From the Statehouse – April 3, 2009

The Kansas Legislature is set to adjourn today for its April recess.  We have made progress on a wide variety of issues and, while a few bills remain for consideration later today, most of the work has finished for the regular session of the 2009 Kansas Legislature.  Below is a summary of two key pieces of legislation passed in the last week.  

Budget Update
The Kansas Legislature passed an initial budget for fiscal year 2010 this week.  I call it an “initial budget” because, as I have discussed in previous newsletters, the state’s worsening financial situation could force the Legislature to reevaluate some of these budget items when we return for veto session at the end of April.

I cannot stress enough the dire straits faced by the state of Kansas for the FY 2010, FY 2011 & FY 2012 budgets.  The effects of the recession are all around us.  Even in southeast Kansas, the economic turmoil has cost thousands of jobs and harmed almost every business.  

The faltering economy has had equally devastating effects on state tax receipts.  Unemployed Kansans, investors who lose money, and unprofitable businesses pay few taxes.  This lost state tax revenue is substantial.  The state has lost over $100 million in revenue during the last three months.  In March alone, state tax receipts were down nearly $60 million.  

Economists agree that it takes about six months for a bad economy to fully reduce government revenues.  Accordingly, the current economic crisis, which began in earnest in September 2008, is only now starting to harm state tax revenue.  Thus, once the full tax effect of the economic crisis is realized, I expect state tax revenues to be down as much as $80-100 million for April and $500 million for all of 2009.

The Kansas Legislature attempted to take these anticipated shortfalls into consideration when passing the initial FY2010 budget.  While the cuts in the initial FY 2010 budget could not compensate for a loss of $500 million in state tax revenues this year, the budget made substantial cuts in state programs as follows:

•
General government spending = -10%

•
Poor and disabled spending = -4%

•
Public safety spending = -9.4%

•
Agricultural and natural resources spending = -22.7%

•
Higher education spending = -3%

•
Community mental health centers = -10%
•
K-12 education = -0.7%
All of these cuts were difficult ones.  As most of you know, my family has dedicated their lives to public K-12 education in Kansas.  Given this background, and my personal belief in the key importance of our educational system, imposing any cut on K-12 education is hard for me.  

The alternative, however, is even worse.  K-12 education (52% of the Kansas state budget) is the most important activity funded by the state of Kansas, but it is not the only one.  I cannot impose such substantial cuts on our community mental centers, our law enforcement officers, our developmentally and physically disabled, and our agricultural community without applying at least some cuts to K-12 education.  Four County Mental Health, Class Ltd., SKIL, and our police and sheriff’s officers have endured substantial cuts in the FY2010 budget.  I cannot justify cutting their important programs further without passing some of this burden onto K-12 education.

Thank you all for the many calls and emails that I received on budget issues.  As we receive more information on state revenues and continue the budget debate during the veto session, I will keep you informed.  
Natural Gas Storage Tax Reform
Local property taxpayers won an important victory yesterday. The Kansas Legislature overwhelmingly passed SB 98, a bill ensuring out-of-state utility companies that store natural gas in underground formations beneath several Kansas counties pay property tax on that gas.  In 1992, Kansas voters passed an amendment to the Kansas Constitution authorizing this tax. Although in-state utility companies currently pay this tax, a recent Kansas Supreme Court opinion allows out-of-state companies to avoid paying the tax.  As a result, Kansas loses about $9 million in annual property taxes from these out-of-state companies – taxes that Kansas residents are instead forced to pay. 
SB 98 corrects existing law, forcing out-of-state public utilities to pay the same property taxes as their Kansas counterparts.  In Montgomery, Elk, and Chautauqua counties alone, this legislation will generate about $500,000 annually in additional property tax revenue from out-of-state companies.  By forcing out-of-state public utilities to pay their fair share, local residents will save a half-million dollars annually in property taxes.  

I am proud to have sponsored this legislation in the Kansas House and worked hard for passage of this property tax relief for local residents. This key legislation now goes to the Governor for her consideration.
The Legislature will resume its work on April 29 in its traditional veto session.  During the April recess, I will be working in Independence.  If you have any questions about these issues, or any others, during the April recess, please feel free to reach me at my Independence office at 620-331-2071 or by email at king@house.ks.gov.

Battery against a Law Enforcement Officer
The Kansas Legislature also passed a bill today that making it far more likely that criminals who attack a law enforcement officer will serve time in prison.  This bill, which I sponsored with the help of Independence Chief of Police Ken Parker, ends the presumption that a criminal receives only probation for battery against a law enforcement officer.  The law amends the Sentencing Guidelines to recommend imprisonment for battery convictions that result in bodily harm to a law enforcement officer.  

Under current Kansas law, it is a felony to commit battery against an on-duty law enforcement officer.   Previously, only a small number of convicted offenders ever spent time in prison.  Under the old law, a person convicted of attacking a police officer was presumed to receive only probation according to the Kansas Sentencing Guidelines.  HB 2060 would alter this presumption to increase prison time for convicted criminals.

I am pleased that this bill is on the verge of becoming law.  Our police officers put their lives on the line every day to protect Kansans.  At minimum, we should ensure that the criminals who cause our officers bodily harm spend time in prison. The Governor will now consider this bill for final approval.  
