March 14, 2011

Senator Givens’ Frankfort Report

FRANKFORT – These final two weeks of the 2011 Regular Session of the Kentucky General Assembly resulted in a flurry of activity as bills worked on throughout the session completed their journey.  The session also ended in frustrating inactivity, as vital pension reform and an important Medicaid budget adjustment measure failed passage.

House Bill (HB) 408 was amended to deal with retirements and pensions of state employees.  This bill makes current state workers and retirees’ pensions more secure in these uncertain times.  Teachers pensions are unaffected and remain secure in their separate fund.  In addition, the legislation places new workers into a 401(k) like plan similar to that offered by private businesses and industry – reducing cost and increasing overall pension security.  We passed similar legislation in Senate Bill (SB) 2 in the first week of this year's session.  Sadly, the House did not feel adequately funding workers' pensions was a concern and did not pass SB 2 or HB 408, jeopardizing the hard-earned pensions of current state government workers and retirees.

 

The major action the Senate took this week involved the Medicaid budget adjustment bill, House Bill 305.  Filling Medicaid needs for this year requires an additional $166.5 million.  This is due to $100 million less Federal match money than we expected,  thus the Governor being unable to find savings he promised in Medicaid of $40.5 million and $27.5 million of prepay opportunities.  Administered properly, this program addresses the vital health needs of our citizens.  Sadly enough, committee meetings and deliberations these past two weeks have revealed that the Governor’s Cabinet lacks organization and focus in managing the Medicaid program.  Nonetheless, we agreed to the need to move $166.5 million of 2012 carry-forward money back to 2011 to balance the Medicaid budget.  Utilizing increased revenues and some other fund sources, approximately $100 million required recovering in 2012.  Agreement ended there, however.  

The Governor and his Cabinet proposed recovering 2012 dollars thru inadequately defined ‘savings’ in Medicaid, atop the $80 million savings he proposed in the original budget.  At our Federal match rate, this would equate to taking almost $800 million out of the Medicaid budget.  While I fully support finding efficiencies and reducing dependence on government programs, ‘kicking the can down the road’ is not an option.  Due to limited time and the complexity of large managed care contract proposal, negotiation, and implementation, I do not see any way the Governor can reach even half his fictitious savings.  Our Senate’s final proposal implemented a meager 0.65 - 1.33 per cent reduction in governmental expenditures across five quarters.  In uncertain economic times like these, rational financial action by government provides a foundation for future growth.  Despite my personal appeal for the Governor to allow minimal time to pass and informal discussions to restart, he has chosen to call us back for a special session beginning on Monday, March 14.  

Our choices fell along two lines.  The Governor proposed and the House accepted that the administration could find Medicaid savings totalling almost $250 million.  This includes balancing  the $166.5 million and $80 million promised for 2012 in his original budget.  Secondly, our Senate solution to the $166.5 million Medicaid shortfall in the current year.

I was particularly disappointed that the House failed to pass Senate Bills 92 and 94.  These measures would provide more protection for livestock farm families in the aftermath of the Eastern Livestock failure.  Despite bipartisan support in the Senate and considerable work to meet concerns raised by House members, House legislators alleged fear of unintended consequences as their reason for blocking passage.  In next spring’s session, I intend to retry these efforts.  The bills increase Department of Agriculture oversight of the businesses regularly engaged in the livestock trade and provide better payment security for farmers.  I ask that concerned readers of this column contact their state representative and voice their support. 

Please feel free to call me about these or any other issues toll-free at 1-800-372-7181 or TTY 1-800-896-0305.  You can also find us on the Web at www.lrc.ky.gov
 
