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LITTLE ROCK – The 2009 regular session of the legislature will convene at noon on January 12.
Among the major issues will be proposals to establish a state lottery system, to reduce the sales tax on groceries and to strengthen penalties for animal cruelty. 
Voters approved a constitutional amendment in November to create a state lottery, with the proceeds to fund scholarships for Arkansas students. The amendment authorized the legislature to set up the lottery and the eligibility criteria for the new scholarships.
Legislators will decide whether to create new programs or expand existing ones by broadening eligibility requirements. There has been discussion of the need to simplify the process to encourage more students to apply for scholarships.

Also, the legislature will determine the organization that operates the lottery. It must be decided whether an existing state agency or a new entity runs it. To whom will the new organization be accountable, and who will appoint the board that oversees it? How transparent will its financial operations be?
Other details include the amounts of prizes, the frequency of lotteries and which retail outlets sell tickets. Arkansas will benefit from the experience of the 42 other states that have lotteries.
Another issue will be the governor's proposal to reduce the sales tax on groceries by a penny. It is now three percent and the governor wants to lower it to two percent, which would reduce state revenues by an estimated $30.1 million a year.
In 2007 the legislature approved the governor's plan to cut the food tax in half, from six percent to three percent, but the economy was in better shape and state government had a bountiful surplus of tax revenue.

There are concerns that revenue collections are slowing and a further tax cut may jeopardize funding for critical services like Medicaid, teacher health insurance and operations of prison units.

Connected to the issue of a tax cut on groceries is the governor's proposal to use the budget surplus to pay for several ongoing operations. It is rare for government to pay for year-to-year operations with "one-time" money such as a surplus or a grant. 
The governor argues that it's sound policy because the state won't have to cut funding for critical services during the economic downturn. He says when the economy bounces back, those services will again be funded from ongoing revenue sources such as sales and income taxes.

Arkansas state government must operate under a balanced budget.

A tightening of animal cruelty laws will be another high-profile issue. In the past couple of sessions attempts have failed to make animal cruelty a felony for a first offense. Interested parties have been negotiating for months and have drafted numerous versions of a bill. Indications are that their efforts will result in a bill acceptable to all sides.

It is too soon to say what the final version will be, but likely it would make cruelty to dogs, cats and horses a felony on the first offense. Only certified law enforcement officers would be allowed to make arrests.
The compromise would protect ranchers and farmers from prosecution for ordinary animal husbandry practices with livestock and poultry.
