Session ends; some expect big budget deficit in '08
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The Legislature adjourned its 2006 session Wednesday
night, leaving town with a large school funding plan but
a slate of expected budget problems on the horizon.
The 93-day affair started and ended with bipartisan
gestures -- and had a few partisan moments in between.
Legislative leaders gave themselves high marks. They
helped usher through a multiyear school funding bill
that they hope will satisfy Kansas Supreme Court
demands for additional education funding.

"I think the people of Kansas were well-served," said
House Speaker Doug Mays, R-Topeka, who gavelled
out the last of four sessions as leader of the House.

In last-minute action, lawmakers passed a highly touted
tax cut on business machinery and equipment and sent
Gov. Kathleen Sebelius a bill that would reform
campaign finance laws. Lawmakers also passed major
legislation boosting penalties for sexual offenders and a
bill that allows Kansans to carry concealed weapons.
The Legislature also put one more stake in the heart of
casino gambling in Kansas and rebuffed attempts to
repeal a law that provides more affordable tuition rates
to illegal immigrants.

But school funding was the talk of the Statehouse in the
session's last day.

From her Statehouse office, Gov. Kathleen Sebelius
talks Wednesday about what the Legislature
accomplished this session. She said she will sign a
$541 million school finance bill.

Lawmakers remain under a Kansas Supreme Court
mandate to increase what they spend on the state's
elementary and secondary schools. The Legislature
made its effort to comply late Tuesday when the House
and Senate approved a three-year, $541 million schools
plan.

The plan was criticized lightly even by its supporters.
But Sebelius said Wednesday she would sign the bill,
which adds large amounts of new money to programs
for students in poverty.

"All in all, the 2006 session will go down as a victory
for schools," Sebelius said during a session-ending
news conference. "That's probably the most significant
statement the Legislature has ever made, in history,
about our willingness to close that learning gap."
Bipartisan support

By Wednesday, the session seemed to have looped
around back to where it started in January when
lawmakers began 2006 with a legislative study that
suggested at least a $399 million increase in public
school spending.

Early on, legislative leaders from both parties pledged
to work toward passing a bipartisan, multiyear school
funding plan.

But as the cost of such proposals were projected several
years into the future, the state's budget picture soured.
Many Republicans, especially conservatives, began
resisting passage of large school funding plans.

In fact, the school finance bill that will become law,
which is similar to many others contemplated by
lawmakers during the session, is projected to leave the
state with a $422 million budget deficit by mid-2008.
But by Tuesday, a mix of Democrats and moderate and
conservative Republicans voted to approve the bill --
citing practicality and downplaying the fiscal concerns.
The group was led by Mays and House Minority
Leader Dennis McKinney, D-Greensburg, who spent
much of the session on opposite sides on schools.
"Sometimes in the session, everyone needs to voice
their views, and it takes time to converge on an
agreement," McKinney said. "No one came out losers."
Sebelius' signature would send the bill back into the
court system where attorneys for two Kansas school
districts are expected to argue the plan doesn't meet the
Legislature's constitutional duty to fund public schools.
Attorneys for the state will argue the opposite.
Lawmakers spent much of Wednesday speculating on
what the court would do.

"I hope they wouldn't do anything that would cause a
special session," Mays said.

Tax cuts

Meanwhile, the Legislature finished its session by
passing a bill that would eliminate property taxes on
new business machinery and equipment.

Lawmakers rejected the notion it was irresponsible to
reduce revenues -- by an estimated $123 million over
three years -- in the face of a budget deficit. The
measure passed 28-11 in the Senate and 109-10 in the
House.

"It's the one thing we can do to stimulate capital
investors," said Rep. Tom Thull, D-North Newton. "If
it means new facilities, new employees -- if it just
means survival -- any one of those would be a benefit to
our Kansas communities."

Some voted against the bill, which was proposed by
Sebelius, because of its potential impact on local
government. The bill lays out a plan by which the state
would reimburse counties for tax revenue lost under the
tax cut.

But some said those reimbursements weren't enough.
"People I represent have little to gain by this
endeavor," said Senate Majority Leader Derek
Schmidt, R-Independence, who voted "no."
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Wins and losses

On the last vote of the session, the House struggled to
pass the state's final budget for the fiscal year that starts
July 1. Most Democrats opposed the spending package
-- which funds government agencies, highway programs
and schools -- saying Republicans ignored their pleas to
include more money for health care programs.

