A TIME OF GROWTH: THE COMPTROLLER’S OFFICE FROM 1925-1940

Maryland Government saw dramatic change from the mid-1920s to 1940.  Although the public persona of the state would revolve around its charismatic leader, Democratic Governor Albert Ritchie throughout the 1920s and mid-1930s, the Comptroller’s Office would struggle to keep the state afloat during a worldwide economic crisis just as it became the third most powerful unit of state government.

1925-1930


By 1925, Governor Ritchie continued to advocate progressive reform, calling for less federal expansion and advocating Maryland as a model of state government.  He proceeded to streamline government operations and gained legislative support for incorporating merit in the civil service system.
   For the most part, the Board of Public Works carried on its routine duties with few problems.  Yet, while its duties continued to expand, its staff did not.  By 1931, it still had a minimal staff—one secretary and one stenographer.
  

1930-1940


The Great Depression hit the country with full impact, but its effects were slightly delayed in Maryland.  While Baltimore business leaders continually tried to reassure the public that the “’basic causes of the depression have completely disappeared’”, by 1932 the Baltimore Association of Commerce agreed that the country and the state were in about the same place.
  While business leaders avoided admitting that Maryland was susceptible and had, in fact, fallen into a Depression, the unemployed sought help early on from one of the only avenues available to them—private charities.  Yet, by 1930, those private organizations were inundated by the city’s unemployed and were calling for state help.  The economic crisis in Baltimore was having its effect on the rest of the state; Maryland’s unemployment worsened, coal was depressed and several counties nearly depleted all their relief funds.
  As private relief efforts proved inadequate, Governor Ritchie still refused to expand public works and use state funds until all other options had been explored.  Ritchie’s philosophy on government was firmly based in the belief that the government’s role was to retrench.  He continually called on businesses to demonstrate statesmanship and promote self-help for the community.  Ritchie’s ideas and various community and religious relief efforts couldn’t continue to bear the onslaught of the needy.  Realizing that the state was, in fact, in desperate trouble, Ritchie fought for Maryland’s “fair share” among New Deal programs.  Yet, even as some relief trickled in from the federal government, the state used the opportunity to cut back on some of its own relief programs.  For much of the New Deal Era, federal money exceeded state aid.
 



As the state grappled with providing aid to the poor and dealing with declining revenues, the Board of Public Works took on more responsibilities.  As a result of the 1933 Budget Bill, the Board had become the third most powerful state government entity.  Among its key provisions, the Bill gave a virtual veto power to the Board.  The General Assembly permitted the Board to supervise and approve the expenditures of all the state agencies.  The Board could now decrease or completely eliminate the appropriations of any agency as it saw fit.  The economic depression, however, in some respects took this power away from the Board as agencies needed more money, not less.

 
The Bill also looked to further secure state finances during those precarious times by allowing the Board to borrow money to meet temporary deficits.  This provision proved to be very necessary when in 1935 the state nearly went bankrupt. The State was dangerously close to defaulting on a 3.5 million dollar debt payment so the Treasurer borrowed 1 million dollars in anticipation of tax revenues for that year.


In addition to reviewing the budgets and expenditures of the various government agencies, the Board was also responsible for public works programs and the matching funds required for various federal programs, including unemployment compensation.  And while the Board wasn’t responsible for instituting the pay cut of all state employees, it was responsible for implementing their restoration.  Yet, as the Board continued to be given new assignments and duties, its staff was still small.  By 1939, the Board had only one employee—a stenographer.


By 1936, Ritchie’s insistence that the “way to break the habit of feeding at the public trough at state expense and to demonstrate the costs…was to have individual citizens pay for relief out of their own pockets”
 no longer worked for many Marylanders.  Harry W. Nice, a pro-New Deal Republican, narrowly defeated the anti-New Deal Ritchie.  Nice’s first term had the unenviable task of coming right after the state’s near-bankruptcy crisis.  Yet, by the end of his term, economic prospects looked very promising thanks to the economic push of  the second World War.  
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