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The Colorado 67th General Assembly convened on January 13th.  The looming budget deficit hung over not only the opening day ceremonies, but also Governor Ritter’s final State of the State Address.


As readers are most likely aware, the Governor announced on January 6th    that he would not seek re-election, an announcement that sent shock waves throughout Colorado politics.  


The first native-born governor of the state in 35 years, Governor Ritter has the distinction of being the only governor in 50 years with a Democratic majority in the legislature.   During the news conference to announce his decision not to run for re-election, the Governor’s anguish over his decision was apparent as he referred to the budget crisis and the difficult decisions that would have to be made regarding cuts to meet the billion dollar shortfall, that not seeking re-election would leave him free to devote the time necessary to make the best decisions for Colorado.  


In his State of the State address before a joint session of the General Assembly, the Governor used a phrase, “to offer $10 solutions to billion-dollar problems.”  Without ever saying the word “Republican,” Governor Ritter described the Republican mentality that has “dogged” his Administration and this country for years.  
Governor Ritter countered that mentality by saying, “We have a higher responsibility, and if you are not at the table providing solutions, then you are part of the problem.  

The Governor Ritter described his meetings with Coloradans since taking office.  This Governor made a greater effort than any other to stay in touch with citizens of the state making 250 visits outside the metro area communities.  The message heard during those visits:  “Stay focused on creating jobs, making government leaner and more efficient, and invest in our future, and strengthen our safety net.”  


The governor acknowledged that the budget shortfalls this year and next.  Declining revenues resulted in a $2 billion budget shortfall for Fiscal Year 2009-10, and $1 billion for the coming Fiscal Year 2010-11.  A November 2009 news release from the Governor’s office noted that in part, this year’s shortfall was “because of mandated cost increases in areas such as Medicaid and prisons,” which Republicans blame on the spending by Democrats.  Point-of-information:  A recent CNN analysis showed fully one-third of the billions of dollars attributed to health care is fraud and waste.


Early in his administration, Governor Ritter instituted a government-efficiency review.  That review resulted in “more than $200 million in savings and benefits . . . and eliminating tens of millions of dollars in healthcare waste and fraud.”  


Governor Ritter cautioned Coloradans that, “while an economic recovery is in deed underway, a revenue recovery is a years away,” and listed a number of ways for greater efficiency in government:

· Saving money by greening government and pursuing legislation to make state parks the first new zero energy park system in the country;

· Making more services available online;

· Greater transparency in government by posting thousands of documents on the web; and

· Adapting to a new economic reality, just as families and businesses have done all across Colorado.

Governor Ritter reminder Coloradans that there needed to be an “honest conversation” between government and citizens as to what they want government to provide, the cost of such services and whether citizens are willing to pay the price for the 5 million people today, all the while cognizant that population figure is estimated to approach 10 million by 2050.  

Many of the “experts” down below blame much of Colorado’s budget problems on the Taxpayers Bill of Rights (TABOR).  The Governor noted that passage of Referendum C started that discussion, and passage last year of Senate Bill 228 made significant progress by “loosening the knot of conflicting fiscal mandates.”  Classified as urgent is defeat by Coloradans of what Governor Ritter termed “the most backward-thinking ballot measures this state has ever seen:  Proposition 101 and Amendments 60 and 61.”  The passage of those measures would “shut down colleges and prisons, increase class sizes, put thousands of teachers out of work and prevent the repair of unsafe roads and modern budgeting.”  
The Governor cautioned Coloradans that the “cynical game the proponents are playing with our future would quite literally destroy the safety net and wipe out any hope of creating a better future for our children.”  

Governor Ritter reminded Coloradans that three years ago, the New Energy Economy did not exist, and acknowledged that with the help of many of the legislators there in the chamber, Colorado leads the nation in the area of renewable energy, noting Colorado was the first state in the country to pass a renewable energy standard.  

Noteworthy is that Colorado is “give years ahead of schedule to reach the current 20 percent goal,” with the Governor suggesting an increase to 30 percent.  Two types of renewable energy were identified as part of the new energy economy that are typically ignored – hydro and geothermal.  

During the Ritter administration, 40 pieces of legislation have been enacted to build the New Energy Economy.  Governor Ritter said he is working with the natural gas industry, utilities and other stakeholders to increase the use of Colorado natural gas to “generate electricity, reduce air pollution, stabilize energy bills for customers – and create jobs.”  

Perhaps not the appropriate time and place, but no mention was made of the escalating price of natural gas – nearly double since September 2009.  So Gilpin citizens will face this double whammy – the increase to heat their homes and for what the electric utility passes on to its customers for fuel adjustment costs each month.  United Power headlined its recent newsletter with “No rate increase for 2010,” but that has nothing to do with the energy fuel surcharge that appears on every monthly statement.  


The Government addressed education reform and received animated applause when he referred to the “day when we end CSAP testing as we know it.”  


Reflecting on the culture around education reform when he took office, Governor Ritter said Colorado is doing a better job of educating its children, moving “away from the old partisan fights of the past to a more collaborative approach that’s focused on student learning and teaches effectiveness, training and retention.”  


The Governor reiterated the ten-year goals he set at the beginning of his administration – cut the dropout rate in half, close achievement gaps and double the number of college degrees earned by Colorado students.  Reforms implemented mean Colorado now has the most current and rigorous set of standards for classroom learning, but the Governor said a better job must be done to increase the number of students graduating, ensure high school graduates are college-ready and new employees are workforce-ready.

Governor Ritter has been chided many times for his creation of blue-ribbon panels to deal with various problems facing the state.  Addressing that, he assured Coloradans his “last blue-ribbon panel will spend this year crafting a long-term strategic plan for the future of higher-ed in Colorado.”  


The Governor said that an education strategy is the key to unlocking the doors of opportunity, to economic recovery and to addressing poverty.  


The last main point addressed by the Governor was protecting people.  At the beginning of his administration, Governor Ritter’s potential for being an effective governor was criticized for his lack of legislative experience, which looking at his track record, proved to be without merit.  His experience as a former district attorney has been invaluable to the state in crafting a smarter criminal justice strategy.  


During the Ritter administration, a School Safety Resource Center was created, an Office of Homeland Security was established and prison reform got under way.  The violent crime rate dropped, traffic fatalities decreased to a 30-year low, and motor-vehicle thefts have been cut in half over the past five years.  


The Governor addressed what he described as not a sustainable formula for success, the amount of money spent on prisons, the fastest growing part of the budget.  More is spent each year “keeping 22,000 prison inmates behind bars than we do educating 220,000 college students.  

Governor Ritter urged the General Assembly to act quickly to address the growing problem of medical marijuana dispensaries and to clarify the doctor-patient relationship.  He also called on the legislature to deliver a bill that will “address an additional public safety issue by toughening the penalties for drunk driving,” and emphasized the need for stronger enforcement, stiffer punishments and better treatment.  


The Child Welfare Action Committee was recognized by the Governor for its work in saving lives, especially abused and neglected children.  He said legislation would move ahead to better protect those who depend on us the most, “because one child’s death is one too many.”  


In closing remarks, the Governor reflected on Colorado’s budget situation, “It’s an opportunity to adapt to a new economic reality, to re-invent government, to finally craft a long-term strategic plan for higher education.”  


Noticeably absent was reference to any union-related legislation which has been so prominent throughout the Ritter administration.  


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