March 27, 2007
     This past week was an interesting one for legislators at the Capitol as the Senate and House leadership worked out a budget deal for the state.  Essentially, this group of officials worked to craft a $7 billion budget for the state and did this in the earliest time in recent memory for the state.  While this was a budget that addressed most of the problems in the state, there were many shortfalls that were not taken care of for agencies.

     Many entities were not funded to the levels that they needed for operation.  Corrections, which has been the fastest growing portion of the budget, was left short by over $20 million.  Education, the entity that receives the largest amount from appropriations, did not receive all the necessary amounts to cover the shortfalls from the previous session and the insurance costs from the pay raise, and there were no increases for operational funds for both common education and career technology centers.  The fire department grants for equipment were not included this year, so that means no grants for new trucks and gear.  Other shortfalls include no increase for county health departments, veterans centers and nothing to address mental health issues, especially with our returning troops.  

     I debated for passage of the bill last week when it did not look like there could be changes, but the Governor has indicated he will veto the bill and force these issues back to the table.  He has also agreed to include all parties in this discussion, instead of the three that worked this deal originally behind closed doors.  This veto will hopefully allow us to craft a better bill that will take care of many of these needs should enough Representatives vote against a veto override.

     The biggest problem with the bill is the fact that it most likely will not hold up if challenged in court.  A lawsuit several years ago prevented the legislature from loading a bill up with multiple appropriations issues if they dealt with more than funding government in a General Appropriations bill.  Since this was done again in this bill, the likelihood it would hold up in court is not good and that would force the legislators to come back again to pass another bill later in session.

     Another issue that I'm working on that is budget related is to fix one of the problems with the lottery allocations.  I'm crafting an amendment that would hold the dollars in reserve for one year and allow the legislature to only appropriate dollars on hand rather than anticipated revenue that the state would receive.  This would no longer allow for the legislature to speculate on how much gaming revenue would come in and appropriate that level.  We could only spend money that is actually in the account on hand.

     It is an honor to represent your views at the State Capitol. If you wish to contact me and discuss one of these or another issue, I can be reached at my office in Oklahoma City toll-free at 1-800-522-8502, or directly at 1-405-557-7305. I can be reached locally at (580) 476-2626, my e-mail address is joedorman@okhouse.gov at work.  My mailing address is PO Box 559, Rush Springs, OK  73082 and my website is www.joedorman.com on the Internet.  Thank you for taking time to read this column and I look forward to seeing you soon.

