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LITTLE ROCK - The administration and leading legislators said they support using $100 million of the state's budget surplus on a highway program.
The governor emphasized that he would support using the surplus for highways only after the state had paid for adequate public school facilities. There will be an expected surplus of $843 million at the end of the current fiscal year. Improvements to school facilities will require from $250 million and $500 million, according to senators working on the issue.

The highway program under consideration would maintain the 15/15 split with cities and counties. Traditionally, when the state has raised money for highway programs, 15 percent of the total is distributed to cities and 15 percent to counties, which they spend for roads and bridges.
A state highway commissioner outlined other details about the proposed road program. It would extend until 2015 a bond program for highway improvements. Voters would have to approve bond reissues in a statewide election.
Another aspect of the plan would raise the motor fuels tax on diesel by five cents a gallon. It is now 22.5 cents a gallon and generates $146.7 million a year. According to some legislators, however, it will be difficult to raise the motor fuels tax, whether or not the trucking industry supports the plan.
The highway program has occasioned the only talk of a tax increase this session, which has been predominated by tax reductions. The governor signed SB 185 to reduce the state sales tax on food from 6 percent to 3 percent, and it is now Act 110.
Act 110 takes effect July 1 and will be the largest tax cut in Arkansas history, saving taxpayers more than $122 million next fiscal year and more than $131 million the following fiscal year.
Also, the Senate approved HB 1030 to increase the homestead property tax credit from $300 to $350 a year. It takes effect for assessments in 2007 and it will save Arkansas home owners $22.5 million a year on their property taxes.
Legislation passed both chambers to prohibit state government from doing business with contractors that hire illegal immigrants. It is HB 1024. It requires contractors who do business with the state to certify that they don't hire illegal immigrants. Contractors who are found in violation have 60 days to rectify it. If they don't their contract is terminated.
Children could not attend kindergarten until they are five years old under SB 217, which the Senate passed and sent to the House of Representatives. Now, children who turn five by September 15 can enroll in kindergarten. By that date, most kindergarten classes have already started, therefore some children actually begin when they are four. Supporters of SB 217 say too many of them are not prepared, but their parents enroll them anyway because it is free day care for the children.

The bill phases in a change so that in school year 2009-2010, children must be five years old by August 1 to enter kindergarten.

The Senate Transportation Committee blocked a bill that would have required motorcycle riders over 21 to wear a helmet. It was opposed by riders who said it would limit their personal freedom, and by tourism officials who said Arkansas attracted large and profitable biker conventions because of our lack of a helmet law.
