
UNFUNDED 
MANDATES & 
PROPERTY TAX 
TALKING POINTS
Below are some simple points you can make 

about the issues in the Texas property tax 
system and how both the state’s slow abdication 
of responsibility on school finance and unfunded 
mandates are connected to the frustration many 
Texans experience with the property tax system. 

More detailed information about unfunded 
mandates, including issue briefs and TAC’s full 
2016 Unfunded Mandates Survey can be found at 
www.county.org/unfundedmandates. 

General Points On Unfunded 
Mandates 

• The Texas Legislature has relied on property
taxpayers to pay for more and more over the 
years, but it’s not just the responsibility for 
funding schools that they’ve pushed down to 
local property owners.

• The Legislature regularly demands that counties
enact expensive new policies and programs,
known as unfunded mandates, expecting local
property taxpayers to pick up the tab.

• Texas counties, and property taxpayers by
extension, face billions of dollars-worth of 
unfunded mandates from both the state and 
federal government. 

• The costs to taxpayers of unfunded mandates
keeps growing, consuming county budgets.
This growth (particularly if a revenue cap were
imposed) risks squeezing out discretionary
items like parks, libraries, public safety & health
initiatives, even law enforcement patrols.

• Unfunded mandates may be unintentional when
passed, and the policies might be necessary,
but when funding isn’t sent with the mandates,
property taxpayers take the hit. That’s not right.

Schools 

• This cannot be emphasized enough: Surging 
property taxes are directly linked to the state’s 
school finance problems.

• It’s no secret that the Legislature has been 
shifting the burden of paying for schools to 
property taxpayers for a long time now. Years 
ago, the state covered 75% of school costs. By 
2019, the state will cover just 38% and property 
taxpayers pick up the rest.

• The state of Texas has abdicated its 
constitutional duty to fund public schools, 
pushing the responsibility down to property 
taxpayers and exploding property tax bills, 
fueling much of the property taxpayer angst in 
the state.

• State per-student funding dropped 16% from 
2008 to 2015 when you adjust for inflation.

• Between fiscal years 2017 and 2018, the state 
per-student funding in Texas dropped 1.5%
after adjusting for inflation, and again, it was us 
property taxpayers who were left to pick up the 
tab.

• The state’s dependence on property taxpayers 
is transparent. The current state budget relies 
on a nearly 14% increase in property appraisals 
across the state to adequately fund schools.

• The numbers are more dire than state leaders 
describe. The state counts property tax revenue 
collected through recapture (Robin Hood) as 
state money—despite the fact that it would be 
unconstitutional to have a state property tax 
system in Texas. 



Numbers On Unfunded 
Mandates  

• The cost to counties for court-appointed lawyers 
in criminal cases is up 136% since 2001.

• The cost of court-appointed attorneys in CPS 
cases is up 28.1% from 2011 to 2016, costing 
almost $46 million statewide in 2016.

• The cost of the victim assistance coordinators 
went up 28.4% from 2011 to 2016

• The cost of e-filing mandate went up a 
whopping 2139.3% between 2011 and 2016.

• Some states partially or even fully fund county 
jail operations. Texas is not one of those states. 
The cost to property taxpayers in Texas for 
running county jails was more than $7.6 billion 
between 2011 and 2016.

• The cost of emergency room visits for jail 
inmates is up 60.7% from 2011 to 2016, hitting 
nearly $43 million in 2016.

• Between 2011 and 2016, the cost of prescription 
drugs for jail inmates went up 20.4%.

• The cost of mental health evaluations for jail 
inmates is up 25.9% since 2011.

• The cost of juvenile probation shot up 20.6% 
between 2011 and 2016, hitting $472.4 million 
in 2016.

• The cost of indigent health care went up 25.6%, 
reaching $77.4 million in 2016. The cost of 
indigent health care for county jail inmates is up 
22.1% over that same period.

Unfunded Mandates 

• Prohibiting state unfunded mandates would 
help protect property taxpayers and prevent 
financially disruptive circumstances that hurt 
taxpayers and strain county operations.

• Taxpayer protections can be put in the Texas 
Constitution. The Texas Legislature has the 
power to provide safeguards and accountability 

to protect taxpayers by passing a resolution 
ordering an election to consider a constitutional 
amendment ending the practice of pushing 
costs down to property taxpayers.

• We should let the voters decide. If a proposed 
constitutional amendment resolution passes the 
Legislature, voters would have the opportunity 
to go to the ballot box and put pay-as-you-go 
government in the Texas Constitution.

• A constitutional amendment would put property 
owners and small business first, providing relief 
for hardworking Texans.

• A constitutional amendment would control both 
the costs and growth of local governments by 
adding more accountability to the choices the 
Legislature makes.

• A constitutional amendment banning unfunded 
mandates is based on a model for conservative, 
accountable government that has worked in 
other states, like Missouri where it has been part 
of their constitution for almost 40 years. 

• A constitutional amendment empowers 
local communities to decide for themselves 
what is worthy of their time, talents and 
tax dollars, providing a structure by which 
property taxpayers can object to new unfunded 
mandates. There isn’t any bureaucratic 
interpretation required, and it can be enforced 
with little need for court action.
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