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Budget battle looms in Capitol

Tax and health care reform should be top priorities — along with pre-K funding.
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At bottom: - BUDGET PROPOSALS

May 23, 2007 — Assorted thoughts on the state budget negotiations, which are about to
heat up in the Capitol:

Gov. Ed Rendell's blueprint — $27 billion that increases spending by 3.6 percent — will
be a tough sell. It includes a bunch of programs that will require what can easily be
labeled tax increases — and Republicans, who control the Senate and nearly half the
House seats, are already warning the Democratic governor that's unrealistic.

Here are thoughts on some of the budget proposals — with more to come later:

School tax reform: Last week's overwhelming rejection of the property tax shift
referendums in all but a handful of school districts shows that both the governor and the
Legislature have a long way to go. It would be encouraging if they start heading down
the road to the inevitable now rather than later.

The obvious solution for property tax reform is that a much larger piece of school funding
must come from the state. Where will the state get the money? From either income or
sales taxes.

As it happens, Gov. Rendell has a proposal on the table that would increase the state
sales tax from 6 to 7 percent and use half of that revenue for property tax reductions.
He's halfway to the solution. State Rep. Eugene DePasquale, D-West Manchester
Township, is right to urge all of that money to be used for school funding.

Many people will howl about sales tax hikes. And many of them will be the same people
who think school property taxes should be completely eliminated. These folks are noisy,
but they should be ignored. They live in a fantasy land where you can eliminate property
taxes and not increase any other tax. Tax reform is tax shifting, and anyone who tells
you otherwise is ill-advised.

This is one tax hike/shift that state lawmakers can no longer afford to put off.

Pre-K Today: Speaking of education funding, Gov. Ed Rendell has proposed increasing
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state funding for Pre-K programs by $75 million.

In a tight budget year, it will be tempting to cut that line item — but lawmakers should
resist the urge and make this wise investment.

High-quality pre-school programs have been shown to save tax dollars in the long run by
setting youngsters on the right educational path at a time when it makes the most
difference. A good preschool start leads to academic success, which ultimately saves
money through fewer grade retentions, higher graduation rates and lower costs for
welfare and incarceration.

This grant-based proposal would give school districts and community organizations such
as Crispus Attucks the opportunity to create or expand these worthwhile programs.

Pre-K Today is one program that should be spared the budget ax.

Rx for Pa.: Finally, Pennsylvania simply can't afford for lawmakers to just blow off Gov.
Rendell's Prescription for Pennsylvania — a bold bid for near universal health insurance
coverage in the state.

Yes, it's costly.
Yes, it will irritate some business owners who would be taxed to help cover the uninsured.
No, physician groups don't like some of the cost-saving measures in the plan.

But as Revenue Secretary Tom Wolf, a York countian who struggled with health insurance
as a business owner, says, we've reached a crisis situation with health care coverage and
costs.

It would be legislative malpractice not to deal with this issue — this year. \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
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BUDGET PROPOSALS

- Hike sales tax to 7 percent to pay for property-tax cuts and other budget needs.
- Lease Pennsylvania Turnpike to raise $965 million for roads and bridges.

- Tax employers who don't provide health insurance, and hike cigarette taxes to $1.45
per pack to offer health care to the uninsured.

- Create a new electricity tax to pay for $850 million in bonds for alternative-power
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development.
- Create a new tax on oil companies' gross profits for mass transit spending.

- Higher solid-waste disposal fees to pay for environmental cleanups.
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