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May 6th was adjournment day for the 67th Colorado General Assembly.  Unlike the 2007 and 2008 legislative sessions that adjourned early, legislators worked late on adjournment day with the Senate adjourning at 7:00 p.m. and the House at 6:50 p.m. 

Governor Ritter’s assessment of the 2009 General Assembly is, as the reader would expect, quite different than Republicans, especially in that the end of the session means the 2010 election moves to front and center – remember, it’s all in the perspective.  

The Governor described the 2009 session as one that “will be remembered for its historic successes at developing the economy, strengthening our communities, protecting the vulnerable and creating opportunity across Colorado.”  According to the Governor, lawmakers enacted his proposals to:
· Initiate the most aggressive economic-development legislation in decades, establishing new incentives for companies to create jobs and providing businesses with access to credit;

· Pass the most significant healthcare reform in 40 years without raising taxes, providing coverage to 100,000 uninsured Coloradans;

· Create the first new sustainable funding source for transportation in nearly two decades;

· Advance Colorado’s globally recognized New Energy Economy, creating new jobs and making renewable energy and energy efficiency more affordable for all Coloradans;

· Allow students to simultaneously earn high school and community college degrees;  

· Maintain our investments in K-12 education and historic levels of higher education funding;

· Prevent double-digit college tuition increases;

· Give families more time to avoid foreclosure by working out equitable solutions with mortgage lenders; and 

· Take major steps toward long-term budget reform.

One day after the legislative session ended, Republicans had a list they referred to as “appalling.”  That list of “Democrat-imposed tax and fee hikes” follows.
· A $250 million-a-year hike in vehicle-registration fees – ostensibly to fund transportation – with the price of registering the typical family car going up $30.00 to $40.00;

· A $600 million-a-year fee imposed on the state’s hospitals in an attempt to leverage more federal Medicaid funding for the poor; the ripple effects are sure to trickle down through higher health-plan premiums for everyone else, according to Republicans;

· A $90 million jump in property taxes for seniors, who will lose their homestead exemption;

· An increase in the amount of sales-tax revenue retailers will have to forward to the state, costing small businesses and other stores another $32 million a year;

· A hike in the tax on capital gains on some Colorado investments, costing businesses and investors $7 million the first year and $16 million the next; and

· Democrats also voted to remove the sales-tax exemption on already-heavily taxed cigarettes – claiming another $30 million.   
Comparing the two perspectives – the Governor’s and Republicans’ – almost makes you wonder if the two are talking about the same legislative session.  


Representative Claire Levy saw her HB 09-1094 narrowly “repasssed” in the Senate upon coming out still alive after minor amendments from a First Conference Committee earlier in the day, on a vote of 18-17.  HB 1094 prohibits certain drivers from using cell phones when a vehicle is in motion and requires other drivers to use a hands-free device to operate a cell phone while driving.  The Governor is expected to sign HB 1094.  


A stand-alone bill for in-state tuition for military veterans (a/k/a the G.I. Promise Act), HB 1039 passed on May 5th, and was sent to the Governor’s desk.  In a showdown earlier in the session, Democrats tried to make a bill for in-state tuition for those in the country illegally more palatable by amending it to include military veterans.  That bill, SB 170, failed but no doubt will return next session.  Under HB 1039, a veteran must “live in Colorado for at least one calendar year and become a resident before qualifying for the lower tuition.”  

In the “fading” hours of the session, Senate Democrats were able to pass HB 1366, a bill Republican Senator Al White, who serves on the powerful Joint Budget Committee, labeled as a “sweeping policy change that violates the spirit of the constitutional Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights (TABOR) because it was not put to a statewide vote.”  


IF HB 1366 is signed by the Governor, Republicans claim it would raise the tax on capital gains on some Colorado investments.  What it would do is eliminate the state income tax modification for qualifying Colorado capital gains.  


The Legislative Council explains that the bill, as amended in the Senate on Second Reading, limits “the Colorado-source capital gains subtraction” and “eliminates capital gains TABOR refund mechanisms.”  Republican Senator Ted Harvey stated, “This is a tax increase for businesses across the state of Colorado.”  

Look for HB 1366, if signed by the Governor, to be another one for the courts to decide just what IS a tax increase.  

Sometimes a bill is introduced such as Senate Bill 286 that causes this ordinary citizen to wonder if legislators have lost their minds, and SB 286 certainly falls in that category.  The bill was pulled from the calendar by its sponsors, Senators John Morse of Colorado Springs and Morgan Carroll of Aurora.  

The Colorado District Attorneys’ Council took the unusual step at a news conference to provide a number of scenarios under which the bill would go easy on criminals:

· A person who shoots someone in the head but doesn’t kill him would face a minimum of 7 rather than 20 years in prison;

· A person who breaks into someone’s house would only face a misdemeanor charge – and if it is his or her first offense, would not go to jail no matter how many times the culprit fails on probation; and

· Prior felonies involving sexual assault or child abuse no longer could be used to prosecute a suspect under the state’s habitual-criminal standard.

Cutting criminal sentences for a wide range of felonies and misdemeanors as this bill would have done amounted to a near-rewrite of Colorado’s criminal code, and reduced penalties on theft, burglary and drug crimes.  We can only wonder why it was ever introduced.  

Although Senator Nancy Spence’s bill for special education for children with autism was killed at the first step of its debate in the House, outgoing Senate President Peter Groff made an unusual and rare move to appoint the Arapahoe Republican as one of his three picks for the Interim Committee to Study the Financing of Public Schools.  Typically, the Senate President picks members of his/her own party to serve on interim committees.  

Senator Bob Bacon, D-Larimer, and Senator Chris Romer, D-Denver/Jefferson, were chosen by Groff to make up the interim committee.

The Interim Committee will study the “impact of recent education reform on school finance; whether changes to the annual school finance act would help schools meet and exceed education standards, and whether the current system of funding school capital projects meets the constitution’s thorough-and-uniform requirement.”  


Next week begins the wrap-up on the legislative session as we learn what bills the Governor signs, vetoes or allows to become law without his signature.  

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