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LITTLE ROCK - Legislative committees have begun work on proposed changes in state laws to make child support enforcement and public school funding more efficient.
Although the legislature will not convene until 2009, interim committees are meeting regularly to stay abreast of issues and to get a head start on solutions to complex problems.

Almost every aspect of school funding is complicated. There are 245 school districts in Arkansas and they each receive tax revenue based on different levels of local  wealth and different rates of property tax. 

In the 75 counties of Arkansas there are varying methods of calculating the tax revenue collected on real property. State laws require a certain level of uniformity in accounting for property tax collections, but differences remain.
Lawmakers studied ways to improve the system at a joint meeting of the Education Committee, the Revenue and Taxation Committee and the State Agencies and Governmental Affairs Committee. Also at the meeting were county officials.

The specific problem they tried to solve is this: how can the state get from county officials a more accurate tally of property tax revenues? It's important for several reasons, but especially so because the state formula for distributing money to public schools operates under the assumption that counties collect 98 percent of all local property taxes.
A recent survey, however, indicated that only 96 percent of property taxes were collected by government entities, based on the assessed value of real property in their jurisdiction. The survey was done by the state Assessment Coordination Division, which received responses from 56 counties.
According to the survey, some property taxes were not collected and some counties deducted revenue for the expense of assessing and collecting.
One lawmaker suggested that the legislature approve a uniform system for all counties to follow, to avoid the possibility of the state being sued again for unequal distribution of school funding. 
Also last week, the Joint Performance Review Committee heard suggestions from officials of the state Child Support Enforcement Office on ways to improve compliance with judges' orders to collect support payments.
The office ranks at or above the national average on numerous measures of performance, even though it is often called in at a late date to begin the process of collecting delinquent payments.
The office gets cases after payments are several years in delinquency, when they have amounted to many thousands of dollars. The problem is that the Child Support Office often must start from scratch in locating the parent who is delinquent, and by the time they get the case the parent has long gone.
The director of the Child Support Enforcement Office said it would be more efficient if the legislature enacted laws allowing officials to monitor cases from the time child support orders are signed by a judge. Then, they could keep track of parents from the time they initially become delinquent, rather than beginning several years after they become delinquent.

