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A Carson campout and a couple of Nevada firsts highlighted the third week of the Nevada State Legislature. It all began with a Sunday night gathering of homeless advocates and actual homeless people (some of whom were bused from Las Vegas) who camped out on the lawn in the capitol complex. An overnight dusting of snow added to the authenticity of the event. Among the campers were several hardy legislators attempting to draw attention to the plight of the state’s homeless problem. Last session nearly $9 million was given by the Legislature to address the problem – an amount that, according to many, barely scratched the surface. This session, legislators are proposing $20 million for identical purposes.

On Wednesday, 8 of the 9 current Democratic presidential hopefuls descended on Carson City, setting the building a-buzz. Senator Hilary Clinton of New York garnered the most attention while Senator Barrack Obama of Illinois drew an almost equal measure due to his absence. Several of the contenders spent time shaking hands in the capitol building and on “Main Street,” and then headed off to a forum at the community center to answer questions individually. All in all, it was a great, first-time-ever event for Carson City and for Nevada, as it was broadcast across the country on major networks and cable stations.

The Legislature welcomed U.S. Senators Reid and Ensign for their biennial speeches to state lawmakers. Except this time Senator Reid addressed the Legislature from his perch as the Senate Majority Leader, a position never before achieved by a Nevadan. Reid said the Yucca Mountain project is finally “dead”, drawing huge applause from the capacity crowd gathered in the Assembly chambers. Senator Ensign called for Nevada lawmakers to focus on solutions to the state’s challenges in a bipartisan manner, noting that he and Senator Reid have a long-standing agreement to work together and to not denigrate one another in public.

It was an interesting week for tax discussions as much talk was heard about a plan proposed by some legislators to ask the voters if they wanted to raise taxes to pay for the $3.8 billion of transportation needs in the state. This was followed by the governor reiterating his opposition to raising taxes for any purpose; which was followed by bankers asking the Assembly Taxation Committee to repeal a per branch tax and lower their payroll tax to the same level as other businesses. They seemed to be well on their way, until they described the expected $44 million dollar hit to the state general fund as “budget dust.” Ouch! After that remark, you could almost hear the refrain from the old Queen classic, “another one bites the dust.” 

This past week lawmakers tackled full day kindergarten, another congressional address, eminent domain, oh, and about eight inches of snow.

Assembly Speaker Buckley unveiled Democrat’s plans for full day kindergarten through AB 157. The measure calls for $45 million a year for teachers, supplies, etc., and another $28 million one-time funding for additional classrooms. Every Democrat legislator signed on to the bill, while no Republican legislator signed on. Legislative watchers predict this will be one of the, if not THE marquee battle in the weeks ahead.

The Nevada Legislature heard from another one of the state’s congressional delegation when Congresswoman Shelley Berkley (D-LV) addressed them on Tuesday. The congresswoman focused heavily on the federal budget pointing out several areas which would be detrimental to Nevadans, including: $500 million in continuing funding for the Yucca Mountain project, a 64% reduction in homeland security funding to the state, inadequate funding for No Child Left Behind Act to improve education, and a sharp decline in funding for Medicare and Medicaid that many of Nevada’s record number of uninsured depend on for coverage.

Speaking of the uninsured, Speaker Buckley introduced a plan to expand health insurance coverage to Nevadans. Stemming from a round of discussions during the interim, the approximately $15 million a year proposal would mean health care for about 1,000 pregnant women, over 6,200 kids, and nearly 5,000 employees of small business. All told, of the estimated 400,000 to 450,000 Nevadans without health insurance, this measure would expand coverage to about 3% of them.

Talk about expanding health coverage to more kids dovetailed nicely with a report from Nevada Kids Count, an organization headed by UNLV economist Dr. Keith Schwer that delivers an annual report on the state of Nevada’s kids. This year’s report noted that the overall well being of children in the Sliver State has fallen in comparison with other states. The report cites as the main indicators the increase in the number of teen deaths and poor children.

Switching gears, the Legislature heard the first of several proposed bills regarding eminent domain. In 2006 property owners took to the ballot box with PISTOL – the People’s Initiative to Stop the Taking of our Land, a measure designed to impose strict constitutional limitations on the ability of government to a take private property for public purposes and to prohibit government taking private property for other private purposes. The measure passed overwhelmingly and sent governments at all levels into a panic. As a result, a months-long series of negotiations has resulted in a tenuous compromise between PISTOL supporters and government advocates led by respected Clark County Commissioner Bruce Woodbury. 

Essentially, the Legislature will move to enact many of the necessary provisions of PISTOL into state law that will protect private property owners without unreasonably restricting the ability of government to meet the needs of citizens and taxpayers, such as transportation and other infrastructure projects. Additionally, the Legislature will propose a competing ballot initiative through AJR 3 that will place those identical provisions in the state constitution. However, that ballot measure would have to come back to the Legislature in 2009 and then go before a vote of the people in 2010 before it would take effect – hence the need for the state statute in the intervening period. Of course, all of this hinges on both sides, and now the Legislature, keeping the terms of the agreement. That’s why PISTOL supporters have said, as a precaution, they will continue to push PISTOL in ’08 to keep a figurative pistol to the head of the Legislature to hold up its end of the bargain.

Finally, a joint meeting of the Assembly Transportation and Taxation committees began a round of presentations from local governments about their current and future infrastructure projects, designed, in part, to assess the available revenue potential as a means of addressing the state’s transportation project funding needs. More of this to come in the ensuing weeks as the Legislature scrambles to find a solution to the state’s nearly $4 Billion-dollar transportation funding shortfall.

And if the legislative roadblocks aren’t enough, we all endured the literal ones last week. Up to 8 inches of snow blanketed Carson City, snowfall totals we haven’t seen in the capitol city in many sessions. Fortunately, we’re not at mid-session pace yet so other than overnight highway closures between Reno and Carson City, a slippery commute simply slowed folks down. Not like the Legislative wheels sometimes don’t turn slowly enough as it is.

Of the four bills that we have forwarded to you, only one, AB26 has moved.  AB26, which requires that the principals of an architecture firm be architects, has passed the Assembly and is now in the Senate for further action.
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