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bonuses may have been a legal expenditure for work well done, but it wasn't smart.

Frank says she could have done the same thing and justified it as a one-time expenditure, but more
than a year ago she could foresee the financial calamity coming our way, so she resisted spending all
she could.

The judges also complain that clerks' budgets have grown by 33 percent statewide since 2005 while
the court system's budget has only grown 13 percent. A more telling comparison is of expenditures.
With county funding included, the state courts' total funding has increased 38.5 percent while the
clerks' funding has increased 26.5 percent.

So there is scant evidence the clerks are unnecessarily draining dollars.

Frank agrees with Menendez that it is a pain to have to go before lawmakers and beg for funding. She
knows it has to frustrate judges, state attorneys and public defenders. But she observes, rightly, that
the Legislature, along with the chief financial officer, set up the clerks' offices to run as they do
today.

She also asserts lawmakers would do well to take a hard look at counties where the clerk is operating
at a deficit. It's understandable that smaller, fiscally constrained counties that do not collect the fees
or fines in substantial amounts would have to be subsidized by the state. But also running in the red
are counties such as Pinellas, Pasco and Palm Beach - hardly poor.

But lawmakers can review spending policies without gutting the elected clerk's role, which includes
maintaining records, keeping evidence and transferring funds.

It's hard to believe there would be much public support for having a chief judge chosen by fellow
judges in charge of the money. Chief judges, with a narrow courthouse perspective, are far more
likely to be indifferent to public concerns than clerks.

Before lawmakers abolish this constitutional office, lawmakers should, at the very least, let the
people vote on it. That's the check on independent clerks.
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