March 8, 2016

Statement from Senator Bart Hester on the Governor’s proposed budget:

The legislature has begun budget hearings and the Governor has delivered a balanced budget proposal for next fiscal year that forecasts a 2.6% increase in spending. Large categories of state spending are set in stone already, such as Medicaid and public education, because of popular opinion, court rulings or federal mandates. However, after working with the Governor for more than a year and seeing his ideas for the coming year, I firmly believe that he’s prepared to work with legislators to tighten control of government spending in Arkansas.

It is time for legislators to do what the people of Arkansas put us in position to do, and get the size of government under control so we can get taxes under control here in Arkansas.

For motivation we could look to other states facing major shortfalls due to out of control spending. Spending at Arkansas institutions of higher education has is grown to the point that one can accurately say it is out of control. Every year we see them hire more administrators and build more buildings, while at the same time raising tuition and fees. But value of the product they provide is not increasing at a corresponding rate. Graduates incur greater debt for college loans but their job prospects are stagnant.

The next generation and its leaders are accruing massive debt, while being sold a fiction that they need a piece of paper to achieve success.

Depending on the individual who earns it, a college degree can be of immeasurable value. While higher education certainly provides career opportunities for some, on average the return on investment in an Arkansas college degree is no longer acceptable. The legislature must rein in spending on higher education until the institutions show a commitment to their students, a commitment that they appreciate the meaning and value of what they offer. 

The state of Arkansas spends $40,000,000 a year in additional grants to higher education, above and beyond traditional funding. Meanwhile, we cannot afford services for foster children and we cannot afford to hire more social workers to protect vulnerable children. We have to change our priorities.

The state expended $5.4 million last year on government television (AETN) while cutting our support for local libraries by 18 percent. That is not a wise trade-off, especially at a time when the free market offers such an ample array of choices in telecommunication.

We are spending$849,500 managing a football stadium in Little Rock. This is not a joke. It’s time to cut this item from the budget and sell the War Memorial stadium. Then Pulaski County can collect the property taxes that the Little Rock School District needs so desperately.

These are a few small examples of efforts I intend to work on in the upcoming fiscal session.

The governor’s submission of a budget is the perfect time for legislators to take control of spending. We will work to hold down spending increases and put savings in a rainy day fund for emergencies. Most importantly we will put more money back in the hands of Arkansans who work hard every day and have earned the right to keep it.

The people of Arkansas have put a conservative in the Governorship and conservatives in charge of the legislature. I look forward to delivering on the expectations of Arkansans.
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