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Alabama’s RTJ Spa Trail
S O U R C E :  S PA S  O F  A M E R I C A

In February, Spas of America officially 
released its list of Top 100 USA Spas 
of 2023, and Alabama holds 4 spots 

on the list.
Spas of America determines its yearly 

winners by unique page views and con-
sumer choices on spasofamerica.com, 
with the new criterion for 2023 of uphold-
ing no less than a rating of 4.0 on Google 
Reviews to be included. The list has spas 
across 34 states, with 4 in Alabama. All of 
these spas are situated along the renowned 
Robert Trent Jones Golf Trail, owned by 
the Retirement Systems of Alabama (RSA) 

and managed by PCH Hotels & Resorts.
The winning spas are: The Spa at the 

Shoals (38); The Spa at Ross Bridge (42); 
The Spa at Grand National (77); and The 
Spa at Montgomery (90). The RTJ Spa 
Trail features 6 spas across Alabama and 
has a reputation for excellence.

“We are truly honored to have 4 of 
the 6 RTJ Spas represented as the best in 
the USA,” said Taylor Fields, Corporate 
Director of Spa, Wellness, & Retail for 
PCH Hotels & Resorts. “All of our spas 
along the RTJ Spa Trail offer world-class 
experiences at a time when health and 
wellness are a priority for many. Our spas 
provide a unique experience and exude 
hospitality from the heart and soul.”

For more information on the RTJ Spa 
Trail, visit rtjspatrail.com. ● C O N T I N U E D  O N  PA G E  T W O

The CHOOSE Act: Long Term Impacts?
B Y  D AV I D  G .  B R O N N E R

The CHOOSE Act, Alabama’s uni-
versal education savings account 
program, was enacted last month. 

What does this mean for our state and 
public education? That remains to be seen 
and will not be fully known for years. 
The program will begin in the 2025-2026 
school year, but will be limited for the 
first two school years to students whose 
families have an adjusted gross income 
below 300% of the federal poverty level 
($93,600 for a family of 4). Starting in 
the 2027-2028 school year, the program 
will be open to everyone, subject to the 
availability of funds appropriated by the 
Alabama Legislature.

 Universal education savings accounts 
(ESAs) have not been around long 
enough for us to know the impacts they 
could have on public education and, in 
turn, on pension programs. Arizona’s 
program has been in place for the longest, 
since the 2022-2023 school year. With 
only one full school year of universal 
eligibility, there is not enough data from 
Arizona to gauge the full impact on pub-
lic education. There are a few initial data 
points that are concerning. First, 75% 
of the first-year participants had never 
been enrolled in a public school. Second, 
the program is currently projected to cost 
nearly $1 billion for the next fiscal year 

in Arizona.
Will the CHOOSE Act give school 

choice to the most disadvantaged stu-
dents who do not currently have any 
options, or will this mainly fund students 
already in private schools, such as in 
Arizona? Will this be a targeted pro-
gram that balances the funding needs of 
traditional public education, including 
magnet and charter schools, or will this 
pull critical funding from the Education 
Trust Fund budget?

The impact of universal education 
savings accounts on public education 
in Alabama (and elsewhere) will not be 
fully realized for a few years. My hope 
is that our state will ensure the program 
is implemented to help our most disad-
vantaged students, as opposed to simply 
diverting public funds to prop up private 
schools. Because at its best, school choice 
helps the least able families provide the 
best education that meets their needs. 
At its worst, school choice undermines 
public education by diverting funding to 
students who already have a choice and 
the ability to pay for that choice. 

Let’s hope that Alabama can be at its 
best and ensure that school choice helps 
those that need it, while continuing to 
ensure public education receives the nec-
essary funding. ●

Medicaid Expansion Can Help – Not Break – 
Alabama’s State Budget
B Y  N E A H  M .  S C O T T,  L E G I S L AT I V E  C O U N S E L

Since implementation in 2014, 40 
states have expanded Medicaid 
coverage to close the health insur-

ance coverage gap. Ten states, including 

Alabama, have not adopted the expan-
sion. With experience from 40 states and 



The RSA’s Role in Bringing Mercedes-Benz to Alabama
B Y  M A R K  FA G A N

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
Alabama faced high unemployment, 
low tax revenue, inadequate educa-

tion funding, and insufficient state-ser-
vice funding. Alabama’s industrial jobs 
were mostly for non-durable goods and 
relatively low paying. Long-term interest 
rates were too low to generate adequate 
investment returns for the Retirement 
Systems of Alabama (RSA). The RSA 
began investing in Alabama to increase 
returns, diversify funds, and stimulate 
economic growth in the mid-1970s. The 
RSA’s Dr. David Bronner, CEO, and Glen 
Pringle, Director of Industrial Develop-
ment, began building relationships with 
corporate leaders.

