April 15, 2011

Senator David Givens’ End of Session Report

With the 2011 Regular Session and first special session of the General Assembly now closed, I write in response to the many concerns, calls, and messages sent by constituents throughout this year.  Although time does not permit individual responses to all of these contacts, you may rest assured that each letter, call, e-mail, or ‘green slip’ from the message line is read by me.  

In reflecting on the work of the General Assembly in 2011, I can certainly highlight successes as well as frustrations. We made advances in economic development, education, and healthcare and vocally raised the debate on what is the appropriate conservative use of your tax dollar.  We also did our best to alert taxpayers, government agencies, and educators about what happens when the bill finally comes due.

The 2011 General Session started off with the Senate passing a comprehensive list of 13 bills regarding job creation, education, and transparent and responsive government known as the Agenda for Prosperity.  While most of these bills were blocked in the House of Representatives, the Senate found consensus with Senate Bill 7 that requires all three branches of government and state universities to create a Web site where all financial transactions can be viewed by the public.  Senate Bill 8, which I sponsored, creates a comprehensive Web site for businesses to incorporate, renew permits, pay taxes, and file reports. And finally, Senate Bill 12 allows superintendents to select principals in consultation with the School-Based Decision Making Council. 

Unfortunately, an important bill dealing with our Kentucky public pension crisis failed to pass the House.  It sought to stabilize the public employee pension system while protecting the taxpayer from ever-higher pension costs.  Other efforts like a bill to authorize charter schools, a pro-life bill that would have ensured face-to-face meetings between mothers and doctors, my work on legislation to protect farmers from future failures like Eastern Livestock, and a bill that would have made it easier to root out Medicaid fraud, did not find favor in the other chamber.

Below is a brief outline of some of the other major issues addressed during the Regular 2011 General Assembly Session.

One of the highlights of the 2011 General Assembly Session was the passage of House Bill 463, that took a strong bipartisan effort to reform the corrections system by protecting public safety while lowering correctional costs and the state crime rate by reducing the recidivism rate.  Through programs that are smart on crime, not just tough on crime, state taxpayers are expected to save as much as $147 million over the next 10 years.

The Senate has always believed in addressing issues comprehensively. Diabetes is one of the top diseases Kentuckians battle. With Senate Bill 63, the appropriate state government agencies will work together to identify goals and benchmarks to reduce the incidence of diabetes in Kentucky.  It will also develop a blueprint for budget purposes. This will make the first time a collaborative and comprehensive plan will be developed. 

Also in the health-care field, Senate Bill 114 will allow private insurance plans to offer incentives or rewards to members who participate in wellness programs. The state health insurance plan, for example, offers people pedometers to encourage walking or running as a form of exercise. Studies have shown wellness programs such as this to be effective against obesity by encouraging people to make healthy choices.  The Governor signed all three of these bills.

Senate Bill 130, which I sponsored, allows comprehensive universities to offer advanced practice doctoral degree programs when need and resources are demonstrated.  This bill permits Western Kentucky University to offer an advanced doctoral degree in physical therapy with the approval of the Council on Postsecondary Education.  Western is very excited to start this program.  Ultimately, our regional neighbors needing physical therapy care will benefit the most.

We also worked through a special session to address the Medicaid budget shortfall. Despite pleas from the Senate not to call us back without a prior agreement, the Governor insisted on immediately bringing us back to Frankfort. The Governor wanted to move money from next year to this year – akin to using a Visa to pay the MasterCard.  Through reasonable, across-the-board reductions in government spending and strong reporting and accountability measures, the Senate proposed fully funding Medicaid services while protecting you, the taxpayer. As you know, with his veto pen, the Governor ended our efforts by giving himself all the money without the accountability.  The majority in the House of Representatives refused to return to the Capitol to override these vetoes.  

 

Compounding this unfortunate turn of events, Moody’s bond rating company joined Fitch Ratings in downgrading Kentucky bonds. This makes it potentially more expensive for the state to sell bonds. The reasons they gave are the same themes we sounded in these sessions: a large unfunded state employee pension liability, high debt levels and debt restructuring, and a reliance on one-time funds or non-recurring budget balancing measures.  The Senate has passed legislation to address these problems only to see the bills die in the House of Representatives or at the hand of the Governor. We will continue fighting for the conservative and responsible use of your tax dollars.

 

I want to close by personally expressing that I am honored to serve you in Frankfort.  For the remainder of my legislative summer, my trips to Frankfort will be for important interim committee meetings to study and prepare legislation for the 2012 General Assembly next January.  If you have any thoughts about the work we accomplished here over the last few months or want to voice your opinion about next session, please call me toll-free at 1-800-372-7181.  

