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Legislature solved problems without raising taxes, county lawmakers say 

By Mike Dougherty
Courier Staff 

Friday, April 29, 2005 1:07 PM CDT
Saline County legislators outlined their hits and misses from the 85th General Assembly this morning at Southwest Regional Medical Center during the final legislative breakfast of the session.

State Sen. Shane Broadway, D-Bryant, and state Reps. Janet Johnson, D-Bryant, and Dawn Creekmore, D-East End, attended the event, co-sponsored by the Bryant and Benton Area chambers of commerce. The hospital provided the facilities and the food for the breakfast. 

State Rep. Dwight Fite, D-Benton, was out of town and unable to attend, Broadway said.

A highlight of the session, Broadway noted, was that the Legislature addressed most of the problems before it without raising state taxes.

Johnson said she was proud of the progress the Legislature made in the area of making competitive health care more available to consumers, concerning the area of the "any willing provider" dispute that is still in the courts.

Creekmore said she learned a lot in her initial session as a legislator and was proud of her accomplishments, especially regarding consumer protection. She thanked the other members of the Saline County delegation for their help in her first session.

Among the bills she noted was the one signed into law by Gov. Mike Huckabee under which a sexual assault victim may choose to exempt having her or his home address published on a driver's license and thus being made part of the public record.

Another new law she noted makes it a crime to misuse a scanning device to perpetrate financial fraud with someone's credit card information.

Broadway said it was the toughest session of his legislative career, but that he was glad to see that much was accomplished without adding to the tax load of Arkansas residents.

"We went into the session knowing that we had to deal with the school facilities, increased cost of Medicaid, increased cost of prisons and higher education, and we were able to all of the issues - though not necessarily to the degree that we'd like - and do it without a tax increase," he said. "I'd call that a successful session."

Broadway said he was pleased with the cooperation between the Senate, House of Representatives and the governor's office.

"We have had a good working relationship between the Senate and the House before," he said, "but the governor was supportive this session and that should be noted."

Broadway said the prison system continues to require more money, and that it's a shame. But, he said, spending more money in that area would be the case until more could be done to get nonviolent drug offenders into other programs such as halfway houses and drug courts, similar to the system used in Saline County.

He said the school facilities program has been allotted $110 million initially, but that the next step will be to see how things look after the 254 school districts turn in their master plans for facilities.

Higher education received some assistance with scholarship programs, he said, such as increasing the income limit for the Scholarship Challenge program from $50,000 to $60,000 annually, and an increase to $5 million for a program providing scholarship money for nontraditional students (age 24 and above).

Broadway also noted the passage of some school bus safety measures, including Isaac's Law, which make it a felony for breaking school crossing laws when a child is killed.

The measure was named to honor the memory of William "Isaac" Bryan of Benton, a Salem Elementary School student who was killed in September when he was struck by a driver's vehicle after getting off a Bryant School District bus at the intersection of Northshore and Valley Forge. 
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