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Payday loans carry triple-digit 
interest rates that are signi�icantly 
higher than other forms of consumer 
credit. 
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Medicaid coverage Tax Credits

Expansion helps all Louisianans afford insurance
Currently, parents with incomes between 15 and 100 percent of the federal poverty line make too much to qualify for Medicaid 
(adults without children don't qualify at all), but not enough to qualify for tax credits to buy insurance. For a family of four, 
15% of the FPL is equal to less than $3,600 in annual income. If state policymakers chose to expand coverage, Louisiana could 
bridge the gap and improve health access for working Louisianans.

Source: LBP analysis Louisiana Budget Project

Coverage Expansion
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The 2014 Legislature finished its work 
this week with a few modest successes 
and some high-profile failures. But for 
the most part, the governor and Legis-
lature elected to stick with the status 
quo. That simply isn’t good enough in 
a state that continues to be plagued by 
endemic poverty, and where encour-
aging signs of economic growth are 
undermined by an uncertain financial 
future for K-12 schools, colleges and 
the health care safety net.  

In a year when Gov. Bobby Jindal car-
ried an unusually light agenda, the 
Legislature had a historic opportunity 
to pass policies that lift families out of 
poverty and ensure that every Louisi-
anan who works hard gets a chance 
to benefit from the state’s economic 
resurgence. But policymakers reject-
ed several common-sense reform 
measures that would have protected 
borrowers from predatory short-term 
loans, given a much-needed raise to 
low-income workers and extended 
life-saving health care coverage to un-
insured adults. 

Legislators also failed to address the 
state’s structural budget deficit — the 
chronic imbalance between gener-
al revenues and basic expenses that 
have forced policymakers to balance 
the budget with tax amnesty dollars 
and various reserve funds in recent 
years. The 2014-15 budget that was 
sent to the governor relies on $991 
million that will not be available the 
following year, which means health 
care and education programs that cit-
izens depend on will be at risk for ma-
jor cuts unless policymakers find new 
sources of revenue. 

There was progress on a few fronts: In 
New Orleans, the network of commu-
nity health clinics that sprung up af-
ter Hurricane Katrina was saved from 

financial calamity when the Legisla-
ture came up with $10 million in state 
funds to keep them operating. That’s 
good news for the 51,000 low-income 
adults in the four-parish metro area 
who depend on these clinics for pri-
mary and preventive care. 

The long waiting lists for home- and 
community-based services for peo-
ple with disabilities will get a little 
shorter, thanks to $26 million in new 
state and federal funding for “waiver” 
programs. Nursing homes and hos-
pice providers, meanwhile, will get an 

additional $70 million next year for 
providing the same services they do 
today.   

Public colleges and universities re-
ceived a slight budget increase after 
five years of steady cuts that have 
eliminated more than 1,000 faculty 
positions and forced steep tuition in-
creases. The new Workforce and Inno-
vation for a Stronger Economy (WISE) 
fund, seeded with $40 million, is an 
important step to training the workers 
who will be needed to fill the jobs that 
are being created as part of the manu-
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$24.6 billion: General appropriations budget for 2014-15

• $8.2 billion: Amount that is state general fund
• $2.7 billion: Amount that is “discretionary” general fund
• 73 percent: Amount of discretionary general fund that goes to 

health care and higher education

$990.9 million: Money in 2014-15 state budget that’s not expected to 
be available next year. 

$75,659,793: Amount the Legislature ordered the governor’s office to 
cut from the budget, using consultants’ recommendations. 

$307 million: Federal Medicaid funding that is in jeopardy because 
charity hospital partnerships have not been approved.

$64 million: Potential state general fund savings in FY15 had the Leg-
islature approved Medicaid expansion. 

91 percent: Increase in the cost of TOPS scholarships since 2010, 
when the Legislature agreed to loosen the reins on college tuition. 

200: Additional New Opportunity Waiver (NOW) slots for people with 
developmental disabilities funded in the FY15 state budget.

11,820: Number of people on NOW waiting list as of December 2013. 

1001: Decrease in college faculty positions since 2009. 

