Term Limits and Fiscal Responsibility
by Jordan Cash
Twelve years ago, Nebraskans voted to amend the state constitution and allow state
legislators to serve only two consecutive four-year terms in the Unicameral.[1] Now, six
years after the first legislators were forced out by term limits, a new ballot initiative would
amend the constitution again, this time to allow legislators to stay for a third consecutive
term.[2]
Fifteen states, including Nebraska, have term limits for their state legislatures, and only
three-Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Nevada-allow legislators to serve more than eight years
in the same legislative house.[3]
This new measure to give state legislators a third term was introduced by Sen. Tom
Carlson with the rationale that eight years created too much turnover in the legislature
and gave more power to outside groups, particularly lobbyists, political parties, and the
executive branch.[4]
Yet there are several flaws with this reasoning. First, the argument relating to lobbyists is
brought into question by the fact that several lobbyist groups support the amendment
because it makes their job easier.[5] As for enhanced dependence upon political parties,
bills deemed important by political parties-such as the Republican Party's support of
moving Nebraska's electoral vote back to a winner-take-all system-have failed to gain
traction in the Legislature in recent years.[6] Similarly, the perceived dependence upon
the executive branch has not prevented the Legislature from over-riding the Governor on
several high-profile issues. In the last session alone the Legislature significantly
amended the Governor's signature tax reform package, overturned three major vetoes,
and was only one vote shy of overturning a fourth.[7]
Additionally, while proponents of extending term limits argue that it would create more
contested legislative races,[8] history does not bear this out. Of the 21 incumbents who
ran for re-election in 2010, only two were defeated for re-election and eight ran
unopposed, an incumbency rate of 95 percent.[9] In 2008, of the ten incumbents who ran
for re-election, only one was defeated while five ran unopposed, an incumbency rate of
90 percent.[10] This indicates that incumbency provides a significant electoral advantage
to sitting senators and stifles competition from challengers, issues that would be

exacerbated by allowing incumbents to run for a third term.
Aside from ensuring incumbents cannot become career legislators, term limits also
appear to have had an impact on controlling state spending. Between 2000 and 2006before term limits came into effect-spending increased an average of 4.43 percent
annually, and in the 15 years between FY1991-1992 and FY2006-2007, spending
increased an average of 5.03 percent.[11] But since fiscal year 2007-2008-when the first
crop of legislators were affected by term limits-expenditures from the general fund have
only increased an average of 2.08 percent annually, a more than 50 percent decrease in
the spending growth rate.
The state constitution should only be amended to address a significant issue, and in this
case, increasing the time a politician can stay in office only twelve years after voters
chose to limit that time is a solution in search of a problem.
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