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LITTLE ROCK - The General Assembly has a blueprint for funding public education that legislators hope will satisfy constitutional mandates. It is an adequacy report adopted last week by the Senate and House Committees on Education.
The report recommends that state foundation aid to local schools be raised from $5,622 per student to $5,690 next fiscal year and $5,760 the following fiscal year.
If for any reason the legislature passes a bill that deviates from the guidelines in the 160-page adequacy report, then the bill must provide a rationale explaining why it doesn't follow those guidelines.
Under the state Constitution, state government must adequately fund public schools. In a long-running legal battle, in which local school districts are suing the state, the Supreme Court has ruled that the state must define an adequate public education and then provide funding to achieve it. The Education Committee report will serve as the General Assembly's definition of adequacy for the next two years, as ordered by the court.

Also last week, 30 senators co-sponsored Senate Bill 185 to reduce the state sales tax on food from 6 percent to 3 percent. It would take effect July 1. Budget officials estimate that the bill would save taxpayers about $122 million a year.
The bill has the support of the governor, who wants to phase in a repeal of the food tax rather than eliminate it all at once, to make sure that essential state services are not cut due to a lack of revenue.

With 30 Senate co-sponsors, its passage in the 35-member Senate is assured. It has 42 House sponsors, and needs 51 votes for passage in the House. 
The bill needs 11 favorable votes to get out of the House Revenue and Taxation Committee, which has 20 members.
SB 185 would lower sales taxes on food products, but not on restaurant meals or prepared food from deli counters that is served with cutlery and napkins. Also, it would not apply to alcoholic beverages, tobacco products or diet supplements such as vitamins.

Also filed last week was SB 179, which would lower taxes for senior citizens and people on disability by an estimated $20 million a year. It would exempt from state income taxes the first $10,000 of a person's retirement benefits or IRA payouts. Current law exempts the first $6,000.
The Senate passed HB 1028 to compensate people who have to leave college because their spouses are called up to active military service. Often, those students must leave school when their spouse is called up, in order to take care of children or find work. The bill allows them to receive a full refund for lost tuition.
The Senate also passed SB 12, which further protects children who must testify in sex offense cases. In a case in which the defendant represents himself or herself, under SB 12 the judge could appoint an attorney whose sole duty would be to cross examine the child.

The Senate Committee on State Agencies and Governmental Affairs now has on its agenda legislation that would prevent state agencies from contracting with businesses that hire illegal immigrants. The bill, HB 1024, was passed by the House.
