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   The 2016 Colorado General Assembly is now in full swing, a bit later in the month due to January 1st falling on a Thursday. As most watchers of the opening day know, the auspicious event falls on the second Wednesday of each January.
   This writer, after listening intently to the Governor's  glowing speech, must pose this question for the reader to keep in mind as you read:
· With all that Colorado has done, is doing and is working toward, why are there so many homeless people in and around Downtown Denver and poverty throughout Colorado?
   As part of opening the session, most watchers of the legislature and Colorado citizens look forward to the Governor's State of the State address the day after the new legislative session convenes. This year, Governor Hickenlooper announced his upcoming weekend wedding and introduced his bride-to-be at the beginning of his speech.
   In his opening remarks, Hickenlooper acknowledged this is his sixth year of working with the legislative body of Colorado, although many actual members have come and gone during his time as Governor.
   As Hickenlooper is very adept at, the undertaking which resulted in the building all Coloradans know as the Capitol, was described in a few very humorous sentences. “131 years ago,  a Democratic Governor  and a Republic General Assembly came together to enact legislation to build this Capitol. In 1883, the cost was $2.7 million back then, but “today, it would cost a hundred times that.” At the time, those involved decided the Capitol would be adorned with a 12-foot high statute of “the most beautiful woman in Colorado.” As Hickenlooper explained, “Despite a clear Republican majority, legislators could not agree on who was, in fact, the most beautiful woman in Colorado,” so a compromise was forged:  The crystal sphere known as 'the lantern' that tops the building to this day,” – a statement as to building something to be proud of, that endured and served  generations of Coloradans. (The Governor opined on that near the end of his speech.)
   After a number of hyperbole statements about just what Coloradans are – “self-sufficient, independent and strong, a little wild . . . ,” Hickenlooper got down to serious business describing Colorado with these points:
· a vibrant economy, widespread prosperity, a healthy environment, created by partnerships;
· Colorado is a partner with business and nonprofits (the Golden Triangle) in fostering innovation and growth, and that by working together more can be done for Colorado than any single entity;
· Colorado has come a long way in the last 5 years and now has one of the best economies in the nation – one of the best states for economic growth, best places for business and careers for quality of life, for health and tourism; and
· Colorado now has a comprehensive statewide water plan.
   Hickenlooper then turned to specifics on new businesses:
· Blanca Forestry Products Sawmill in Castillo County created 100 new jobs in the first year, with potential to grow hundreds more by 2020, serving southern Colorado and Northern New Mexico.
· Over 50 companies supplied $25 million worth of goods and services to one recent Lockheed Martin satellite project. “Strategic outreach is aimed at expanding Colorado's space community beyond the I-25 corridor.”
· Lewis Engineering in Grand Junction joined forces with GenHam Diamond Tooling in Montrose as a result of road trips arranged by the Colorado's Space Business Roundtable, and as the Governor put it, serves as an example for other companies to follow.
   The tourism industry in Colorado always sets records, and Hickenlooper was all smiles in releasing those figures. Tourism for 2014 increased by 7% over 2013 which translated to over 71 million visitors who spent $18.6 million. The Outdoor Recreation Industry Office was established in 2015 to help communities throughout Colorado grow their recreation business.
   The glowing economic news has been front-page news since the Great Recession continued to gain momentum, but grumblings from rural Colorado went something like this, “yeah, on the front range, but not for us.”
   Hickenlooper relayed additional news on the economic front:
· applications from Colorado Clean, TSW Analytics and ProStar Geocorp in rural Mesa County as a result of Colorado's Rural Jump-Start Program;
· Main Street Improvement initiative to bring broadband to every “corner and corral” in Colorado; and
· companies relocating to Colorado since July 2014 brought 9,000 new jobs, including DaVita, Intel Reed Group, Five Stars, Gusto and Proximity Malt.
   Hickenlooper's “meant-to-impress” item was on future economic potential on an important emerging industry – cybersecurity intelligence. Experts, researchers and business leaders in Israel served as a sounding board during a trade mission to that country for what Hickenlooper seeks to create – the National Cybersecurity Intelligence Center in Colorado Springs. Other state and higher education officials are on board to create such a center in Colorado Springs.
   On that note, Hickenlooper spoke about Colorado's work in closing the attainment gap with the concurrent enrollment programs and developing a new model for college and career readiness established by the Business and Experimental Learning Commission.
   As has been the case in previous addresses, Hickenlooper then addressed what  seldom changes in Colorado, the challenges in advancing education, huge cuts to higher education and no increase for financial aid. As always, conflicting budget mandates are to blame, and again as it past years, a fix should be the goal of legislators.
   Poverty was also addressed by the Governor on a limited basis, with slight improvement from 1 in 5 to 1 in 6 kids in Colorado living in poverty. Colorado's Two-Generation (Two-Gen) approach received national recognition for the progress made. ReHire Colorado (a Two-Gen program), which Hickenlooper seeks to have re-authorized this session, helps fathers who owe child support get jobs enabling them to meed child support obligations.  
