From the Statehouse – March 24, 2009

Budget Update
This week in the Kansas House we begin debate in earnest on the fiscal year 2010 state budget.  Although the Kansas Legislature will likely pass a budget for FY 2010 either this week or next, I want to caution all of you that this budget will not be the last one of the legislative session.  

The reason for this multi-stage budgeting is the rapidly changing economy and the method the state uses for estimating its revenues.  Twice a year (in mid-November and mid-April) a group of leading economists called the Consensus Revenue Estimating Group meets to estimate how much money the state of Kansas will raise over the next year.  These numbers (which in normal economic times are fairly accurate) enable the Kansas Legislature to build a budget with a reasonable idea of how much money will flow to state coffers.

As we all know, 2009 is far from a normal economic year.  State tax receipts have fallen so dramatically that they are almost $100 million below the November 2008 revenue estimates in the last four months alone.   Furthermore, it takes about 6 months for a bad economy to fully impact state revenues.  Thus, given the economic disaster at the end of 2008, state revenues will likely fall even further over the coming months.

In short, it will be very difficult (if not impossible) for the Legislature to know how much money the state of Kansas will have to spend in FY 2010 until after the mid-April consensus revenue estimates.  This week, therefore, we will try to craft a budget that is conservative (given our economic uncertainty) but still meets vital state needs.  If the April estimates are substantially lower (as expected), however, the Kansas Legislature will need to reduce spending even further in the FY 2010 budget.  To keep you informed on these important issues, I will provide you with a newsletter at the end of the week on the initial budget debate.  

Property Tax Appraisal Reform
I was recently appointed as Chair of the House Subcommittee on Property Tax Valuation Reform.  No area of state policy causes as much heartache among Kansans as our property tax system.  One source of confusion and concern with property taxes derives from the system of appraising homes and businesses.  My subcommittee examined the current system as well as a few alternative valuation proposals to determine possible reforms for this controversial valuation system.
Given the breadth of this topic and the limited time for completion of the subcommittee’s work this legislative session, my subcommittee did not draft any specific legislation.  Instead, we identified two main areas of concern with property tax valuations and recommended some possible ways to reduce these concerns during the 2010 legislative session.  Those two overall areas of concern are:

1. The volatility of valuation increases from year-to-year.
2. The substantial overall valuation increases, especially over the last decade.

To address these issues, my subcommittee recommended that the 2010 Legislature look closely at using a multi-year rolling average for valuing residential and business property.  Currently, business and residential property values are subject to wild fluctuations each year, especially following a property sale.  To avoid these swings, agricultural land values are determined using an eight-year rolling average of land values.  My subcommittee recommended using a similar system (such as a 4 or 5 year rolling average of historical values) for residential and business property to mitigate the effect of sharp annual property value increases.
I look forward to continuing my work on this important issue.  As you know, the problem with our property tax system extends far deeper than the valuation issue. Kansans face substantially higher property taxes today than they did even a decade ago.    With increased demands for local services and the reduction of state and federal monies for local governments, I fear that local property taxes could increase further without legislative action.  Thus, apart from property valuation reform, the Kansas Legislature must carefully consider ways of reducing local government reliance on property taxes and the overall property tax burden faced by Kansas taxpayers.
Graduated License for Teenage Drivers
Finally, I wanted to update you on an important bill from a previous newsletter – the graduated driver’s license – that derived from a subcommittee that I chaired earlier this session.  As I learned from a conversation with my pages last week, Kansas teens are already well aware of this bill.  
In summary, the graduated driver’s license would make four key changes in the driver’s license law for Kansas teens.
(1) Require Kansas youth to hold a learner’s permit for one year before obtaining a full driver’s license and drive for at least 50 hours under that permit.  If Kansas teens complete this requirement, they can receive a full driver’s license at the age of 16. 
(2) Prohibits a teen who receives a full license on his or her 16th birthday from driving after 9:00 p.m. at night during their first 6 months of full licensure unless driving to and from work or school.  
(3) Prevents a teen driver from having more than one non-adult passenger in the car, except for their brother or sister, during these initial 6 months. 
(4) Ban teen drivers from using cell phones while driving during the 6-month restricted period.

The Senate overwhelmingly passed this important legislation last week.  If the Governor signs the bill, the graduated driver’s license will become law in Kansas on January 1, 2010.  I know that the graduated driver’s license will not end the tragedy of serious traffic injuries and deaths among Kansas teens.  By requiring more driving experience and limiting the most dangerous aspects of teenage driving, however, I believe this bill will reduce teen accidents and injuries.
Thank you as always for your interest in the Kansas Legislature.  If you have any questions about these issues, or any others, please do not hesitate to contact me at 785-296-7663 or by email at king@house.ks.gov.

