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King says intent of both TABOR, Amendment 23 can be reserved when solons fix budget problems
By David Vickers

Fixing the state’s budget problems won’t require gutting the Taxpayers Bill of Rights of its spending limits on government. Nor will there be a need to drastically change or phase out Amendment 23, which gives public education a financial boost each year.


State Rep. Keith King, who represents southwest and northwest Colorado Springs at the State Capitol, repeated Wednesday what he has said since the debate began over whether either constitutional amendment is to blame for the state government’s budget difficulties.


“Both amendments have to be adjusted to work together,” said King, who in all likelihood will become Speaker of the House when the next legislative session begins. “I want to keep the original intent of both in place.”


His comments came a day after Gov. Bill Owens told a group of Colorado Springs business leaders that TABOR, the law passed by voters in 1992 to limit government taxation and spending, was not to blame for budget problems legislators face today. Owens, rather, said the shortfalls legislators have been dealing with for three years have resulted from Colorado’s recent economic slump and the effect of Amendment 23, which required increased spending on public education during a time of dwindling state tax revenues.


Owens presented plenty of evidence to support his claim that the economy is rebounding strongly. His speech came just hours after he asked state legislators to return to the capitol on Aug. 2 for a caucus to come up with a solution to conflicts presented by the constitutional amendments. Leaders of both chambers said Tuesday, however, that today is the deadline for reaching a compromise.


King, who would succeed term-limited House Speaker Lola Spradley of Pueblo if Republicans maintain their majority in the House, said a “structural deficit” exists currently. That means legislators can fully fund public education at levels required by Amendment 23, but only at the expense of other critical programs like higher education, Medicaid programs, prisons and highways.


“What’s necessary if we are going to go forward with Amendment 23 and TABOR is that they have to be treated fairly,” King said. “We have to take something to voters that fixes the structural deficit, which includes the programs coming up in the next three to four years.”

The shortfall for the first two years will amount to nearly $400 million, King said.


His plan would be to raise the TABOR limit by $300 million, meaning the state would be able to retain that much, instead refunding it to taxpayers. At the same time, King proposes cutting K-12 education by about $75 million during the next two years.


“That would be an amount close enough to solving our structural deficit that we would basically be there,” he said. “We wouldn’t change the philosophical concepts of TABOR and we would still fund K-12 education at (amount equal to) growth plus inflation for those two years.”


Amendment 23 has required state education fund increases each year according to a formula that allows for growth, plus inflation, plus an extra 1 percent.


The ballot issue would contain both the tax retention and the temporary reduction in Amendment 23 spending. The reduction for public education would amount to about $41 million in the first year with remainder being held back in the second year.


“That is fair, balanced and solves our structural deficit,” he said.


In terms of TABOR, the state would not return an estimated $82 million to taxpayers that is expected to flow into state coffers next year because of Colorado’s recovering economy.


King also predicted that a plan proposed by Democrat State Rep. Andrew Romanoff, the House Minority Leader, would not fly in either chamber, despite the publicity it gained this week.


Romanoff’s plan is to lower the personal tax rate during the next two years to 4.5 percent, down from 4.63 percent now, remove TABOR limits now in place and phase out Amendment 23 by the year 2011, halting its provisions until then if an economic downturn occurs.


“Over the next five years, state government would keep $1.4 billion and we would never again see a TABOR refund,” King said of Romanoff’s plan. “I’ve been polling our Republican caucus in the House and there’s no interest in giving government that blank check.”


King said that Democrats need to make a meaningful compromise in both the House and Senate because a two-thirds majority, rather than a simple majority, is required to place an initiative on the Nov. 2 ballot. For the Democrats to do that will require them “coming off the fact that they can’t touch Amendment 23,” he said.


A recent Denver Post poll asked voters to chose one of two possible solutions to the budget problems: cut spending or allow state government to retain money to help solve the problems. King said that by a margin of nearly 2-to-1, respondents said legislators should cut spending. 


But with drastic cuts, including the elimination of more than 1,000 state jobs, in the past two years, there’s not much room left to slash the budget.


King said another reason he believes TABOR limitations should be kept in place over the long run is the effect from inflation. He predicts that inflation will increase in the next couple years, mostly because of increasing costs of fuel and building materials, which ripple through the overall economy.

A 1 percent increase in inflation increases the state’s TABOR limit by roughly $80 million.


“If inflation goes up to 2 or 3 percent, which is still low, we’ll solve the structural deficit by that alone,” King said.
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