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As we wrap up the first third of the 74th Nevada State Legislature, we look to see what’s on people’s minds in the capital during the last couple of weeks. A review of legislative happenings reveals everybody wants everybody else to be empowered; to report to others more and get reported to by and from others less; to fund prisons, judges salaries and methamphetamine programs; to implement full day kindergarten for all…or at least some and then reform high schools so that by the time students get there it will be worth their time; to make affordable housing er, well, affordable; to crack down on graffiti; expand renewable energy; let the state keep an eye on the state’s water; and, start a state lottery for education.

The state of education stole the spotlight this fortnight. The governor finally unveiled his empowerment proposal, and then a couple of days later visited some empowerment schools in Las Vegas. Democrats followed later with a week’s worth of all things education – a full day kindergarten rally and hearing, high school reform and teacher performance pay bills, the introduction of their own empowerment schools proposal, topped off by yet anther call for a state lottery to fund it all. In the meantime, Assembly Republicans held a news conference to support empowerment, while the Senate Republicans were working on parent involvement report cards, capping school chief’s salaries, limiting the number and amount of student testing, and revising eligibility for the state’s Millennium Scholarship.

It wasn’t all education, far from it. All the talk about the governor’s financial reporting (or lack thereof) generated action from legislators and the secretary of state, with calls for more accurate contribution reporting from candidates, and ethics training for lobbyists (Why?).

The Chief Justice outlined the state of the judiciary, calling attention to prison overcrowding, overburdened and understaffed courts, and the “malignant growth of methamphetamine use.” He also supported the idea to deport inmates who were illegal aliens at the time of their crimes, and wants the state and local governments to focus more on providing qualified legal representation for foster children. The proposed 29 percent increase in the budgets of the Supreme Court and district and family courts would help address many of these issues.

Further discussion was heard on eminent domain as another few bills debuted in committee that would provide additional protections to landowners against government takings of private property while not completely tying the hands of government to get the land it continues to need for public infrastructure such as transportation.

The work of the interim committee on affordable housing began to show as bills were introduced revising the definitions of “affordable” and creating a definition of “attainable,” including a bill to provide tax incentives for businesses and employers that provide affordable housing assistance for their employees.

And someone finally tipped over the bucket of water bills…surprised to find that it was only about half full. Among top considerations is a bill to create a state legislative oversight committee to keep an eye on Nevada’s water resources and who is doing what where, how, and to whom. (Insert obligatory water-related pun here.)

Renewable energy efforts are getting a boost as well as lawmakers expand credits and incentives for existing public structures like schools, hospitals and other government buildings, while extending many of the same credits and incentives to homeowners and other smaller projects. 

Oh, yeah, discussion was also heard on another minor fiscal issue – the state’s $10.1 billion-dollar unfunded liability for public employee health benefits and pensions. This comes amid rumblings that state tax revenue from sales tax may be underperforming to a greater degree than previously thought. 

In the same week Nevada Democrat’s canceled a proposed presidential debate on FOX News, the Nevada GOP caucus formally announced its intent to have its own presidential caucus on Feb 7th…two days after Super Tuesday. Maybe not so super, but a worthy attempt by Nevada Republicans to get in the game. 

Architects felt somewhat under fire this past week because of certain provisions of SB201.  The bill as proposed, would exclude architects and for that matter engineers from doing constructability reviews on public works projects.  Larry Macias represented the AIA and presented testimony supporting the inclusion of architects in this legislation so that they too could provide these constructability reviews.  There were a number of other entities that also wanted to change the provisions of Section 14 of this bill.  We think the Chairman of the Government Affairs Committee is becoming more receptive to our concerns.  
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