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Earmarks, When Used Responsibly, Work for Our State

By U.S. Senator Tim Johnson (D-SD)
During our successful fight to keep the Ellsworth Air Force Base open in 2005, it was often cited by nearly all involved that the base’s new facilities and recent improvements were huge factors in keeping it open for future missions.
As a member and now Chairman of the Senate Military Construction/VA Appropriations Subcommittee, I am proud of the more than $150 million I was able to direct toward new facilities, infrastructure and military housing since the previous BRAC round which helped keep Ellsworth competitive. 
I bring up this example because the Rapid City Journal recently ran an editorial critical of my position on earmarks, and suggested that such earmarks are “junk.”  
The money I helped direct toward Ellsworth is not frivolous spending.  This money was earmarked, well spent and a much needed investment. 

The word “earmark” has become a symbol for over-spending and government waste when, in truth, congressionally-directed funding provides much needed resources to local communities when they are handled responsibly.  
As a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee, I am proud of the millions I have helped direct home for economic development, new roads, and our schools and universities.  I announce all of my earmarks every year and agree that transparency is a necessary part of the process, which is why I supported the ethics reforms Congress enacted last year that make it easy to identify which member of Congress has requested funding included in an appropriations bill.

At the end of the day, an earmark moratorium won’t save the federal government any money.  Without Congressional guidance on where that money should be spent, the task is left to a faceless bureaucrat in Washington to direct money as they see fit.  The money is still spent, but it will likely be directed towards New York rather than Rapid City.  

In 2001, I secured a $10 million earmark for the deep underground lab at Lead.  I fought for the funding with the belief that the earmark would keep the project alive.   No Washington bureaucrat would have the foresight to fund a project like this, especially when they likely couldn’t find Lead, South Dakota on a map.  I don’t consider the lab “junk.”
The President has zeroed out funding for water projects like Lewis and Clark and Perkins County.  Without a congressional earmark, these projects will not receive funding this year.  I don’t consider clean drinking water “junk” and refuse to stop fighting to get the taps running.  
I have been hired by the people of South Dakota to do a job.  That has included pushing for funding for the business incubator in Rapid City, industrial parks in Sturgis and Spearfish, and money for new roads like the Heartland Expressway.  These projects are not “junk.”  These earmarks are an investment in our communities.
Earmarks, when used responsibly, work for our state. 
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