2009 Session
Senator Givens’ Frankfort Report
The 2009 Regular Session of the Kentucky General Assembly has come to a close.  Many of you receiving this correspondence have contacted me during the session regarding specific matters.  Others of you may be acquaintances or constituents.  In any case, I appreciate your contributions to our commonwealth’s democratic process. 

Good bills become better bills when we work toward bipartisan goals, and I am proud of the important legislation I was able to support by working with Democrat, Republican, and Independent lawmakers in the Senate and with my colleagues in the Kentucky House. 

During this short 30-day session, the Senate continued to provide the commonsense leadership necessary to pass significant legislation.  We dealt with unexpected budget challenges, student assessment, the problems of drug-addicted offenders, and protecting our young people from threats on school grounds and many other matters. Unexpectedly, the 2009 General Assembly Session adjourned a day early, with the House of Representatives preventing a productive session from fulfilling more of its possibilities.

Following is a brief overview of some of the major issues addressed during the 2009 Session:

Budget matters:
Facing a projected $456 million budget shortfall in the remainder of the fiscal year ending June 30, we passed a combination of budget and revenue measures that were necessary to balance our state budget.  This legislation cut the budget by $150 million for the remainder of the fiscal year.  These reductions combine with the Governor’s $400 million of earlier cuts to total approximately $550 million. I am pleased to see us significantly reduce the size of state government while still maintaining vital services.  In addition, we put a plan in place for spending the federal stimulus dollars without expanding state government.

Education:

Under Senate Bill 1, the much-criticized CATS test will be replaced with a hybrid standards-based and norm-referenced test by the 2011-2012 school year.  The test will only take five days, allowing more time for instruction.  In addition, parents and teachers will be able to track how their child performs compared to their fellow classmates and to children across America.  Course requirements that are a mile wide and an inch deep will be streamlined, and we will see core knowledge requirements aligned from elementary to middle to high school to postsecondary institutions.  

House Bill 383 requires all high school coaches to complete safety training, and House Bill 315 prohibits sex offenders from logging onto social networking websites used by children under 18.  I sponsored Senate Bill 148, which was signed by the Governor.  This bill is a direct result of circumstances in our district.  It prevents violent offenders and registered sex offenders from serving on Site Based Decision-Making Councils.  Furthermore, it requires such offenders to notify school officials and receive permission before coming onto school property.  

House Bill 480 provides $1.3 million aimed at school loan forgiveness to teachers who work in high-need areas such as math, science, and special needs.  These teachers have made unique sacrifices to dedicate themselves to the more challenging and difficult teaching fields and need our encouragement.

Corrections:

Senate Bill 4 addresses the growing problem of drug-addicted offenders crowding our jails.  The bill requires that anyone charged with a felony be screened for substance abuse before trial; the trial judge can then order a recovery program as a condition for bail.  These individuals will be in intensive treatment while continuing to be under strict supervision, saving the state and counties money.  Also, it will help save the lives of those who successfully complete the program.

Economic Development and Agriculture:

Senate Bill 84, which I sponsored, requires state agencies and public universities to report the type, quantity and price of all agricultural products purchased to the Legislative Research Commission and the Kentucky Department of Agriculture.  The availability of this information enables local farmers to compete more effectively by allowing them to see what the demand and prices are for certain agricultural products.  This is a great way for people to know where their tax dollars are going and an opportunity for vendors to sell their products.  I also sponsored Senate Bill 47 which will allow a 10 percent gross weight variance on all highways, except interstates, for farm trucks transporting agricultural products.  

While I appreciated a close and productive working relationship with our state representatives, there were some disappointments.  Several important bills died because the session ended early.  The Senate was prepared to sign a conference committee report on House Bill 433 that would have provided $4.7 million each for prosecutors and public defenders.  It also provided funding to replace all of 14 “category five” schools–those in the worst shape--around the commonwealth, not just the select few funded by the House.  

House Bill 229 is a bill that would have provided economic incentives to help attract a NASCAR race to the Kentucky Speedway, assistance for the Breeders’ Cup and the Kentucky film industry, as well as tax credits for small businesses and new home buyers.  This legislation was also positioned to complete its journey but failed due to the sudden ending of the session. 

I also regret that a bill directing a doctor to make available the ultrasound to a mother considering abortion failed in the House.  Ultrasounds are given anyway to determine fetal age, and the more information a woman and her family have about the life of the unborn, the more informed her decision could be.

Despite these disappointments, the 2009 Session was productive and it was truly an honor to serve you in Frankfort.  I have been assigned to the Unemployment Insurance Task Force that is seeking to address the structural imbalance and immediate shortfall in our state unemployment insurance system.  I will be travelling to Frankfort regularly for that work and for important interim committee meetings to study and prepare legislation for the 2010 General Assembly next January.  In addition, we are hearing that the Governor is considering a June special session.

If you have any thoughts about the work we accomplished here for the past three months or want to voice your opinion about upcoming issues, please call me toll-free at 1-800-372-7181.  

Sincerely,

David Givens

State Senator

District 9

