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More
Nonsense
Public
Spending

The most important aspects of a
government contract with a private
company are accountability and
transparency. But when it comes
to Metro Nashville Public Schools'
(MNPS) S$1 million contract with
Performance Matters for a student
assessment platform, a platform
used to help students gear up for test
taking, we got neither. In a deal that
even MNPS admitted was illegal after
being questioned by NewsChannel
5's Phil Williams, we have no idea
what that $1 million even produced.
The district admitted that there was
no way to track how many teachers
or schools used the assessment
platform and that using the software
was optional. It's not a great PR
move to be throwing away $1 million
of the city's tax dollars at the same
time you say city schools need more
money.

Phil Williams




Pay the Tax so James
Stephens Can Buy Axe

In all the years of writing this report, we have never seen a fraud case that is so...weird.
Former Keith Springs Volunteer Fire Chief James Stephens stole more than $20,000 in
tax dollars for personal use, but the strangest part of this story is what he bought with
the money. While Stephens stole money to buy “normal” things like a vacation rental in
Panama City, an Xbox Live, and a Netflix subscription, he also bought strange items like
Axe body spray and gross sexual things that we'd rather not talk about. Stephens should
be absolutely ashamed of himself for stealing tax dollars for personal "use.”

State of Tennessee. Comptroller of the Treasury. “Keith Springs Volunteer Fire Department, Comptroller's Investigative Report." January 24,
2019. https://www.comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/ia/advanced-search/2019/fire-department/KeithSpringsFireDepartment.pdf




Bluff City Naw

What do you think about forking over $4.25 million of your hard-earned money to
Hollywood? We're not bluffing. After spending more than $50 million on the canceled
“"Nashville” TV show, the government continues to pump money into the TV business. This
year's feature is "Bluff City Law,” a new NBC series based in Memphis. Study after study
shows that film and TV incentives have a horrendous return on investment, bringing in
as little as seven cents for every dollar spent. This is a fairytale for Hollywood elites, as the
overwhelming majority of tax dollars spent on these incentives wind up in their pockets,
not local workers'. At least temporarily, because most of these shows don't last very long.
“Bluff City Law” only filmed 10 episodes before pumping the breaks this fall.

Toby Sells, "Bluff City Law' Will Shoot in Memphis with $4.25M Incentive Package.” Memphis Flyer. June 5, 2019. https://www.memphisflyer.
com/NewsBlog/archives/2019/06/04/bluff-city-law-will-shoot-in-memphis-with-425m-incentive-package

John Beifuss, “Bluff City Law' shooting to end - but Memphis-made legal drama not canceled.” Memphis Commercial Appeal. October 17,
2019. https://www.commercialappeal.com/story/news/2019/10/17/bluff-city-law-nbc-memphis-production-ends-is-it-canceled/4014911002/

A Prime Case Against
Corporate Welfare

In November 2018, Amazon announced the highly anticipated location for its second headquarters.
While contender Nashville didn't make the cut, it was offered a consolation prize with a 5,000-job
operations hub. In exchange, state and local taxpayers gave Amazon $102 million in incentives. That's

enough to buy every Nashville household an Amazon Prime account for three years. What they'll get
instead is more traffic and less affordable housing. We're glad Amazon is headed to Nashville, but as
one of the wealthiest companies in the world, we're confident it didn't need our money to make Music
City its new home.

Catli th a hannel 5. November 13, 2018. htt| annels.
com/n

cuments/2020 umentvoll.pdf




Million
Dollar Baby
(Shower)

Everyone says babies are expensive,
but who knew they were worth S1
million? After a two-yearinvestigation,
the state Comptroller found that the
nonprofit Mississippi River Corridor-
Tennessee had swindled nearly $1.1
million out of taxpayers. Meant to
“foster economic development and
conversation,” the group's executive
director Diana Threadgill appears to
have instead used the nonprofit as
her own personal piggy bank. Among
the improper expenses were personal
meals, entertainment, gasoline, and
even "baby shower supplies.” She put

a whole new meaning to the term
“Million Dollar Baby.”
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The Fire Ate My Homework

Patrick Martin, the former executive director of the Community Prevention Coalition of
Jackson County, a nonprofit that seeks to reduce underage drinking and smoking that
receives most of its funding from state and federal agencies, was indicted after stealing
at least $46,335. Martin used the funds to purchase a crossbow, a Ford Mustang, seven

extra paychecks to himself, and other items, pretty good for just $46,000. Unfortunately,
seven days into the investigation, the records in Martin's custody were apparently lost in
a fire, so in all likelihood it is impossible to know how much he defrauded taxpayers. A
fire? Now that's one excuse most teachers haven't heard.

Fire Department
Drained &
Taxpayers Soaked

Just because James Botbyl was with a volunteer fire department
didn’t mean he wasn't taking home a paycheck. The now former
treasurer of the Fairfield Glade Volunteer Fire Department wrote
himself 64 checks totaling at least $302,303 with no services
provided to the department. Botbyl only took 10 months to
drain the fire department dry of its funds and was found out
when the department did not have the adequate funds to cover
the purchase of new radios and pagers.