   Health care was also on Hickenloooper's list of accomplishments, with 93 percent of Coloradans now having health insurance. Both Colorado's Child Abuse and Neglect Hotline (175,000 calls) and Colorado's Mental Health Crisis Support Heathline (through the State Innovation Model) were credited by Hickenlooper with making great strides in getting help for mental health. In 2014, 1058 people were lost in Colorado to suicide, the 5th highest in the United States. The Governor believes that a pilot program with gun shops, firing ranges and firearm safety to incorporate suicide prevention as part of the conversation when addressing gun safety and education would be beneficial. (2014 is the last full-year available statistics.)
   Even more horrific than that suicide statistic was this:  “Since 2012, firearm suicides have outpaced the number of Coloradans who die in car crashes.” Hickenlooper credited that decline in auto fatalities due to prioritizing and putting more “resources behind education and safety programs,” and believes the same type of education and safety program could make similar improvement in firearm suicides.
   And now, to the goal set forth in the address this writer objects to most vehemently:  
· “...connecting more Coloradans to our natural resources … the Beautiful initiative is underway, building a future where within one generation, every Coloradan will live within a 120-minute walk of a park, trail, or vibrant green space.”
   Hickenlooper stated that his 16 x 16 Project is identifying the 16 most important trail gaps, missing segments and unbuilt trails across the state. According to the Governor, summer 2016 will see “Colorado's first-ever interactive trails map to make it easier for people to plan and experience an outdoor adventure.”
   Now, the previous two paragraphs “scream” mega dollars – of course, money from dedicated funding source(s). This question arises:  If there is a source for dedicated funds for such trails, and one such as the concrete trail from Golden to Black Hawk, why can legislators not find a similar dedicated source for homelessness and poverty issues?
   The Governor's response during a campaign stop to a question asked by this writer about such funding, was in effect, the backers of Outdoor Colorado is so strong, no one will take it on!  
   Priority wise, legislation introduced opening day included no legislation for directly increasing funding for homeless and poverty issues!!
   The Governor next addressed mine-cleanup and used the Gold King mine spill to “show what can happen when abandoned mines with environmental or safety issues are not properly remediated.” The solution is developing a statewide inventory of draining mines to prioritize for clean-up. Colorado's Congressional delegation has been and is working on how to improve water quality without incurring liability for meeting all federal standards, also referred to as the “Good Samaritans law.”
   Renewable energy did not escape accolades by Hickenlooper who provided these statistics:  Sunrun, 800 new jobs in Colorado; Vesta Wind Systems added 350 new jobs in Windsor, Brighton and Pueblo facilities. No mention was made by the government about the hype in recent months about a downturn in solar and wind energy.
   The Colorado Climate Plan serves as Hickenlooper's “framework to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions, and acknowledgment was made of this, as well as the Clean Power Plan which included ground-braking methane regulations and fracking disclosure rules.
   Colorado's growing congestion problem along I-25 and I-70 did not escape the Governor's attention, but he also acknowledged that one suggested solution to funding – TRANS bonds – without a source of funding is like trying to drive your new truck across the state on a dollar's worth of gas. Remember people – bonds are loans with interest to be paid!
   Colorado's housing capacity was also on the Governor's agenda, with the homeless getting at lease a mention and suggestion to extend  the State Low Income Housing Tax Credit program that kickstarts financing communities use to leverage private sector investment in order to house Coloradans experiencing homelessness.  Included now are Coloradans veterans homeless population, an issue that is one of the most deplorable in this country, and should never, never have reason to occur, in this writer's opinion.
   Of course, that daily dose of marijuana news Coloradans cannot escape, included the Governor's acknowledgment of the progress made on a “safe, effective regulatory system,” but with challenges remaining. The Governor stated “pot-infused gummy bears send the wrong message to kids,” just as candy cigarettes 
“back in the day” desensitized kids to the dangers of tobacco. Marijuana edibles should not resemble the products kids find on the candy aisle.
   The combative atmosphere in Colorado's General Assembly as well as Washington was also a target for Hickenlooper in acknowledging that “without compromise, the system stagnates  under the weight of stalemates,” and the “you're either with us or against us” mentality hurts our state and country, and it undermines our democracy.”
   Perhaps in effort to quell what's expected to be a combative session, Hickenlooper asked for Coloradans to show the same collective resiliency they are so known for in times of fires, floods and unspeakable violence. The Governor asked legislators to strive, really try to be more bipartisan during this legislative session, to “forego cheap shots in favor of civility and productive dialogue.”
   Last but not least, the Hospital Provider Fee (HPF) enterprise designation was the last of the significant targets, and a fix for what the Governor described as an “unintended side-effect of well-intentioned legislation undermining our success.” The Governor stated that a fix for the HPF can be made without violating the limits Referendum C. (Seeing the Round Corners will cover the Hospital Provider Fee legislation in detail as it makes it way through the General Assembly.)
   The coverage of the legislation for 2016 begins next week.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