"It was their budget. They had to pass it," Thull said.
The bill initially looked as if it would fail, but garnered
just enough support for passage, 65-49.

Barring higher-than-expected revenue collections, the
budget is projected to leave the state facing a deficit in
2008.

Sebelius and others had hoped the Legislature would
pass a bill to expand casino gambling in Kansas to try
to stave off a budget deficit. But an 11th-hour
procedural vote in the House to bring gambling to a
debate failed Wednesday 72-44.

Meanwhile, Democrats lamented the Legislature didn't
do more to address the rising cost of health care.
Sebelius had recommended bolstering a program that
helps small businesses provide health insurance to their
employees and offer health care to all children in
Kansas under age 5.

"It's not really about spending money. It's about choices
made," Sebelius said.

The Legislature also didn't resolve a bill that would
have restricted the funeral protests of Topeka's
Westboro Baptist Church. The House and Senate
couldn't agree whether to exempt public areas to protect
the state from a free speech lawsuit.

Pastor Fred Phelps has been traveling the country
during the past year to hold anti-gay pickets at the
funerals of slain U.S. soldiers.

Congress on Tuesday passed a bill to prohibit
protesters from disrupting funeral services at national
cemeteries.

"I find it a little ironic that nationally, they can come
together on a bill and we can't mobilize the kind of will
in Kansas to make a similar statement," Sebelius said.
"Picketing funerals of soldiers is despicable."

Mays agreed: "I'm disappointed we weren't able to pass
something with any teeth."

SENATE ROLL CALL

The Senate voted 28-11 to approve a bill that would
eliminate taxes on new business machinery and
equipment.

Voting yes: Allen, Apple, Barnett, Barone, Brownlee,
Bruce, Donovan, Emler, Francisco, Huelskamp, Jordan,
Journey, Kelly, McGinn, Morris, O'Connor, Ostmeyer,
Palmer, Petersen, Pine, Pyle, Vicki Schmidt, Schodorf,
Umbarger, Vratil, Wagle, Wilson, Wysong.

Voting no: Betts, Brungardt, Gilstrap, Goodwin, Haley,
Hensley, Lee, Derek Schmidt, Steineger, Taddiken,
Teichman.

Not present: Reitz.

HOUSE ROLL CALL

The House voted 109-10 to approve a bill that would
eliminate taxes on new business machinery and
equipment.

Voting yes: Aurand, Ballard, Beamer, Brown, Brunk,
Burgess, Carlin, Carlson, Colloton, Cox, Craft, Crow,
Dahl, Davis, DeCastro, Decker, Dillmore, Faber, Faust-
Goudeau, Flaharty, Flora, Freeborn, Garcia, Geroge,
Goico, Gordon, Grange, Grant, Hawk, Hayzlett, Henry,
Hill, Holland, Carl Holmes, Mitch Holmes, Horst,
Huebert, Huff, Humerickhouse, Huntington, Hutchins,
Huy, Dan Johnson, Everett Johnson, Kelley, Kelsey,
Kilpatrick, Kinzer, Kirk, Knox, Kuether, Landwehr,
Lane, Light, Loganbill, Loyd, Lukert, Mah, Mast,
Masterson, Mays, McCreary, McKinney, McLeland,
Menghini, Merrick, Frank Miller, Melody Miller, Jim
Morrison, Judy Morrison, Myers, Neufeld, O'Neal,
Oharah, Olson, Otto, Owens, Pauls, Peck, Phelps,
Pilcher-Cook, Pottorff, Powell, Powers, Proehl, Roth,
Ruff, Sawyer, Schwab, Schwartz, Stephanie Sharp,
Shultz, Siegfreid, Sloan, Storm, Svaty, Swenson,
Tafanelli, Thull, Treaster, Vickrey, Ward, W atkins,
Weber, Wilk, Williams, Wolf, Yoder, Yonally.
Voting no: Burroughs, Feuerborn, Gatewood,
Henderson, Long, Peterson, Ruiz, Bonnie Sharp,
Trimmer, Winn.

Not voting: Bethell, Carter, Edmonds, Kiegerl,
Krehbiel, O'Malley.

Chris Moon can be reached at (785) 233-7470 or
chris.moon@cjonline.com.
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