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Without money to spend, introduction of new bills is at a near stand still – three in the Senate and one in the House last week, a pace not seen by this writer in the last five legislative sessions.  Governor Hickenlooper has wasted no time in signing a number of bills reaching his desk, with 16 Senate bills signed (not appropriations related) and 32 House bills signed into law.  The Denver print and on-air media has been unusually quiet, which is highly unusual considering a new Governor is wielding the signing pen.  

House Bill 11-1144 concerns fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASD), a problem that still haunts American society despite all the information available to prospective mothers.  


The legislative declaration of HB 1144 states in part:  

· Alcohol use during pregnancy is the leading cause of preventable intellectual and developmental disabilities, growth deficiencies and brain damage in children;
· Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASD) take an enormous financial toll on affected families and society as a whole; and

· Most importantly, while there is no cure for FASD, it is 100% preventable if pregnant women know to abstain from alcohol.  

Also included in the bill is a statistic derived from national data that “1 in 100 live births have a fetal alcohol spectrum disorder.  The estimated cost to society of raising a child with fetal alcohol syndrome (FASD) averages $2 million across the child’s lifetime.”  

In 2009, legislation was enacted that created the FASD commission to study the issue of FASD, its impact on the state and to recommend legislation to the General Assembly.  Additionally, the Commission is tasked with evaluating the use and distribution of health warning signs informing people about the consequences of consuming alcohol while pregnant, and making recommendations to the Department of Human Services and relevant legislative committees.  HB 1144 extends repeal of the commission to June 30, 2015.  


HB 1144 adds two members to the FASD commission, but the significant factor of the bill is the requirement that “beginning on January 1, 2012, all individual and group health benefit plans provide coverage for multidisciplinary evaluations of children suspected of having FASD,” subject to the same co-payment as other covered diagnostic benefits, and exempts the cost from a plan’s deductible or dollar limit provisions.  


Insurance provisions addressed in the Fiscal Impact analysis indicate that “If FASD evaluations are not included in the essential benefits package that health plans are required to offer under federal law as of January 2, 2012, the Colorado Interagency Health Reform Implementation Board is to study the cost of covering this benefit for persons who enroll in a plan through a state health exchange (HIE).  More to come on HIEs in a future edition.  

Lead Sponsors:  Representative Judy Solano, D-Adams, 866-2918; and Senator Lois Tochtrop, D-Adams, 866-4863.  
House Bill 11-1146 is yet another try at preventing abuse of the agricultural land assessment.  Under current law, residential property on agricultural land is assessed at the residential assessment rate, but the land underneath is assessed and valued as agricultural, which means the owners saves a bundle on taxes.  

HB 1146 amends the definition of “agricultural land” to “exclude up to two acres of land associated with residential improvements located on the land unless the residence is ‘integral to an agricultural operation’ conducted on the land,” effective with property taxes in property tax year 2012.  


According to the Fiscal Impact analysis for HB 1146, property tax administration manuals, appraisal procedure and instructions will require updating by the Division of Property Taxation in the Department of Local Affairs.  The term “integral to an agricultural operation” must be defined by the Division with consideration given to:  

· the level of occupant participation in the agricultural operation;
· whether the owner participates in the operation;
· whether multiple properties are involved in the operation; and 
· the nature of the agricultural operation.  

The need for this clarification is explained in the background analysis of the Fiscal Impact statement.  Agricultural land value is based on the earnings or productive capacity of the land.  Residential land is based on the land’s market value but also factors in the sale value of the land and the value of adjacent properties among other factors.  

The Fiscal Impact analysis points out that even though agricultural land is assessed at a higher rate, “residential land generates significantly higher property tax revenue on a per-acre basis.”  


If passed and signed by the Governor, HB 1146 will increase property tax revenue available to local governments (cities, counties and special districts).  

Sponsors:  Representative Tom Massey, R-Poncha Springs, 8660-2747; and Senator Pat Steadman, D-Adams/Denver, 866-4861.  


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