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DHSS budget:
Senator Peter Micciche (R-Kenai) held lengthy meetings of the Senate Health and Social Services Finance Budget Subcommittee this week.  The Subcommittee is scheduled to release their proposed amendments to the Governor’s budget this coming Tuesday, and is reported to be considering putting a 5 percent overall DHSS budget reduction proposal on the table for discussion.  
SB 10 Relating to waivers and foster care for severely disabled individuals:
Sen. Dunleavy continues to work on improving SB 10, his bill related to transition of severely disabled individuals from foster care to adult foster care homes.  

SB 80 Telephone services for disabled subscribers:

Sen. Mia Costello this week introduced SB 80, which would require telecommunications providers to offer services for disabled subscribers under the same section of the law that relates to services for hearing and speech-impaired subscribers.  SB 80 was referred to the Senate Labor & Commerce and Finance Committees.

Political Overview:
With just five weeks left in the regular session of the Legislature, committees were busy working a wide range of issues this week beyond the budget-related pieces that have dominated the session so far. On Tuesday alone, 14 other committees met on non-budget items while the House Finance Committee spent hours slogging through the first stack of 300 Republican Minority budget amendments and the Senate Finance Committee delved into an important Permanent Fund restructuring conversation.  The Senate is now taking the lead role in evaluating options for the so-called “Percent of Market Value” (POMV) approach to using income from state investment assets as a long term solution to the state’s chronic budget deficits. In the process, Freshman Senator Natasha von Imhof (R-South Anchorage) is emerging as the Senate’s lead for evaluating and presenting different options that include spending caps and other tools.

Healthcare budget and policy issues were also at the forefront this week, as the House Health and Social Services Committee heard and reported-out Chair Ivy Sponholz’s HB 123 that would require doctors, hospitals and other medical providers to publicly post prices for their top 25 procedures.  During the hearing on HB 123, testimony from across the state was supportive of the bill, but several testifiers suggested that the bill needs a similar provision requiring insurance companies to disclose what they cover and pay for the same services.

This was also a big week on the Resources side, as Repsol/Armstrong announced yet another large scale oil and gas discovery on the North Slope.   Their announcement came as Democratic Co-Chairs of the House Resources Committee lined up the votes to push out HB 111 in the coming days, despite several evenings of public testimony which was heavily weighted against the bill by a wide range of individuals, service companies, and others who testified that HB 111 would be Alaska’s 7th tax increase in a decade, one that could ‘steal defeat from the jaws of victory’ as it would undermine new discoveries that have potential to double oil production from the North Slope and provide jobs and revenue Alaska desperately needs.

Oil provides over 90 percent of all state revenue, and with revenue decline and the associated impacts on the budget in recent years, state agencies have been in cut-back mode for several years. One of the biggest single expenditures in the state budget is education funding, and this week the Education Committees heard a presentation on a study done by Commonwealth North that recommending 1-3 percent cuts in education funding and forcing those cuts on School District support staff across the state to free up more funding for teachers and direct classroom instruction.  Later in the week the committees heard a presentation from Microsoft on several of their educational software products to help prepare kids for the digital world.  Legislators were cool to the idea in this tight budget environment.

Finally, the City of Nome and others from the Arctic Council were in the Capitol this week presenting on Arctic Port development and related opportunities.  The City of Nome presentation opened a lot of eyes to the dramatically increasing volumes of cargo being shipped to and past NW Alaska as ice seasons shorten and economic activity increases.  Congress is looking at significant investment in Port development at Nome as a national strategic and military priority.

