
LITTLE ROCK - The Senate passed budgets for the major agencies of state government Tuesday, and for the first time in Arkansas history approved an operating budget for the state Lottery Commission.


Passage of the budget bills was historic for another reason. This year marks the first time the legislature has approved state agency budgets for only one fiscal year. Until this year, we have always written budgets on two-year cycles, because we met in regular session only once every two years. 


Last November Arkansas voters approved a constitutional amendment authorizing annual legislative sessions, with the session in even-numbered years for budget matters only. The legislature will hold its first fiscal session next year, in 2010.


The largest expenditure approved Tuesday was for the Human Services Department and its Medicaid program, which provides health care for people with disabilities, the elderly and the poor.


The appropriation bill for the Human Services Department includes about $5.7 billion in funding for nursing home care, medical services provided by the Medicaid program and prescription drugs. It also funds the ARKids First program, which provides health coverage for children in low-income and working class families.


Also within the Human Services Department are divisions that help children in broken homes and adolescents who get in trouble. The Department operates institutions for people with developmental disabilities. The Department helps people with mental illness and people who need treatment for alcohol and drug addiction.


Also Tuesday, the Senate approved the annual operating budget for the Correction Department, which operates state prisons, and for the State Police.


In other business the Senate passed legislation that removes the statute of limitations for rape, if investigators have collected DNA evidence. It had been 15 years.

