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LITTLE ROCK –  Budget hearings begin this week, when legislators get their first look at state agency spending requests for the next two fiscal years.
Adopting budgets for state government is the most time-consuming of the legislature's duties. Budget hearings are conducted by two committees, the Legislative Council and the Joint Budget Committee. 

The Legislative Council meets in the interim between sessions and its subcommittees work on a wide variety of issues such as public health, environmental regulations, insurance, commerce and transportation. During the regular session that begins in January, the Joint Budget Committee will meet daily to work on spending requests by state agencies. During the autumn budget hearings the committees meet jointly.
The budget hearings will continue until Thanksgiving. Legislators save the biggest for last because they hear requests by the largest agencies in mid to late November. In early October, legislators will hear budget requests from the smaller boards and commissions, many of which receive their funding from fees charged for services. 

The larger budget requests are for public schools, universities, colleges, prisons, highways and human services. The main sources of tax revenue are the state sales tax, the state's individual income tax and the state's corporate income tax. They go into the general revenue fund, which is the state's largest discretionary account. It totaled more than $4.5 billion in Fiscal Year 2008.
Several agencies are funded from special revenue funds, so called because their revenue comes from a dedicated tax. 
A good example is the Highway and Transportation Department. It gets a large portion of its revenue from motor fuels taxes, paid by consumers at the gas pump, and fees paid by truckers.

Many state agencies receive federal funding as well as state funding. As a rule of thumb federal funds come with strings attached and state legislators have less influence in how they are spent. 

Funding for health and human services is mostly from the federal government, and federal regulations govern who is eligible for services. If state officials want to change eligibility requirements for programs like Medicaid, they must get approval from the federal government in the form of a waiver.

State legislators establish public policy in how they prioritize the spending of tax dollars. The General Assembly will determine how much is spent on public education from kindergarten through grade 12. It will approve spending on pre-kindergarten and after school programs.
The legislature will approve state aid for colleges and universities. State aid makes up about 51 percent of their revenue and tuition brings in 42 percent. The boards of trustees of colleges and universities set tuition amounts. Institutions of higher education also receive donations from individuals and corporations.

State prisons receive general revenue funding, as well as revenue from farming and industry operations for which inmates supply the labor. The Parks and Tourism Department gets tax revenue, and also brings in money from its lodges, gift shops and camp grounds.
