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INSTITUTE BRIEF

Working to Increase Government Transparency
By Deborah D. Thornton

“Let the sunshine, let the sunshine in, the sunshine in
Oh, let it shine, c’mon
Now everybody just sing along
Let the sun shine in”1 

	 	 	 	 	 The Fifth Dimension, “Aquarius/Let the Sunshine in” 1969

As Iowans begin to enjoy the welcome sunshine of spring, the lyrics from the old Fifth Dimension song seem espe-
cially appropriate, as the “sunshine” movement of government transparency sweeps through the nation.

It started in 2005 in Indiana, with Governor Mitch Daniels’ Executive Order 05-07 requiring state contract informa-
tion be posted on the internet.2   Governor Daniels, former Director of the Office of Management and Budget under 
President George W. Bush, was elected in 2004 on a platform of government accountability and efficiency.  Keeping 
his campaign promises, Executive Order 05-07 was signed two days after he was sworn as Governor.  Information 
to be posted included the total number of state contracts entered into each year, the entire text of contracts, the total 
amount of dollars awarded under these contracts, and the number and percentage of Indiana businesses versus out-
of-state businesses who were awarded contracts.3 

Then President Bush signed the “Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act” (S.2590) in fall of 2006.  
This legislation created a free, publicly searchable website for all federal government contracts and grants of more 
than $25,000.  This website became available on December 13, 2007, just over a year later, at www.usaspending.
gov.  President Bush referred to it as being able to “Google your tax dollars.”4 

During 2007, five states — Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, Minnesota, and Hawaii — all joined the “sunshine” move-
ment by passing legislation creating online databases detailing state government expenditures.  This information 
includes agency expenses, grants, and contracts.5  Other Governors have also been proactive in welcoming sunshine 
to their operations, including Matt Blunt (R), Missouri; Rick Perry (R), Texas; Mark Sanford (R), South Carolina; 
Sarah Palin (R), Alaska; Brad Henry (D), Oklahoma; and Bobby Jindal (R) of Louisiana.6 

In their February 8, 2008, update, Americans for Tax Reform detailed legislative or executive level government 
transparency activities (anticipated or ongoing) during 2008 in 34 states.  Iowa was not listed.  However Minnesota, 
Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, and South Dakota were.7 

Most recently, Louisiana Governor Jindal focused on government transparency in his special legislative session on 
ethics.  During this session, the Louisiana Legislature passed and he signed Senate Bill 37, requiring the Commis-
sioner of Administration to establish and maintain a website of state spending.  The website details the nature and 
amount of appropriations for the executive branch, including the salaries and total compensations of all statewide 
elected officials and cabinet-level positions, is updated monthly, and includes budgeting, spending, and performance 
information.8   Angela Davis, Louisiana Commissioner of Administration, stated that this bill is “a great tool to make 
sure government is not only ethical but accountable, by empowering four million citizen auditors to monitor what 
the state spends and to judge whether it’s wise.”  In demonstrating overwhelming support for Governor Jindal’s ef-
forts to reform and improve Louisiana’s historic culture of cronyism and corruption, the Senate voted 33-1 and the 
House voted 93-1 in favor of the bill.9   Transparency is not a partisan effort, as demonstrated in Oklahoma, where in 
2007 both the State Senate and House unanimously passed and Democrat Governor Brad Henry signed transparency 
legislation.10 
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Though we’ve wondered for some months if sunshine was ever going to return to Iowa, there are sunshine activi-
ties going on in state government.  The Iowa Department of Administrative Procurement Services provides a listing 
of all contracts they sign at http://das.gse.iowa.gov/contracts/allcontracts.html.  Though the full text of contracts is 
provided, the actual amount of materials or services bought and paid for are not listed.  A contract for promotional 
materials might read “less than $10,000 per order,” but there is no way of telling if one or one hundred orders of less 
than $10,000 have been placed.  A key to full fiscal transparency is the requirement for searchable databases of all 
checks actually generated by the government in paying for goods and services.

In support of this need, House File (HF) 2439, the “Taxpayer Transparency Act,” was introduced on February 28, 
2008, by Representative Jamie Van Fossen (R-Davenport).  It clearly and succinctly outlines the requirements for 
taxpayers to have “easy” access to information on “how the state is spending their tax dollars,” including perfor-
mance results.  The legislation directs the Iowa Department of Management to establish by January 1, 2010, a free, 
searchable budget database web site detailing all expenditures of state government with hyperlinks to the grant or 
contract language and to update the database at least annually, within 30 days of the close of the fiscal year.  HF2439 
has been assigned to the State Government committee.11   Representative Van Fossen recently said, “Iowa taxpayers 
deserve to be able to hold their government accountable in spending their hard-earned money.”12 

Though he probably would not have appreciated the lyrics of “Aquarius/Let the Sunshine in,” American revolution-
ary Patrick Henry addressed the core of this problem, stating, “[T]he liberties of a people never were, or ever will 
be, secure when the transactions of their rulers may be concealed from them.”13  Hopefully the Iowa Legislature will 
agree with him in enacting HF 2439, and Governor Culver will follow trailblazers like Oklahoma Governor Brad 
Henry and Louisiana Governor Bobby Jindal and sign it.
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