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LITTLE ROCK - In the final days of the 2007 regular session, the legislature put the finishing touches on many of the major budget bills for state government.
The Senate passed the state's balanced budget law, SB 834, which is called the Revenue Stabilization Act. It prioritizes state spending by placing all expenditures in categories. Funding of public schools is the top priority. Programs in the low priority categories will not be funded if the Arkansas economy cools and state revenue falls off.

Unlike the federal government, the state does not deficit spend. Arkansas government lives within its means. State government borrows, by issuing bonds, for large scale capital projects like highway programs. Thanks to the Revenue Stabilization Act the cost of ongoing operations of state government, like salaries and maintenance, never surpass revenue.

The House of Representatives passed HB 1912, which appropriates $456 million for improvement projects at public school facilities. A legislative task force designated those projects as necessary to bring school facilities to the level of adequacy and equity required under the Arkansas Constitution.
Facilities funding will come from the expected surplus of $919 million. The surplus will also provide one-time funding for highways of about $80 million. Economic development projects and a host of smaller projects are also in the state General Improvement Fund.

Some of the most intense negotiations of the final days of the session concerned the projects to be paid for with General Improvement Fund money, because legislators have strong opinions as to which projects in their districts deserve to be funded.
While public schools for kindergarten through grade 12 can expect to get facilities funding to help pay for construction projects, institutions of higher education rely heavily on General Improvement Funds for capital projects.

Writing budgets for state agencies for the next two years is one of the most important and time-consuming duties of the legislature. 
Also last week the Senate approved HB 1379 to promote the production of biodiesel and other alternative fuels. The state Agriculture Department will award grants to fuel companies to help pay for renovations to their plants so they are able to produce fuel from renewable sources.

Both chambers passed SB 1004 to levy a 1 percent tax on beer sales, which will generate about $3 million a year. The revenue will pay for services to help children who have been victims of abuse and neglect.

Legislation to strengthen regulations governing the payday lending industry was endorsed by a House committee. It is SB 923. Consideration by the entire House is the final step necessary to compete its passage through the legislature. It would prohibit rollover loans and require payday lenders to offer repayment in installments.
Both chambers approved SB 811, which requires the state Office of Child Support Enforcement to notify local prosecutors when a non-custodial parent falls behind on child support payments by $10,000.