Louisiana By the Numbers



A broad-based coalition of nonprofit 
groups, faith-based organizations and 
community activists came together 
in an effort to rein in Louisiana’s pay-
day lending industry, which provides 
short-term, high-interest loans that 
often trap customers in long-term cy-
cles of debt. 

Louisiana has more than four times as 
many payday storefronts as McDon-
ald’s restaurants, and the industry has 

operated for years with few regula-
tions. 

Bills were introduced in the House (HB 
239 by Rep. Ted James) and Senate (SB 
84 by Sen. Ben Nevers) to cap the an-
nual interest rates that payday lend-
ers could charge at 36 percent – a rate 
that would have brought Louisiana in 
line with national best practices. But 
the payday industry hired more than 
three dozen lobbyists to fight these 

bills, including a compromise version 
of SB 84 that limited borrowers from 
taking out more than 10 payday loans 
every 12 months. 

While neither bill was ultimately suc-
cessful, the effort to regulate predato-
ry lending went farther in the Legisla-
ture than in previous years and gained 
unprecedented attention from the 
media and general public. This bodes 
well for future reform efforts. 

Payday Lending
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facturing spurt in South Louisiana.  

But even this success is dampened by 
the reality that low-income students 
continue to lose ground in Louisiana. 
Funding for need-based Go Grants, 
which helps low-income students af-
ford college or technical school, has 
been flat since 2011. This program is 
critical to helping vulnerable students 
stay in school to finish their education 
at a time when tuition and fees are 
going up every year.  

And even though state workers re-
ceived a modest pay raise for the first 
time in several years, it will be partially 
offset by increased health-care costs, 
as premiums are going up 5 percent for 
nearly 250,000 state workers, retirees 
and their dependents. More troubling 
is the precarious financial health of the 
Office of Group Benefits, whose cash 
reserves have been drained to cover 
shortfalls in other parts of the budget. 
Even with recent changes, the health 
plan is burning through its reserves at 
a rate of $10 million per month, after 
which the state and its workers will 
have to come up with more money to 
cover their obligations. 

The precarious financial health of 
OGB is emblematic of the short-term, 
short-sighted approach to budgeting 
that has unfortunately become the 

norm in state government. Although 
Louisiana’s economy has recovered 
nicely from the Great Recession, the 
state still isn’t bringing in enough rev-
enue to fund basic services and make 
the investments necessary for sus-
tained economic growth. Instead of 
creating a tax structure that raises the 
revenue we need in a fair and predict-
able way, policymakers have resorted 
to a series of gimmicks and one-time 
fixes to keep the budget in balance. 

Tax-amnesty programs, property sales 
and draining the state’s savings ac-
counts are not a sustainable way to 
fund state government. They simply 
push the structural problems to an-
other day, for future governors and 
legislators to grapple with. But while 
Louisiana waits, it falls farther behind 
other states that have taken a more 
balanced approach to their revenue 
problems and begun reinvesting in 
programs that grow the middle class. 

Interagency 
Transfers: 5%

State General 
Fund: 33%

Source: Legislative Fiscal Office Louisiana Budget Project

Where the money comes from: A breakdown 
of the $24.6 billion general appropriations bill

Self-Generated 
Revenues: 10%Statutory 

Dedications: 12%

Federal 
Funds: 40%
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Surveys in Louisiana and elsewhere 
have consistently shown strong public 
support for raising the minimum wage 
above the federal level. A poll con-
ducted by LSU’s Public Policy Research 
Lab last November found that 73 per-
cent of Louisiana residents support 
establishing a state minimum wage of 
$8.50 per hour that keeps pace with 
inflation. The support cut across polit-
ical lines. 

But several bills that would have 
raised Louisiana’s minimum wage 
above the federal minimum of $7.25 
per hour failed to get out of commit-
tees in the House and Senate. This 
included constitutional amendments 
that would have given voters the right 
to decide whether workers at the bot-
tom of the income ladder should get 
a raise. The defeat means Louisiana 
will continue to be one of five states 
without a minimum wage law on its 
books. That’s bad news for the hun-
dreds of thousands of Louisiana work-
ers stuck below or near the poverty 
line. Raising the minimum wage to 
$8.50 an hour would have provided 
a pay raise for 184,000 workers and 

pumped $187 million into the state’s 
economy. Raising the wage to $10.10 
an hour would have directly impacted 

360,000 workers, added $689 million 
to the state economy and created an 
estimated 3,300 full-time jobs. 

