Bill to connect youth with government advances
 Oklahoma City (May 18, 2009) State Capitol – Oklahomans are one step closer to having the option of using their tax refunds to support a program that connects youth and government.
 HB1661, which would fund grants to the YMCA's Youth and Government program via a tax refund check-off, has passed both the House and Senate and now moves to the Governor's desk.
 "I participated in this program during high school, and it gave me the opportunity to become immersed in the legislative process," said the bill's author, Rep. Cory Williams , D-Stillwater.  "There's only so much you can learn in the classroom because so much of knowledge comes from experience.
 "This program encouraged me to become more civic-minded and more involved in my community and government.  This new funding mechanism is more than a grant program; it's a trust fund for creating a new generation of informed and engaged citizens," he added.
 Rep. Joe Dorman , the bill's co-author, serves on the Youth and Government program's state board.
 "We have a responsibility to our nation to pass along the ideals of civic participation and community-mindedness, both as citizens and especially as public servants," Rep. Dorman, D-Rush Springs, stated.  "I think giving the taxpayers an opportunity to support a program that does just that is a great way to pass along our own spirit of service."
 Sen. Debbe Leftwich , D-Oklahoma City , also serves on the Youth and Government program's board.  She said it was important to find ways to make civics interesting to students and helped them better understand how government works.
 "We know the more exposure young people have to government and civics education, the more likely it is they'll get involved when they become adults," Leftwich said.  "Programs like Youth and Government help bring these lessons to life and show teens how they can be a part of the process and make a difference." 
Though the bill passed the Senate unanimously, it drew some opposition in the House, with 22 legislators – all Republicans – voting against the legislation.
 "Apparently some of my colleagues took exception to the bill, and I'm still not entirely clear why they didn't support it," Rep. Williams stated.  "Of all the bills to subject to their partisan games, I'm pretty surprised they chose one that creates a voluntary mechanism to support a very worthy program that is related to our mission in state government."
 Rep. Dorman believes some of his colleagues had concerns with the overarching system of tax check-offs, which requires the state to review private programs and reinstate the check-offs every four years.
 "The question on this bill was not the mechanism for tax check-offs, it was whether we should create a check-off for this excellent program," he stated.  "However, I feel it is justified to have openness and accountability if the state is 'justifying' these programs by allowing them to receive funds through tax returns."
 Currently, there are 11 programs benefiting from income tax check-offs, including the Oklahoma Silver Haired Legislature, the Pet Overpopulation Fund and a fund to support the Oklahoma National Guard.
 "I certainly want to know what good is being accomplished by each so we can explain to our constituents why these programs are on the form," Rep. Dorman added.  "I also feel we need to review each at least once every legislative term for Senators in order to prevent an excessive amount of programs be placed on the tax return forms.
"Meanwhile, I think that Youth and Government is a great program, and I'm optimistic that Gov. Henry will sign the bill."
This school year marks the 58th anniversary of the YMCA's Youth and Government program, which educates young people regarding government and the legislative process.  
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