Outsourcing Editorial

Dear Editor,

Headlines read:  “Road Sign Contract Yields Questions for State Officials - Consulting Firm is Paid $165,000 to Do Work State Could Do for $52,000” and “Taxpayers Fleeced as Big Campaign Donors Get Sweetheart Privatization Deal”  Where is the shock?  Where is the outrage?  Where is swift action from our governor to investigate?

As state employees and as members of the State Engineering Association (SEA), we were not shocked by these articles.  We have known about these problems for years.  Our outrage, however, continues to grow.

SEA members met with Governor Doyle and provided him information about the cost of outsourcing engineering work.  State agency studies since 1985 have concluded that contracting engineering work to consultants is much more expensive, and sometimes “extraordinarily more expensive.”  We provided him with examples of state employees losing their jobs, only to be rehired by private firms to sit at their state office desks and do the same work – at a considerably greater cost to taxpayers.

The Joint Committee on Finance inserted a clause into the budget bill, requiring DOT to determine “…whether additional positions should be provided to the division of transportation districts to replace the work done by engineering consultants to reduce project design costs.” (2003 Act 33)

This should have solved the problem at DOT, right?  Wrong!  The Governor used his line-item veto authority to strike this cost comparison request from the budget bill.  

Why would Governor Doyle veto cost saving measures?  Some have suggested they were vetoed in exchange for campaign donations.  Maybe he did it to ensure he could deliver a campaign promise to eliminate 10,000 state employees.

Whatever the reason, Governor Doyle now finds himself in a quandary.  It is becoming clear that, in many cases, state employees save the taxpayers money.  But Governor Doyle made a promise to eliminate state employees.  Only a strong leader will be able to admit the need for a cost-comparison study.  Unfortunately, our governor “…has no such plans.” 

It has become standard practice in state agencies to contract out work.  Although most recent problems have turned up at DOT, the practice of cutting state employees and hiring private firms (often for more money) is widespread through state government.

Why didn’t DOT managers look into extending their employee’s contract?  Maybe because they assumed, in a climate of “cut state employees at all costs” that they would not get authorization to do so – regardless of the cost savings.  It makes one wonder how many other positions have been privatized in the name of cutting employees, rather than as a real cost savings.

With the state in deep fiscal trouble and taxpayers at the breaking point, we must determine the most cost-effective way for the state to do business.  We can no longer assume that the private sector is always more efficient than state government.  Call your state legislators and ask them to support cost analyses before jobs are outsourced.
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