History of the Comptroller's Office

1915-1925

The Maryland State Constitution of 1851 created the office of the Comptroller. Article 6 section 1 set the term for this elected office at four years.
 Throughout its history the term of office has generally alternated between two to four years.  From 1915 to 1922, the term of office was two years. This changed in 1923 when the term was extended to four years. The election for Comptroller in 1923, however, was for a three-year term due to the terms of the Quadrennal Elections Amendment of 1922.
 E. Brooke Lee served a single, two-year term as Maryland’s Comptroller from 1920 to 1922. Currently, the office is an elected, four-year term position with no term limitation.
 The responsibilities and strengths of the office have changed throughout the years. 1915 to 1925 was a period of transition for state government in Maryland. It was an era marked by efforts to concentrate and organize power and impose cohesive and efficient management on government operations. Changes during this era included the Executive Budget System in 1916; the introduction of the Central Purchasing Bureau in 1920 which reformed state expenditures; and the 1920 Merit System which replaced many politically filled positions in state government. This was an important era in the Comptroller’s office as well. Maryland experienced severe budgetary problems and, like the rest of the country, experienced shortages as a result of World War I. Maryland went from a state without a budgetary system to one with a budgetary system coordinated by the office of the Comptroller. During these transformations, the Comptroller’s office faced a potential weakening of its powers but ultimately strengthened its power.

State involvement in the public life of Marylanders expanded throughout the first quarter of the twentieth century. During this time, Maryland’s population not only expanded but also grew more urbanized. “From 1870 to 1920, the state’s population grew from 750,894 to 1,449,661 for a gain of 85%…most of the state’s population increase centered around Baltimore. Where the state was almost 60% rural in 1880, it became 50.8% urban in 1920.”
 With not budgetary system in place and increased involvement in the lives of the expanding public, the state of Maryland found itself in debt in 1915. 

Increased public involvement (and funding) in the education and care of the mentally ill offer two examples of the state’s involvement in social issues. Comptroller Emerson C. Harrington, in the Report of the Comptroller of the Treasury of Maryland Annual Report, 1915 wrote, “In the natural growth of affairs the State has been compelled to meet these necessities (to public schools) and we are recognizing more and more the duty the State owes to its dependents insane, feeble-minded, the poor and unfortunate in our hospitals and asylums, as well as education of our boys and girls.”
 In 1916 the legislature passed the Public Education Act which broadened considerably the state’s administrative authority over educational policy.
 These new responsibilities proved a burden on the state’s finances and without a budget in place, resulted in debt.  “The legislature had appropriated some $2 million more than the state had in revenue, and fiscal disaster was averted only by an emergency treasury relief loan. The budget, such as it was, was balanced with borrowed funds.”
 

This state debt concerned the Comptroller. In remarks accompanying the Annual Report of the Comptroller of the Treasury for Fiscal Year 1915, Comptroller Emerson C. Harrington addressed the need for additional revenue to fund the state’s increased involvement in public life. According to Harrington, “The State cannot afford to permit its expenses to exceed its revenues. If additional revenues cannot be had, then prudence and wisdom each demand that those expenses shall be kept within its income.”
 In order to exert more control over state spending, Harrington recommended in the Comptroller’s Annual Report for Fiscal Year 1916 that, “the various boards and commissions of the State furnish this office with a schedule of their receipts and expenditures and submitted to them a form for this purpose…My purpose in asking for these was to establish a custom whereby the financial matters of the various institutions of the State would eventually be placed, to some extent at least, under the Comptroller’s office with the idea of making that office more efficient and more potent in State economies.”

In order to deal with the state’s budgetary problems and reflecting the era’s mania for efficiency and management, Governor Goldsborough created the Goodnow Commission to investigate and make recommendations regarding a budget system for the state. “The Goodnow Commission was appointed to make recommendations for a restructuring of the State’s fiscal and budgetary procedures.”
 The Commission recommended, “…the adoption of what is known as the Budget System. The basis of the system shall be a report, made either by the Governor or by the Board of Public Works, to the Legislature, of the estimated income of the state during the succeeding two years, together with recommendations as to the appropriations of expenditures to be made for all purposes during the same period of time.” 
  Between the governor and the Board of Public Works (comprised of the Governor, Comptroller, and Treasurer), the commission determined that responsibility for setting the state’s budget should rest with the governor. The commission’s findings recommended adoption of the Executive Budget System. The Budget Amendment was adopted in 1916, and, “Maryland became the first State to place its expenditures and revenue under the direct purview of the Executive.”
 The Commission also recommended the abolishment of the Board of Public Works. 

On November 4, 1919 Albert C. Ritchie was elected governor and E. Brooke Lee elected Comptroller. Governor Ritchie was opposed to many of the recommendations of the Goodnow Commission and organized a committee to review the recommendations. Lee, the new Comptroller, was appointed to that Commission. In the Comptroller’s Annual Report for 1921, Lee discussed the program introduced by the Governor to completely reorganize, coordinate, and strengthen the departments of Maryland's government. Governor Ritchie hired "experts" to survey the departments and also appointed individuals to the Reorganization Commission of Maryland. Lee was appointed to the Reorganization Commission and then selected to be a member of the Executive Committee and a member of the Subcommittee on State Reorganization. 

