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The Chief Financial Officer Act 25 years later ®erossMark

Introduction 

Today, Mary-a sixth grader, had to stay home from school
to care for her brother and sister as her mom needed to take
a second job in order pay for health insurance. This is just
one of the many "blows" that Mary will face over her life­
time. By the time she is ready to draw Social Security, if no
changes are made, she will receive only a portion of the ben­
efits that she has been promised. 

The Chief Financial Officer Act is a tool that could greatly
soften these blows. Being fiscally responsible in the public
sector depends not just on sound financial reporting, but
it also depends on the efficient management of resources,
the elimination of waste, improvement of productivity, and
most important, on the use of professional financial man­
agement principles and practices. Congress and the President
need to take notice of the fact that every large business and 
financial entity vests the responsibility for financial man­
agement in a professionally trained and experienced Chief
Financial Officer (CFO). 

I was elected to Congress in 1984, as the first practic­
ing Certified Practicing Accountant ever to serve in the House
or Senate. Building on my twenty-two years of experience
at Arthur Andersen & Co. (twelve as tax partner), I was de­
termined to change how our American government
worked-protecting Mary and millions like her. 

Now, as the President spends $4 trillion during Fiscal Year
2016, on programs and operations, it is even more impor­
tant to provide elected officials and their appointees with
tools to facilitate their management and control of govern­
ment business. For example, there are over 100 federal
government cash and non-cash assistance programs for 
low-income individuals and families. If these programs
were "cashed out" and the money given to those in poverty,
there would be no one left in poverty! We know that cashing
out government programs doesn't work, but the plain truth
is that we have been spending hundreds of billions each 
year since 1965, much of it borrowed, and we still have
about the same percentage of Americans in poverty! Many
millions of Marys are being denied the American dream
because our elected representatives, citizens, and govern­
ment workers lack accurate financial reports that would
lead to more responsible social. economic, and national
security policies. 

http://dx.doi.org/1 0.1 016/j.racreg.2016.09.008 
1052-0457 /© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Origins of the CFO Act

As we observe the 30th anniversary of my election to
House of Representatives and the 25th anniversary of "The
CFO Act" -which I first introduced in the House of Repre­
sentatives as a new Member in 1986-it is important to
connect the historical dots. 

I remember the awe and respect that my immigrant
father had for his accountant when he came to our family
food market in the Bronx several times a year in the 1950s to
prepare tax filings. This must have been on my mind when I
chose to become an accounting major at Fordham University.
My professional career at Arthur Andersen gave me the
practical knowledge about public sector accounting that later 
would enable me as a CPA to bring fresh ideas to Washington.

The work that I performed as part of a firm-wide team
of Arthur Andersen partners in 1975 and 1976 that facili­
tated the federal bailout of New York City and that developed
the first prototype US consolidated financial statements
(using "general accepted accounting principles" on the
accrual basis of accounting) set the stage for what l would
accomplish in Washington. My major goal, as a Member of
the House, was to improve federal financial management,
reporting and accountability. 

In January 1985, as a new House Member, I let my col­
leagues know that I was concerned about poor government
accounting practices. Specifically, these included: the use of 
the cash basis of accounting in the budget process, the lack 
of independently audited financial statements, and the lack 
of congressional ovefsight over the poor and inadequate federal
financial management practices and accounting systems. 

In a letter to the Senate's Government Affairs Committee
(the counterpart to the Government Operations Committee
in the House on which I served), Comptroller General Charles
Bowsher agreed with my early assessments, noting that
"financial management in the federal government is a
major problem facing us today. Poor systems, information
inadequacies, and weak controls have frequently resulted
in wasteful spending, inefficient management, and losses
totaling billions of dollars." 

Bowsher, himself a CPA and former Partner at Arthur
Andersen (as was his successor, David Walker), added that:

Current financial reporting practices of the federal gov­
ernment do not disclose the actual cost of operations; do






