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   Colorado’s Sixty-Ninth General Assembly got down to business intent on passing legislation blocked during the 2011 and 2012 sessions. Republicans were in the majority for both those sessions, but notable for the 2013 session, Democrats are in the majority both in the House of Representatives and the Senate – “a new hand of cards” for Governor John Hickenlooper. 

   The House of Representatives and the Senate both began the session by swearing in new leaders. In the Senate, John P. Morse (D-El Paso) replaced term-limited Brandon Schafer. Over in the House of Representatives, Democrats gained the majority in the November election which meant a new Speaker of the House.  Democrat Mark Ferrandino (Denver) was elected to replace Representative Frank McNulty, a Republican from Douglas County. 
   Next week’s edition will begin coverage on the bills of the 2013 session. This week’s edition will present Governor Hickenlooper’s State of the State address which is given traditionally to a joint session on the second day of the new General Assembly. 
   Governor Hickenlooper acknowledged that two years ago the state faced “the largest drop in revenue in the state’s history.” He said the state has the beginnings of a reserve fund, and steps have been taken to restore funding for education to make up for some of but not all of the $1 billion shortfall/cut during the Great Recession. (Note: Colorado’s improving economy means a little less pressure on legislators when it comes to the state budget this session.) 

   Hickenlooper reported on one of his campaign promises – excessive red tape, unnecessary and duplicative regulations that many Coloradoans see as holding back job creation. A review of approximately 7,500 rules resulted in a decision to repeal or modify more than half of that number. Referring to this undertaking as the LEAN process, Hickenlooper said one group of state employees (38 in number) came to the uncomfortable conclusion their duties/tasks were not necessary, and are expected to be placed in positions as “baby boomers” retire. Additional efficiencies of improved state policies were these: 

· CDOT changing how it budgets for multi-year transportation projects, and results in creating an estimated 10,500 jobs in the construction industry; 
· replacing Colorado’s antiquated unemployment systems through the WyCAN consortium (Wyoming, Colorado, Arizona and North Dakota), involving a national model for collaboration and the use of technology, replacing a 25-year old system; and

· passage of Amendment S, finally bringing the state’s outdated personnel system into the 21st century. 

   Hickenlooper addressed the passage of Amendment 64 by saying, “We now have a task force hard at work considering the legal and policy implications of Amendment 64, and we are determined to implement this new law in a way that promotes the health and safety of all Coloradans . . . we must put in place consumer and regulatory safeguards and provide law enforcement with effective tools to keep marijuana out of the reach of kids.” 

   Education has always played an integral part of the Hickenlooper Administration’s agenda. The Governor announced that in December, Colorado received a $29.9 million “Race to the Top” grant to support early childhood education and enhance early literacy. 
   An early childhood literacy program passed during Hickenlooper’s first year in office is recognized as being among the most innovative in the country. By identifying struggling readers early, the Read Act “provides interventions so that all children can read by the end of the third grade.” The early childhood literacy program is expected to reach up to 6,500 new kindergartners and pre-schoolers. 
   The Governor’s “reforming the education system” carriers over into higher education. A needs-based financial allocation process is to be adopted this month – a process that is unique in the nation, and “supports Coloradans with the highest need and incentivizes retention and timely completion.” 

   Colorado’s bipartisan health exchange legislation passed last year will provide consumers and small businesses with a way of obtaining an efficient and cost-effective way to obtain insurance, according to the Governor, an issue that has not been the politically divisive fight in Colorado as in most other states in the country. 

   Hickenkooper credited prevention as a major component of efforts “to make the state a model employer by working collaboratively with state employees to create a wellness program that lowers health care costs by improving the health of our workplace.” 

   Expanding Medicaid coverage plays a big role in the Governor’s efforts to implement a “world-class health care system” for Colorado. Implementing House Bill 09-1293 will cover 10,000 people in Colorado – “people who are adults without children” as Hick described it. 
   A project to house families and seniors who are homeless has helped more than 4,000 people since 2005 was recognized by Hickenlooper. One Congregation-One Family brings together more than 400 congregations and more than 2,000 volunteers with work underway to expand the program to Colorado Springs, Grand Junction, Fort Collins and other communities. 
   There has been considerable rhetoric in recent months that Hickenlooper was lucky during his first two years in office. Having a divided General Assembly prevented legislation from reaching the Governor’s desk that would have been controversial or negatively impact an unusually high approval rating. Hickenlooper rejected that idea, saying it provided the opportunity to form working relationships with lawmakers from both sides and between lawmakers, “transcending political affiliation.” We shall see how things go with Democrats in the majority. 

   Hickenlooper noted “a number of daunting mountains before us:” 

· to do all we can to end veteran homelessness, to work with businesses and our own development to make hiring veterans a priority and continue providing greater support for their families; 

· crafting a state water plan by 2015 – expanding reservoir capacity and fallowing of agricultural lands, but emphasized conservation is the starting point for every discussion; 
· each segment of Colorado’s population must prepare for the possibility of another year of drought – farmers, ranchers and property owners living to the west of the Metro area; 

· the way homeowners in the wildland urban interface are insured must be re-examined; 

· a better job must be done to encourage and support fire-mitigation practices; 

· reducing pollutants and promoting sustainable development are common ground for all to address the growing evidence of climate change – the severe drought, the bark beetle epidemic and the terrible fire season of last year; 

· continued energy development is key in Colorado’s economic welfare, but physical welfare that protects public health and safety must not be sacrificed as energy resources are developed; 

· uniform regulations and rule-making must be the method of protecting the public health and safety, not a patchwork of rules and regulations; and
· regulation of the oil and gas industry must be fair, rational and based on science. 

   Hickenlooper acknowledged the difficult problems of gun violence, mental health and child welfare with these suggestions: 
· gun violence – universal background checks for all gun sales and increase efforts to keep guns out of the hands of dangerous people; 

· pass legislation updating civil commitment laws, making it easier to identify people with mental illness who are a danger to themselves and others and provide safer more humane systems for their treatment; and
· continued legislative support of the sweeping changes made last year to the state’s child welfare system. 

   Hickenlooper asked for passage of House Bill 13-1001 which he believes will continue to attract new investment in Colorado, and build on the more than 80,000 new non-farm payroll jobs created in the last two years. 

   And finally, under the heading of “should do’s”:

· find a way for undocumented kids to pursue higher education; 

· rewrite the School Finance Act, taking into consideration TABOR, the Gallagher Amendment and Amendment 23, and the fiscal knot they create; 

· reform of how Colorado’s Constitution is so easily revised; and

· pass civil unions. 

   Next week begins coverage of the bills making their way through the 2013 General Assembly. 

The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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