Jim Folsom Jr. became Alabama’s 50th 
governor in April 1993 and immediately 
began leading its efforts to recruit Mer-
cedes-Benz (Mercedes). Folsom declared, 
“Billy Joe Camp (Director of Alabama 
Development Office), Elmer Harris 
(President of Alabama Power), Bronner, 
Pringle, and I went to Stuttgart, Germany, 

on the first trip to meet with the leaders 
at Mercedes. The CEO brought prestige, 
and his German heritage helped build 
initial rapport with the decision-makers. 
The RSA stayed involved daily during the 
recruitment process.”

Billy Joe Camp stated, “We wanted 
the CEO present to show support by 
the state pension fund and overcome an 
image that Alabama was backward and 
undeveloped.” The late Elmer Harris 
helped to craft Alabama’s $238 million 
incentive package for Mercedes to build 
in Alabama its first auto assembly plant 
outside of Germany. This subsidy included 
site preparation and infrastructure, $95 
million; training, $90 million; state tax 
credits, $43 million; and other incentives, 
$10 million. Harris said, “The RSA’s role 
in securing Alabama’s agreement with 
Mercedes was critical to culminating the 
October 1993 announcement that Ala-
bama had beaten 30 other states for the 
coveted facility.”

Governor Fob James came into office 

in 1994 before the deal officially closed 
to build the Mercedes plant. Funds for 
the agreed-upon package could not be 
secured, and Alabama was at risk of losing 
Mercedes to another state. Failing to 
deliver on the agreement could have jeop-
ardized Alabama’s industrial recruiting 
efforts for years to come. To save the deal, 
the RSA provided bridge financing ($109 
million bond). The state secured the RSA 
bond with its TVA receipts ($12 million 
per year), and the State Fire Insurance 
Fund (SFIF) bought $30 million of the 
bonds. The TVA receipts were pledged 
first to the RSA for the 9% interest and 
principal, with the SFIF getting paid 
after the RSA was 100% repaid. The state 
eventually sold a General Obligation 
Municipal Bond with lower interest rates 
to finance the incentives.

According to Jo Bonner Jr., President 
of the University of South Alabama, 
former six-term congressman, and former 
Chief of Staff for Governor Kay Ivey, “Had 
Mercedes not come to Alabama, there 
would have been no reason to believe 
other automotive companies would have 
followed. The addition of Toyota/Mazda 
in North Alabama, Honda in Lincoln, 
Hyundai in Hope Hull, and Mercedes’ 
expansion for electric vehicles makes 
Alabama a national leader in the automo-
tive industry. It is hard to imagine any of 
this would have been guaranteed had the 
RSA not been so involved in helping land 
Mercedes in the early 1990s.”

The first vehicle was produced in 
Vance in 1997. There have been six plant 
expansions since then, with more than 
four million vehicles produced. The six 
million sf facility now has 6,300 employ-
ees producing 300,000 vehicles annually, 
with two-thirds exported to 135 countries. 
Currently, over 80 German companies are 
operating in Alabama, with investments 
exceeding $10 billion since 1999.

AlabamaGermany Partnership 
(AGP), a statewide non-profit organi-
zation to ensure German investment in 
Alabama, hosted its 26th Annual Cel-
ebration Dinner in February 2024. The 
AGP recognized the RSA with the Rainer 
Bauer Award for its key role in recruiting 
Mercedes-Benz to Alabama. ●

	

up to 10 years of data, numerous studies 
have been published regarding Medic-
aid expansion and its impacts. Across 
the board, these studies have found 
positive effects in both health outcomes 
and economic benefits. Importantly, 
this research has found that, in many 
states, the net cost of expansion in state 
budgets is less than the direct cost for 
such expansion.

Other states have found Medicaid 
expansion helps to offset other costs 
for healthcare services that states were 
already providing. There are three com-
mon areas where expanding Medicaid 
reduces state expenditures: mental 
health and substance abuse treatment, 
corrections, and uncompensated care. 
In Arkansas, these cost-savings helped 
to offset 30% of its expansion costs.

In addition to these cost-savings, 
Medicaid expansion states have also 
seen increases in revenue. Expansion 

can boost revenue in three ways: expan-
sion or provider taxes, economic boosts, 
and beneficiary premiums. Estimates 
from three states (Louisiana, Michigan, 
and Montana) shows the economic 
boosts from expansion generated new 
tax revenues of between 30% and 37% 
of the state’s expansion costs.

Overall, Medicaid expansion 
spending has not overburdened 
state budgets. In fact, not one of the 
40 states that made this choice has 
changed course to undo programs for 
any reason – including higher than 
anticipated costs. In light of this data, 
Alabama should consider joining the 
other 40 states to close the coverage 
gap. Closing the coverage gap can help 
many of the roughly 200,000 Alabama 
citizens currently without access to 
affordable health insurance with the 
potential to be cost neutral for the 
state’s budget. ●

MEDICAID EXPANSION CAN HELP – NOT 
BREAK – ALABAMA’S STATE BUDGET 
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