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LITTLE ROCK - The administration released its proposals for spending more than $600 million of the state's budget surplus.
The plan calls for dedicating about $209 million for upgrades to public school facilities, however, state budget officials said the amount is likely to increase.

When its fiscal year ends on June 30, the state is expected to have a surplus of more than $840 million. The governor and legislative leaders emphasize that their first priority is to spend the surplus for improvements to school facilities, as the state has been ordered to do by the Supreme Court in the long-running Lake View case.
The plan for spending the surplus also calls for dedicating $50 million for economic development and distributing more than $200 million to colleges and universities.

In other developments, the major school funding bills were filed and gathered broad support. House Bills 1632 and 1633 would increase state aid to local school districts in numerous funding categories. They include basic foundation aid, which is awarded on a per pupil basis, as well as enhanced aid for districts with a lot of students who don't speak English and districts with a high percentage of students from low-income families.
The bills would increase school funding to about $1.9 billion a year.
The Senate Committee on Public Health amended a House bill that in its original version would have completely repealed testing of public school students for their body mass index (BMI). 
The bill's sponsors say parents know when their children are overweight, and the tests further stigmatize children who already get teased about their weight.

Public health officials, however, argue that the tests have brought about concrete benefits. First, the tests indicate when a child has the potential to develop long-term obesity, which is not always so obvious to parents. Secondly, they say the tests have encouraged many families to adopt healthier diets and lifestyles.

The measure, HB 1173, was amended so the tests would be administered every two years instead of every year. As amended, it would let parents opt out of the testing and it would exempt 11th and 12th graders.

The Senate approved HB 1184, which provides tax relief to officers in the military. It exempts from state income taxes the first $9,000 in service pay, and it treats officers the same as enlisted men.
The Senate Judiciary Committee endorsed a package of bills designed to increase the size of jury pools, and to make jury duty less onerous. SB 240 reduces the length of jury duty from six months to four. SB 239 increases pay for jury duty to $40 every day, and would allow some jurors to qualify for mileage reimbursements. SB 241 expands the pool of potential jurors by mandating that jurors be chosen not only from voter registration lists but also from lists of people with a driver's license.
The Legislative Task Force on Abused and Neglected Children released its findings from a year-and-a-half study of how to improve services. The task force's recommendations are in SB 303. It would expand the availability of specialized facilities for children who have been abused.
