Now It’s Your Turn To Decide


Two years ago, I made it a high priority to find a solution to our budget situation.  Despite my strongest efforts to find a balanced approach, the Democrats in the finance committee killed my bill, HB 1135.  Instead, the Legislature passed HB 1194, which will be on the ballot this November as Referendum C.  You will now have the opportunity to exercise your vote to support or oppose it.  I voted against HB 1194, along with the majority of House Republicans and the entire El Paso County Republican delegation.  I would just like to give you my perspective, along with some information that might be helpful before you decide how you will vote.  


First, the most common misconception I hear is that TABOR caused our budget problem since the 911 attacks.  That is simply not accurate.  The state has spent all the money it has taken in, and will continue to do so in the next fiscal year.  The ratchet-down provision of TABOR has also not had an effect.  In fact, this will be the fourth year that we have had no TABOR restraints on state government spending.    

 
Second, Referendum C has several significant shortcomings:  1) There is no guaranteed funding for transportation.  If we are going to bond for highway transportation projects, we must guarantee a funding source.  I proposed an amendment to HB 1194 to at least guarantee 100 million a year for highway funding to secure a good bond rating.  That amendment was not even allowed to be discussed in the conference committee.  2) If voters approve this five-year time-out period, they will not only give up all of their tax refunds, but will also eliminate all limits on increases in government spending, especially fees.  The state will be able to increase fees without further voter approval, and will also keep the entire projected 3.3 billion dollar surplus.  The highest year of surplus during the five years will also then become the TABOR spending base.  3) This measure provides no long-term solution for higher education, except more tuition increases.  During the debate on this year’s budget bill, I proposed an amendment to reduce tuition for all students by 100 dollars.  The Democrats defeated that modest 15 million dollar proposal.  4) Referendum C will create a “General Fund Exempt” account that restricts how the surplus will be spent onto specific areas of government.  This will just add complexity to an already difficult to manage budget.  5) At best, Referendum C will only be a temporary solution because it does not address the ongoing conflict between TABOR and Amendment 23.   


The decision for voters is simple.  Is this the best solution for Colorado at this time, and how bad will things be if Referendum C is not passed?  I am always amazed at how creative government can be to find new ways to spend taxpayers’ money.  Government spending will continue to increase whether Referendum C passes or not.  In the event that the referendum does not pass: 1) K-12 education will continue to receive its increased allocation of spending because of Amendment 23.  2) A separate bonding bill—which has yet to be introduced—can still pass and increase more dedicated funding for highways.  3) Higher education will continue to need to fight for money from the general fund.  4) Medicaid expenditures will continue to increase and will have to be curtailed or they will eventually consume the entire budget.  5) The ever-expanding need for government to create new spending programs will not occur as fast.  


Colorado will survive with or without the passage of Referendum C.  The big question for everyone is whether the state government and spending should grow over the next five years by keeping the projected 3.3 billion dollar surplus, or whether excess revenues should be returned to the taxpayers who earned them.  If Referendum C passes, you can be sure that I will try and allocate those dollars to the areas of state government that will make Colorado friendly to business growth, with a good transportation system, and quality education from preschool through college.  We can still do most of those things without Referendum C, but without better discipline in our spending we may never attain the efficiency that taxpayers expect when the State takes and spends their money.  

