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   Colorado's Sixty-Ninth General Assembly opened on January 8th with a major change brought about by the brawl over gun control legislation passed during the 2013 session.
Senator Morgan Carroll replaced ousted fellow Democrat John Morse as President of the Senate. Carroll is the second female to serve as President of the Senate – Joan FitzGerald held the title as the first female President of the Senate.
   The aftermath of the 2013 session saw two Democratic Senators – the aforementioned Morse (D-El Paso) and Senator Angela Giron (D-Pueblo) –  lose in recall elections.   Senator Evie Hudak (D-Jefferson) resigned her Senate seat, avoiding a recall election, and affording the Democrats the privilege of appointing a fellow Democrat to fill her seat, thus preserving the Democratic majority in the Senate.
   Senator Carroll brings solid experience to the job having served two terms in the House of Representatives.  
   Despite the passage of gun control legislation, Coloradans saw yet another senseless and heinous attack on innocent people in a school and the murder of a 17-year old girl during an attack at Arapahoe High School by a fellow student.
   Gun advocates have become so rabid over their “second amendment rights” they have lost sight of what their advocacy has brought on Colorado and America. The Columbine and Arapahoe High School students were able to buy guns and use them to kill their fellow students!
   Common sense is no longer on the table in the debate on gun control. When the law for registration of guns went into effect, 3,500 criminals /other types were prevented from buying guns according to statistics provided by Governor Hickenlooper in interviews prior to the session opening, but yet, another 17-year old was able to buy a gun and ammunition and use it to kill an innocent fellow student who tried to prevent him from killing.
   The issue in the gun debate/second amendment rights is not the gun, the issue is the owner and the availability of guns to those devoid of common sense and the sense of right and wrong, whether it be a 17-year old or the mentally unstable. Nothing on this Earth gives one human being the right to kill a fellow human being.
   Gun advocates hide behind the second amendment. The problem is that far too many have never read the actual words of the second amendment – the vehemency exhibited is based on interpretation of the words – okay twisting of the words – into giving the right to ordinary citizens of owning assault rifles and mega-capacity ammunition clips. Along the way, criminals and the mentally unstable are given the same right.
   The year 2013 seemed to be Armageddon for the citizens of Colorado with wildfires, floods and murder at yet another school. Governor Hickenlooper referenced the events of 2013 in his State of the State speech, which takes place traditionally the day after the legislative session opens. The gravity of the disasters befalling Colorado in 2013 came through in the Governor's speech, and appeared to be a source of strength and determination. He made only a slight reference to the actuality that 2014 is an election year.
   Hickenlooper reiterated on the steps taken early is his administration which he credited with launching a strategy of success and strength that served Colorado well in the disasters of 2013. Six core objectives were pursued:
· build a business friendly environment;
· increase access to capital;
· educate and train the work force of tomorrow;
· retain, grow and recruit companies;
· cultivate innovation and technology; and
· create a stronger Colorado brand.
   Hickenlooper informed Coloradans of progress made in growing the state reserves which were only at 2 percent (a 7-day cushion) when he came into office. He said through hard choices, being disciplined, not spending more than the state had, the reserve fund has grown to 5 percent in 2013, on the way to 6.5 percent (requested in budget). Tabor Reserves are at $48 million, with a requested increase to $78 million.
   The Governor pointed out that the state's reserves are what enabled the state to respond so quickly to the disaster of 2013 and get roads rebuilt and opened ahead of schedule, and gave credit to the Colorado Joint Budget Committee for the “budgeting bedrock.” He also took the opportunity to chide Congress about looking to Colorado's Joint Budget Committee to “see how collaboration gets done.”
  And now to the details of the Governor's speech – first the accomplishments and then his wish list:
· Colorado's unemployment is at the lowest level since 2008, with Colorado moving from a ranking of 40th in job growth (2010) to the 4th fastest job growth in the nation (2013), with Grand Junction and Greeley enjoying an even greater decline in unemployment.  
