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David Stout | The Sun 

State Rep. Dustin McDaniel of Jonesboro (second from right) talks about his first session in Little Rock during a legislative forum held Thursday evening. Other legislators participating included (from left) Rep. Chris Thyer, Sen. Jerry Bookout and Rep. Ray Kidd. The Jonesboro Regional Chamber of Commerce sponsored the event.

Legislators reflect on recent session


By Rick Fahr 

JONESBORO -- Four area legislators alternately touted and defended their actions in the recently completed session of the General Assembly at a forum Thursday night. 

Sponsored by the Jonesboro Regional Chamber of Commerce, the event featured the city's state lawmakers -- Sen. Jerry Bookout, Rep. Dustin McDaniel, Rep. Ray Kidd and Rep. Chris Thyer. 

Each legislator spoke about the session and then fielded questions from members of the 60-strong audience. 

Bookout began the comments by noting that his term-limited legislative career ended with the session. 

"I was driving across town today, and I was thinking about this I was involved in and that I was involved in and some other things around this community. One of the regretful things is, most people don't know it. I'm the only one who knows it," he commented. "I believe if you hire up to work, then you're obligated to do something to make things better, and if you're not going to do that, then you ought to stay home." 

Thyer noted that his reputation around the Capitol is one of someone who doesn't shy from a battle and someone who calls it like he sees it. 

"I don't mind being a lightning rod. Frankly, I bask in it," he said. "To me a big part of that is being able to tell people 'no,' being able to look somebody in the eye and telling them 'that's not going to happen.'" 

McDaniel told the group that his proudest accomplishment was shepherding through the Legislature the Arkansas Rx program, a prescription drug program. He said that the program will affect many state residents. 

"We can help working families, and we can make it such that the uninsured 400,000 Arkansans of all ages will have the ability to just walk into the pharmacy when they're sick and pay a little less money at the counter and not hurt our pharmacists. That was the other big thing," McDaniel noted. 

Kidd's comments took slightly longer than his allotted 10 minutes as he recounted a litany of new acts and many figures -- such as 14 weeks in session, 3,176 bills filed and $104 million approved for public school repairs. Concerning school reform, Kidd contended that only time will tell if the reforms "take hold." He said that he was proud to sponsor a voting reform act that specifies voting equipment and paper trails for electronic ballots. 

Q&A 

The lawmakers responded to questions for about an hour. 

Half of that time focused on schools, including higher education. 

McDaniel reported that the Supreme Court said Thursday that it will hear oral arguments on May 19, perhaps as a prelude to reopening the so-called "Lakeview" school funding case. He said that the high court will consider whether to appoint special masters to oversee the issue, despite the Legislature's funding increases of $340 million last year and $140 million this year. 

However, lawmakers did not increase the per-pupil funding level for this year, and that prompted several school districts around the state to petition the court to intervene again. 

McDaniel said that he would expect the court to find that the General Assembly has acted forthrightly and in a timely fashion. 

"If the court is going to say that that was the level a year ago and this level of increase between then and now is great but it's not enough, constitutionally and as a matter of law, that would mean that there is some moving target of incremental increase ev-ery single biennium," McDaniel explained. "We don't know what it is, but whatever it is, it's more than what we did. I would be shocked if that was the position the court took." 

Bookout contended that the state spends about 70 percent of state revenue on schools as it is. 

"There's not much more we can do," he said. 

On consolidation, each had something to say. 

Bookout said he doesn't see much savings. McDaniel said he envisions declining enrollments eventually forcing small districts to close their doors because of the per-pupil funding formula. 

Thyer said that consolidation questions often involve two different contexts -- the adequacy and equitability of small schools and the total available funding -- which should remain separate debates. Kidd erased any doubt about his thoughts on the subject: "I'm totally against any form of school consolidation. ... It's a proven fact, small schools teach a better curriculum. Local schools are the backbone of our communities." 

Thyer responded to a question about funding levels for Arkansas State University -- and a public outcry by some university officials -- by contending that the university received virtually all the funds officials requested. 

Lawmakers did not completely fund formulas for all institutions of higher learning, though, he noted. 

Concerning looming Medicaid shortfalls, Bookout said the state will soon have little choice but to raise taxes or reduce services. 

"Tough decisions will have to be made in the next couple of years. It's not way off," he cautioned. 

McDaniel agreed, chastising federal moves that reduced revenue. 

"All of the tax cuts that we have enjoyed at the federal level ... this is one of the biggest areas where we're going to feel that. And that burden is being shifted to the states, and the states can't afford to fix it," he said. "We can't raise taxes enough to fix it, and those who can't defend themselves are the ones who are going to suffer." 

Addressing a highway program that stalled in the Legislature, Kidd said the nation's massive debt is hindering federal funding for highways. 

"It's like making a deal with your banker. Our bankers right now for the United States are the Germans and the Japs and the Iranians. They hold all of our banking notes," he said. "We're in debt to them, and now we're trying to negotiate with them. We're in a helluva situation." 
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