State of Tennessee. Comptroller of the Treasury. “Fairfield Glade Volunteer Fire Department, Comp-
troller's Investigative Report.” July 16, 2019. https://www.comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/ia/ad-

vanced-search/2019/fire-department/FairfieldGladeVFDReport.pdf
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Hamblen County'’s
Baskette Case

John Baskette, Hamblen County Trustee, broke the public's trust through a
long list of debts and taxpayer theft. In less than a month, Baskette stole
$89,479 in property tax cash payments made to the trustee’s office. Baskette
used these stolen funds to pay off his debts ranging from personal loans to
equipment and cattle sales. In addition to his theft, Baskette chose not to
pay his own property tax bill of nearly $1,300.

State of Tennessee. Comptroller of the Treasury. “Hamblen County Trustee's Office, Comptroller's Investigative Report.” August 16,
2019. https://mwww.comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/ia/advanced-search/2019/county/HamblenCountyTrusteeReport.pdf




State Pork
DepART-
ment

Another year, another multi-million-
dollar check written for the Tennessee
Arts Commission. This year brought
over $6.5 million in tax dollars for
the Arts Commission to increase
participation in all areas of the arts,
including music. However, with
Memphis and Nashville as two of
the main cities where everyone from
aspiring musicians to incredibly
successful artists move to, it begs
the question as to why state
government continues to fund
music awareness through the Arts
Commission. If you speak to anyone
from Tennessee, chances are they
personally know a musician. Speak
to someone from the Tennessee Arts
Commission, you'll probably hear
about their large budget. Even in a
state with amazing artistic talent,
wasted tax dollars will always be a
sour note.

State of Tennessee. “The Budget Fiscal Year 2019-2020." p.

B-251. https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/finance/bud-
get/documents/2020BudgetDocumentvoll.pdf

Danger Zone

While designing a brand new $2
million visitor center at Reelfoot
Lake State Park, paid for by state and
federal taxpayer money, designers
forgot that the location, 100 miles
north of Memphis, was pretty
close to the New Madrid fault. The
fault is widely predicted to bring a
catastrophic earthquake in the next
50 years. Crews had to take down
the partially built center because it
did not meet earthquake standards,
wasting $700,000 in taxpayer
money. On top of that, a state audit
found the Mississippi River Corridor-
Tennessee, a nonprofit awarded
management of the project, failed
to obtain competitive bids. There
was a conflict of interest when
a contract was awarded to an
architecture firm whose partner
served on the nonprofit's advisory
council.







NFL: Nashville’s
Failure of Leadership?

Tennesseeans really have a passion for football, which is
understandable. In fact, most of the Beacon team loves football
with the same intensity as our hatred for wasting tax dollars.
Can you imagine how conflicted we felt when Nashville gave
the National Football League $3 million in tax dollars to hold
the draft in Nashville? After the 2018 season, NFL teams shared
a net revenue of $8.78 billion. Why should Nashville, a city with
an ever-growing debt situation, give an organization with that
much wealth even more money? Punting debt down the road
is not an ideal play.

David Boclair, "Pursuit of NFL Draft 'tested’ city officials.” Nashville Post. May 24, 2018. https:/www.
nashvillepost.com/sporting-events/blog/21006490/pursuit-of-nfl-draft-tested-city-officials

Help Wanted at the
Sheriff's Office

Everyone would probably agree that having car trouble is one of the most
annoying inconveniences. And when it's time to pay for it to get fixed, that
only adds insult to injury. How nice must it be to work in high places, like

Claiborne County Sheriff David Ray, for example. Earlier this year, it came to
light that the sheriff and several of his employees used county inmate labor
to work on their personal vehicles and other equipment. It didn’t stop there.
Inmates also assembled Ray'’s re-election yard signs. | guess with a cushy
position like that, some people will do whatever it takes to stick around.




How Much
Does It Cost
to Start a
Podcast?

At the Beacon Center, we are pretty
familiar with what it takes to get
a podcast started. Do you know
what it doesn’t take? Over $100,000.
Apparently Shelby County didn't get
thatmemo.County officialsapproved
a $109,800 contract to produce
a podcast where they talk about
county commission meetings. But
commission meetings themselves
are already streamed live online,
so why the need for more? It's hard
to imagine people wanting to hear
play-by-play coverage enough to
justify that expense. Hey Shelby
County, if you're looking for a great
podcast to fund, check out Beacon'’s
"Decaf” podcast. If you can't beat
‘em, join 'em, right?

Jeni Diprizio, "Local I-Team: Shelby County Commission
approves $100,000 to produce podcasts.” Local Memphis.
August 27, 2019. https://www.localmemphis.com/news/

local-i-team/local-i-team-shelby-county-commission-ap-
proves-100000-to-produce-podcasts/
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About the Beacon Center

The Beacon Center empowers Tennesseans to reclaim control of their lives,

so that they can freely pursue their version of the American Dream. The

Centeris anindependent, nonprofit,and nonpartisan research organization

dedicated to providing expert empirical research and timely free market
solutions to public policy issues in Tennessee.

Guarantee of Quality
Scholarship

The Beacon Center of Tennessee is committed to delivering the highest
quality and most reliable research on Tennessee policy issues. The Center
guarantees that all original factual data are true and correct and that
information attributed to other sources is accurately represented. The Center
encourages rigorous critique of its research. If an error ever exists in the
accuracy of any material fact or reference to an independent source, please
bring the mistake to the Center's attention with supporting evidence. The
Center will respond in writing and correct the mistake in an errata sheet
accompanying all subsequent distribution of the publication, which
constitutes the complete and final remedy under this guarantee.

beacontn.org | f/BeaconTN | 3y @BeaconTN
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