Minimum Wage
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The value of the minimum wage has fallen as workers have become 
more productive.

Source: EPI analysis

For the second year in a row, state 
legislators had a clear choice on 
health care policy: expand coverage 
for uninsured adults using (mostly) 
federal dollars, or maintain the char-
ity-care status quo. Legislators chose 
the latter, shooting down attempts to 
expand the state Medicaid program 
to cover nearly 250,000 low-income 
adults who don’t have access to af-
fordable coverage. 

Expanding coverage would have 
brought $16 billion in new federal dol-
lars to Louisiana over 10 years, saved 

as much as $64 million in the 2014-
15 budget year, created 15,600 jobs 
across the state and improved access 
to primary care for the uninsured. 

Most importantly, new research 
proves that coverage saves lives, mak-
ing this policy an imperative for a pro-
life state like Louisiana.

Instead of the coverage model envi-
sioned by the Affordable Care Act, 
state policymakers elected to stick 
with the charity-care model that Lou-
isiana has used for generations, albeit 

with new private operators. But the 
state’s plan for financing this charity 
model is clouded in uncertainty, after 
the federal government rejected the 
state’s decision to use $280 million in 
upfront lease payments to close bud-
get deficits. 

As the session drew to a close, the ad-
ministration came up with a revised 
plan to fund the partnerships, which 
awaits approval by the federal Centers 
for Medicare and Medicaid Services. 
But even if the revised plan is ap-
proved, Louisiana could still be forced 

Medicaid expansion and hospital partnerships
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to pay back hundreds of millions of 
dollars in federal funds that already 
have been spent. The federal govern-
ment could start withholding funds as 
early as October, though it’s likely the 
state could avoid repayment beyond 
that date by moving money around in 
the budget. 

Most importantly, the $1.1 billion 

charity care partnerships are simply 
not financially sustainable. Most of 
the uninsured care in the partnership 
hospitals is being financed with “un-
compensated care” dollars – 60 per-
cent of which come from the federal 
government – that are slated to be cut 
in half by the end of the decade. 

When these dollars disappear, the 

state will have a difficult time filling 
the gap without expanding coverage, 
which means Medicaid expansion is 
close to inevitable. 

By refusing to move forward now, 
the governor and the legislature are 
turning down a chance to implement 
innovative reforms, while putting Lou-
isiana lives at risk.
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Medicaid coverage Tax Credits

Expansion helps all Louisianans afford insurance
Currently, parents with incomes between 15 and 100 percent of the federal poverty line make too much to qualify for Medicaid 
(adults without children don't qualify at all), but not enough to qualify for tax credits to buy insurance. For a family of four, 
15% of the FPL is equal to less than $3,600 in annual income. If state policymakers chose to expand coverage, Louisiana could 
bridge the gap and improve health access for working Louisianans.

Source: LBP analysis Louisiana Budget Project

Coverage Expansion

No state has cut higher education 
more than Louisiana over the past five 
years, which has led to the loss of fac-
ulty positions, fewer majors and steep 
tuition increases. College students, 
whose skills and training are critical to 
Louisiana’s economic future, are pay-
ing more and getting less.  

Between 2008 and 2014, Louisiana 
cut state support by $5,000 per stu-
dent, and faculty positions dropped by 
1,001 (a 10 percent decline). Spend-

ing on classroom instruction is down 
$100 million (an 11 percent cut) and 
spending on research has declined by 
$33 million (a 16 percent cut). 

The good news is that colleges and 
universities saw a slight funding in-
crease this year. For the first time in 
five years, the Legislature allowed 
campuses to keep the dollars they 
generate through tuition increases, 
instead of that money being used to 
offset the loss of state support. These 

tuition increases will bring in an esti-
mated $89 million next year. 