· Colorado can expect “robust job growth in virtually every section of the economy” in 2014;
· Colorado has risen to one of the top five states in the country for business, careers and job growth;
· The agricultural economy contributed $41 billion to the state economy, employing 173,000 people;
· The Rural Economic Development Grant Program was launched in 2013 awarding $3 million to rural communities of Colorado especially hard hit in the recession and the economic hard times;
· The Advanced Industries Accelerator Program was launched to make seed capital available to start-up companies in aerospace, engineering, advanced manufacturing, biosciences, electronics, energy and tech;
· Three Fortune 500 companies plus 26 additional companies now call Colorado home;
· Colorado now employs LEAN, a “type of business audit that scours operations looking for ways to make processes run more efficiently,” resulting in “more than 100 new LEAN processes more than any state in America;”
· The LEAN processes have resulted in a 9% decrease in contracting timelines, in resolution of property assessment appeals from 33% to 79% in one year, and the Division of Real Estate reduced the time to complete an investigation of a mortgage loan by 44 percent;
· Nearly 11,000 state rules have been reviewed, modified or repealed;
· Through Responsible Acceleration of Maintenance and Partnership, the Colorado Department of Transportation is more nimble and on its way to freeing up $300 million annually for five years for accelerated construction, crediting this smarter way of doing business with the first capacity increase for the Twin Tunnels of eastbound I-70 since I-70 was built in 1961, with westbound lanes of the Twin Tunnels to be completed this year; and
· Colorado's 92-year old personnel and administration system was reformed through efforts led by its executive director, Kathy Nesbitt, who was recognized as a recipient of the Governing Magazine's Public Officials of the Year Award.
   The Governor then turned his speech to his plans (hope and wishes) for legislation:
· Continue to improve Colorado's customer service and efficiency and support military families;
· Reform Colorado's telecommunications laws and in that regard, provide rural and other under-served parts of the state to have the same broadband internet access as urban areas;
· Extend the job creation tax credit from five to seven years, enabling more businesses to maintain employees and hire new ones;
· Formation of a non-profit enterprise dedicated to fostering public-private partnerships to fund infrastructure projects such as transportation and water, thus bolstering economic development and lightening the load on taxpayers;
· Funding by the General Assembly to make the budget of every public school transparent, “put the numbers on the internet and make the web a window;”
· Legislation to change the way school funding is calculated, changing it from enrollment counted in a single day early in the school year, to a more accurate assessment by counting average-daily-membership in Colorado's schools, and an increase of $223.00 per-pupil funding;
· Increase funding by an additional $100 million for higher education thus capping tuition increases at 6 percent and making college in reach of more families;
· Strengthen penalties for violation of permits and rules by the oil and gas industry which contributed $29 billion in 2013 to Colorado's economy;
· Furthering Colorado as a national leader for controlling emissions by the proposal being made for the nation's first-ever methane capture rule.
· Complete the Colorado Water Plan and also request a second year of funding to help create cleaner water for Colorado, and not let farm and ranch land dry up;
· Budget $34 million for mental health programs to create and bolster school-based mental health services, behavioral health community centers and to train and staff round-the-clock mental health crisis centers;
· Marijuana must be regulated in a safe and responsible environment, and make sure that children and parents understand brain development and the risks of underage use; and
· Support for Coloradans with development disabilities and their caregivers, including addressing the current waitlist, family support services and transitional services.
   The Governor also made a point of conveying his position on marijuana by saying that  “This will be one of the great social experiments of this century, and while not all of us chose it, being first means we all share a responsibility to do it properly.”
   Hickenlooper concluded his State of the State Speech by acknowledging Tom Clements and his accomplishments as head of Colorado's Department of Corrections. Clements was murdered by an inmate who was mistakenly released early, after being held in solitary confinement – solitary confinement was one of the prison reforms Clements was working on at the time of his death. Clement's wife and daughters were in the audience.
   John Hickenlooper, in his short time in the political arena, has come to be known for his ability to bring all sides together regardless of party affiliation to work for the good of first Denver, and now for Colorado.
   Next week, the “legislating” of the Sixty-Ninth General Assembly we've all been waiting on!
     The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
