The Budget: A Beginner’s Guide

The fiscal year begins July 1st and ends the following June 31st. The Governor introduces his/her budget proposal for the coming fiscal year within three weeks of the General Court convening in January. The Governor’s proposal is titled “House 1” and it lays the groundwork for upcoming budget debate.

An Informal Budget Timeline:

June 

General Appropriation Act 
Fiscal year begins July 1. If budget approval is late, a “1/12” (one month) or “1/26” (two week) budget authorization keeps government running.
July-October 

Agency Spending Plans 
The plans present to the Governor each agency’s estimates of current fiscal year’s spending and revenue based on the enacted budget; projects how much the agency will need to maintain programs at current levels and includes new funding requests for


the coming year to the Executive Office of Administration and Finance (A & F)

October-November

A&F Recommendations/Revenue Forecast 
A&F reviews budgets submitted by the departments, makes recommendations to

Governor.  Executive branch releases its initial forecast of tax and other revenues for the coming year.
January 

Consensus Revenue Forecast/House 1 (the Governor’s Budget)

Governor and legislature agree on tax forecast to be used for legislative budget-making for coming year.  Under state constitution, the Governor must file his proposed budget for the coming fiscal year by the third Wednesday in January.  
February-April

House Budget 
After H1 is submitted to the House, it is assigned to the House Ways and Means Committee and hearings are held to receive testimony by interested parties, including agency heads and the secretaries of Executive Offices. The Ways and Means Committee must report out to the full House a recommended appropriation bill before the second Wednesday in May. The draft reported by the House Ways and Means Committee will have a different House bill number.  The House Budget is then debated, amended and approved by the House as a whole.  Due to the large number of floor amendments adopted, the bill is reprinted as amended and it is this draft, incorporating floor amendments, which is sent to the Senate. 
April-May 

Senate Budget 
The Senate Ways and Means Committee is charged with reviewing the House-passed budget bill. This committee likewise holds hearings, drafts its version of an appropriation bill and reports this draft (a Senate bill number) to the full Senate for consideration and passage. The Senate debates the bill and adopts amendments; the resulting new draft is printed and carries a different Senate bill number. This final Senate draft is referred to the House. 
June 

Conference Report/General Appropriation Act (the Budget)

Each legislative branch names three members to a conference committee to reconcile

differences between the two legislative versions of the budget for the coming year.

After reaching agreement, the budget as a whole is placed before the House and the

Senate for up or down approval.  The Governor has 10 days to review the budget enacted by the House and Senate. He may veto or reduce proposed appropriations and return for amendment any wording he would like to see revised. A 2/3rds vote in both the House and Senate is required to override his vetoes or reductions.
Reading the Budget:

There are two main sections of the budget: line items and outside sections.

Line items (Section 2 of the budget) appropriate funding to spending area. Each

service/program/agency has a unique eight digit account number (i.e. “0320-0003 SJC

Admin Salaries/Expenses”). Historically, the line item budget organized spending by

expenditure type rather than by program.

Line items are grouped by the following topic areas:

Judiciary, Executive, Secretary of the Commonwealth, Treasurer and Receiver-General,

State Auditor, Attorney General, State Ethics Commission, Office of the Inspector

General, Office of Campaign and Political Finance, Office of the State Comptroller,

Executive Office for Administration and Finance, Executive Office of Environmental

Affairs, Executive Office of Health and Human Services, Executive Office of

Transportation, Executive Office of Economic Development, Executive Office of Public

Safety, Executive Office of Elder Services, and the Legislature.

Outside Sections are intended to only relate to an actual appropriation. It is the portion of

the budget not dedicated to actual appropriations, which establishes the rules and

constraints on spending from appropriations and which often makes other law changes

necessary to achieve savings or underlying cost assumptions associated with appropriations.  In practice, they are often used as an outside avenue to passing legislation. Outside sections are often controversial as they may propose significant policy changes while circumventing the open legislative process. Generally, outside sections begin after Section 3 of the General Appropriate Act.

Amendments:

Following the release of the Governor’s House 1 budget, the House Ways and Means

Committee follows suit with its own budget proposal during the month of April. Once House Ways and Means releases its budget, the members of the House have an opportunity to amend it. The Clerk’s office will provide forms for each type of budget amendment with directions.  Interest groups may also draft amendments for legislators to file.
Amendment Filing:

There are several types of amendments. You can add a section at the end of the bill, strike

a section, add or strike language in an outside section, add language to a line-item, add a

line-item, add money to or subtract money from a line item.  Before the Ways and Means budget is released, the House adopts an order dictating how budget debate will proceed. The order includes the deadline for filing amendments and any restrictions on what amendments are allowed.

Once amendments are filed, the Clerk assigns numbers to the amendments.  After the House budget is complete, the House Ways and Means webpage and House Journals will have information about what happened to each amendment.

Budget Debate:
Amendments are addressed on the floor during debate at the discretion of the Chair. The

Ways and Means committee chair normally schedules meetings with each legislator in the months preceding budget debate to discuss his or her budget priorities. In past budgets, amendments have been consolidated under certain topic headings (i.e. Transportation, Environment, Judiciary, Elder Affairs, Transitional Assistance, Housing, and Social Services, etc).

Following the conclusion of House debate, the Senate takes up its own budget proposal.

Differences between the two budgets are ironed out in conference committee. Three

members from each chamber and the respective Ways and Means committees confer and

resolve differences between the House and Senate final versions of the budget. The

resulting report (the conference committee report) cannot be amended; the report must be

either accepted or rejected as a whole. It is then laid before the Governor.
Governor’s Action:

The Governor has ten days to act on the budget and return it with his/her vetoes and a

message. The Governor’s veto powers include the use of the line item veto, meaning he/she can strike individual line items, reduce them, or veto certain sections. He/she may line out or veto certain provisions, most often expenditure items with which he/she does not agree, and then sign the remainder into law. The Governor may also veto outside sections. 

Veto Overrides:

The General Court can override the Governor’s vetoes with a 2/3rds majority in both

chambers. Under Joint Rule 12B, all overrides must be taken up by the end of the annual

session. This rule can be suspended by the Legislature to ensure that vetoes can be taken

up after the close of the annual session.

