
Going

While his recent speech was not a call for strict
budgetary conservatism, Keating's remarks were a
welcome contrast to those calling to bleed dry the
state Rainy Day Fund in order to preserve government
spending. Keep in mind that the backdrop for the
former governor's speech includes an upcoming vote
of the people on SQ 744, an initiative spearheaded by
the state’s most powerful labor union which would
result in hundreds of millions of dollars in increased
spending on public education, mandating unprec-
edented cuts in every other arm of the state government.

As the 2010 legislative session approaches, OCPA
herewith submits an eclectic
mix of comparatively moder-
ate (in impact) but philo-
sophically conservative policy
ideas for these times. Now
that Republicans manage
both houses at the Capitol,
important steps forward have
already been taken, and the
stage is set for the greatest
era of forward progress in
Oklahoma history.

Yes, these are tough times.
Legislators face a range of
tough choices as they work
with the governor to craft spending and other priori-
ties for 2010 and beyond. Frankly, there are signs of
due diligence in the series of oversight hearings at the
Capitol throughout December. But the “follow
through” contains pitfalls both in spending and policy
areas.

Legislators must ask themselves if it's an accident
that America’s newest Right-to-Work state is the state
whose capital city has the lowest unemployment rate
of any large city in America. Oklahoma is one of the
few states with money in the bank, at least for now:
The Rainy Day Fund has a positive balance, but it is
being eyed covetously by the current governor, most
of his House and Senate allies in the Democratic
Party, and some Republicans.

In thinking through the coming months at the state
Capitol, remember that series of vetoes from Gover-
nor Henry which led some Republicans to dub him
"Governor No."” The governor's veto power kept
lawsuit reform from advancing in a timely manner.
Ultimately, to his credit, this past legislative session