Colleges also are scheduled to receive 
$40 million for the WISE fund — which 
provides colleges money for training 
in high-demand fields, but only if they 
can come up with a 20 percent match. 
But this money simply replaces a $40 
million appropriation for “operations 
and maintenance support” that was in 
the Fiscal Year 2014 budget. The end 
result is that state support for higher 

Higher Education and TOPS
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education is essentially at a standstill 
level. But that qualifies as good news 
in a state where budget cuts have 
been the rule in recent years. 

One area where Louisiana continues 
to spend more is the TOPS scholar-
ship program, which is funded at $250 
million next year – a $32.5 million in-
crease over current levels that’s due 
largely to tuition hikes. The TOPS pro-
gram is among the most generous of 
its kind in the country, and critics say 
the state spends too much money on 
scholarships for wealthy students at 
the expense of need-based aid for 
low-income students.  

A bill that tried to raise eligibility stan-
dards for TOPS – Senate Bill 520 by Sen. 
Jack Donahue – made it out of a Sen-
ate committee but failed to pass the 
full Senate. The bill would have saved 
$24 million per year in fiscal year 2019, 
with part of the savings going to need-
based Go Grant scholarships that often 
benefit non-traditional and low-in-
come students. Funding for Go Grants 
has remained flat at $26.4 million since 
2011. 

The legislature should increase funding 
for Go Grants so the program can cover 
at least 60 percent of students’ finan-
cial needs, which would significantly 
increase retention rates. 

This would be easier to accomplish in 
Louisiana than in most other states, 
since in-state tuition levels are well 
below the national and Southern av-
erage despite the recent increases.
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It’s no secret that Louisiana’s gen-
erous corporate tax breaks and 
business incentives have contrib-
uted to the state’s budget prob-
lems in recent years. Two bills by 
Sen. Jack Donahue that were sent 
to the governor’s desk would add 
some transparency to these tax 
giveaways and hopefully pave the 
way for a more informed debate in 
future years. 

Senate Bill 543 would require the 
cost of 28 tax incentives to be in-
cluded in the state’s official reve-

nue forecast, and for the forecast 
to be included as part of the exec-
utive budget beginning next year.  
While the bill would not cap or 
reduce tax expenditures, it would 
give legislators and citizens a bet-
ter opportunity to compare the 
cost of these tax expenditures to 
other spending priorities. 

Tax incentives are currently part 
of a “hidden budget”— that is, 
their cost does not show up as a 
line item in the state budget, but 
is simply subtracted from available 

revenue. This makes it hard to ac-
count for their true cost. 

Another bill by Donahue — SB 
338 — would improve reporting 
and make it easier for legislators 
to evaluate the costs and benefits 
of corporate subsidies to decide 
whether the state is truly getting a 
positive return on its investment. 
Unfortunately, the bill was amend-
ed so that it would only apply to 
projects worth $10 million or more, 
meaning that many subsidies will 
continue to go unexamined.

A small victory for transparency
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This being an even-numbered year, 
Louisiana legislators did not have the 
option of raising revenue to meet 
the state’s fiscal challenges. That left 
few options for state policymakers as 
they debated budget bills. Without 
new revenues, money added to one 
program had to be taken from anoth-
er. 

Policymakers won’t have the same 
excuse in 2015, when the state con-
stitution calls for a two-month ses-
sion devoted to fiscal matters. 

While an election year is a tempting 
time for elected officials to avoid con-
troversy by doing as little as possible, 

the state’s ongoing fiscal challenges 
demand a bold approach that ad-
dresses Louisiana’s chronic structural 
deficit. 

Policymakers’ ideological opposition 
to revenue increases is the reason 
reserve accounts have been drained 
and property has been sold to keep 
the budget in balance. It’s time to 
re-examine the state’s tax structure 
and make sure that the incentive 
programs are bringing a return on in-
vestment and those who are reaping 
the most from Louisiana’s growing 
economy are paying their fair share. 

Looking ahead

It’s time to re-examine 
the state’s tax structure 
and make sure that the 
incentive programs are 

bringing a return on 
investment and those 

who are reaping the most 
from Louisiana’s growing 
economy are paying their 

fair share. 


