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LITTLE ROCK - Tax relief has become the prevailing theme of the 2007 legislative session.
By a unanimous 35-to-0 vote the Senate approved SB 185 to lower the state sales tax on groceries from 6 percent to 3 percent. SB 185, which is now in the House Committee on Revenue and Taxation, would lower taxes by $122 million next year and $131 million the following year.

Other tax relief measures made progress at the Capitol last week. The House approved HB 1202, which will lower taxes on the purchase of diesel fuel used in off-road vehicles. It eliminates the 6 percent sales tax levied on off-road diesel and replaces it with a fuel tax of six cents per gallon.
Sponsors of HB 1202 say it will help farmers, who have seen their fuel costs rise dramatically in the past year. The measure will lower taxes by almost $15 million next year.

Property owners will pay about $22.5 million less in taxes next year under legislation passed by the House. It is HB 1030, which increases the homestead property tax exemption from $300 to $350 a year. It passed in the House on a 99-to-0 vote and is in the Senate Revenue and Taxation Committee.
The House also passed legislation to repeal a requirement that schools test students for their Body Mass Index, by a vote of 71-to-26. It is HB 1173 and it is now in the Senate Committee on Public Health, Welfare and Labor. 
Senators on the committee are working on amendments that would allow parents to opt out of the testing program, and would have the test be given every two years instead of every year.
The test determines whether a child is prone to obesity, and thus has a greater potential as an adult to getting diabetes and heart and circulatory problems. Public health officials say it has improved the diets, and the health, of many children and their families. Opponents of the BMI test say it stigmatizes children who already get teased about their weight. They also contend it is a paperwork burden for school officials.

The Senate Public Health Committee gave a favorable "do pass" recommendation to SB 20, which creates a system for monitoring how often certain drugs are prescribed and dispensed. The drugs are potentially habit-forming and are the prescriptions that are most often abused.
HB 1024 would prohibit the state from contracting with firms that knowingly hire illegal immigrants. It passed the House on a 92-to-5 vote, but in the Senate Committee on State Agencies and Governmental Affairs, members had questions. For example, concerns were expressed that it would make contractors liable for something they have no control over, that is, the hiring practices of subcontractors.
The Senate passed legislation to reduce potential conflicts of interest on the part of college professors who author textbooks and then require their students to buy the books. SB 30, which passed unanimously, requires colleges to write guidelines regarding royalties earned from the sale of the books. The guidelines must admit that it is a conflict of interest for a professor to assign his or her own texts to a class.
