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unique features in Texas government, 
especially in the role of the comptroller of 
public accounts. At the beginning of each 
legislative session, the Texas Constitution 
requires that the comptroller certify 
how much money will be in the state’s 
accounts in the two years that the 
legislature is budgeting for. This means 
the comptroller needs relatively good 
forecasting models to keep the legislators 
within their limits. Since the Texas 
Legislature meets only every two years, it 
also means that the comptroller’s crystal 
ball needs to be able to anticipate changes 
in the economy two years out. These 
provisions put the Texas comptroller in 
a unique—and powerful—position. As 
former comptroller Carole Strayhorn pointed out the following:

The comptroller’s office is a constitutional office; there’s nothing like it in any other state. 
I tell the legislature what they can spend, and I certify that the budget is balanced. Unless 
and until I certify that budget, there is no appropriations bill, and there is nothing for 
the governor to line-item veto.20 The estimate from the comptroller effectively became 
the ceiling for state spending that the legislature had to operate under. The comptroller, 
then, wields particular influence but also faces unique minefields in office. For example, 
then Comptroller Susan Combs was roundly criticized when during the recession she 
underestimated the state’s budget by over eight billion dollars in 2011, illustrating the 
political minefield that the comptroller has to navigate.

The position of comptroller does not seem to be the kind of position to launch a 
political career from. After all, the job combines the dubious warmth enjoyed by being 
the state’s tax collector with the excitement of accounting and auditing for the state. Bob 
Bullock, however, made his time as comptroller an important part of his rise to power. 
When he became comptroller in 1975, the office ran on mechanical adding machines, 
and the most advanced piece of equipment in the office was an electric letter opener. 
Bullock increased the budget for his office from $16.5 million to $46 million in four 
years, largely by promising the governor and the legislature that for every extra dollar 
he was budgeted he could bring in ten more in tax revenue. When asked if he could find 
another $10 million so the state could buy Big Bend Ranch State Park, Bullock is said to 
have replied that he couldn’t find $10 million for the park, but he could find $11 million 
for the park so long as it also included $1 million for pay raises for the Texas Rangers. 
Bullock increased tax collections through a combination of updated technology and 
aggressive auditors who became known as “Bullock’s Raiders.” Bullock and his auditors 
made some of his raids on television, a tactic that motivated other businesses owing back 
taxes to pay up. The process was not always smooth or genteel, and Bullock was sued by 
the Texas Council of Campfire Girls after he forced them to pay $13,284 in sales taxes.

One of the ways the state’s legislators can get around the requirement to balance the 
budget is take on debt by selling bonds. The constitution allows the state to sell revenue 

Governor Greg Abbott, center, signs House Bill 32, a franchise tax cut, during a bill 
signing ceremony in Austin, Texas.
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