In the Annual Report of the Comptroller of the Treasury of the State of Maryland for the Fiscal Year Ended September 30, 1921 to the General Assembly of Maryland, Lee listed the commission’s recommendations made to the General Assembly. He requested that the General Assembly equip the state auditors with adequate resources to carry out annual audits of “all offices handling state funds”.
 Lee recommended that, “an existing branch of the State’s financial system give the incoming governor the data and detailed information necessary to help him prepare his first budget.” 
 Then Lee remarked that the Comptroller’s office should act as the source of economic and budgetary data and information to the governor and General Assembly. The commission also recommended that the state Comptroller, “be authorized to act as an officer of review as to the actual need of the various State institutions of the various items provided for them in the Budget, with the power to recommend to the Governor that certain amounts may be withheld in part or in whole for any such State agency and reverted into the general treasury of the State.”
 The commission suggested a Budget Department with the Comptroller as its head. Governor Ritchie, in close contact with the Reorganization Commission, “accepted its recommendations and caused a bill to implement them to be introduced into the 1922 session of the legislature.” 
  In his comments to the Annual Report of the Comptroller of the Treasury of the State of Maryland for Fiscal Year ended September, 30, 1926 to the General Assembly of Maryland, Comptroller William S. Gordy noted, “Decided steps have been made and at the present time the system is practically complete whereby all departments, commissions, etc., are turning into us the gross receipts of their department, and we are able, I am pleased to say, to report a practically complete account of all receipts from State activities, and disbursements are made in accordance with budget regulations. All the departments are aiding us materially in the perfection of this system.”

The legislature enacted the bill, which became operational in 1923, resulting in the first modern reorganization of the state government. The Reorganization Act transferred new and powerful duties to the office of the Comptroller.

The 1915 and 1924 editions of the Maryland Manual, a reference source of state government, illustrated the change in the duties of the office of the Comptroller during this time. Items in the 1925 office description which differ from that of the 1915 description are in bold face. The 1915 edition described the duties of the office as, 

“The Comptroller shall have the general superintendence of the fiscal affairs of the State; he shall digest and prepare plans for the improvement and management of the revenue, and for the support of the public credit; prepare and report estimates of the revenue and expenditures of the State; superintend and enforce the prompt collection of all taxes and revenue; adjust and settle, on terms prescribed by law, with delinquent collectors and receivers of taxes and State revenue; preserve all public accounts; decide on the forms of keeping and stating accounts; grant, under regulations prescribed by law, all warrants for money to be paid out of the Treasury, in pursuance of appropriations by law, and countersign all checks drawn by the Treasurer upon any bank or banks, in which the moneys of the State may, from time to time, be deposited; prescribe the formalities of the transfer of stock, or other evidence of the State debt, and countersign the same, without which such evidence shall not be valid; he shall make to the General Assembly full reports of all his proceedings, and of the state of the Treasury Department within ten days after the commencement of each session; and perform such other duties as shall be prescribed.” 


The Maryland Manual for 1925, however, reflected the changes in the office brought about by the reorganization. 

“The Comptroller is the head of the Division of Financial Review of the Finance Department. He is directed to exercise supervision and direction over the State Auditor, the State Bank Commissioner, the State Insurance Department, the State Tax Commission and the Central Purchasing Bureau. The Comptroller shall have the general superintendence of the fiscal affairs of the State; he shall digest and prepare plans for the improvement and management of the revenue, and for the support of the public credit; prepare and report estimates of the revenue and expenditures of the State; superintend and enforce the prompt collection of all taxes and revenue; adjust and settle, on terms prescribed by law, all warrants for money to be paid out of the Treasury, in pursuance of appropriations by law, and countersign all checks drawn by the Treasurer upon any bank of banks, in which the moneys of the State may, from time to time, be deposited; prescribe the formalities of the transfer of stock, or other evidence of the State debt, and countersign the same, without which such evidence shall not be valid; he shall make to the General Assembly full reports of all his proceedings, and of the state of the treasury department, within ten days after the commencement of each session; and perform such other duties as shall be prescribed by law.”


The major difference between the two office description is the 1925 version described a more powerful office. The Comptroller of 1925 was not only the head of the Division of Financial Review but was also charged with the duty to “adjust and settle all warrants for money to be paid out of the Treasury” whereas the Comptroller of 1915 was charged with the duty to only grant, under regulations prescribed by law, all warrants for money to be paid out of the Treasury. 


From 1915 to 1925, the Comptroller’s office took on a pivotal role in the State’s budget process. The effects of the Budget System and the implementation of the recommendations of the Reorganization Committee, resulted in a Comptroller’s office responsible for the coordination of the budget process, with the power to “adjust and settle warrants for money”. 
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