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Ohio Senate Passes Budget Bill Unanimously

Last Wednesday the Senate followed the example set by the House last month by approving the FY08/09 State Budget Bill (HB 119) with a unanimous 33-0 vote. The Senate version of the budget kept most of the priorities set forth by Governor Strickland and endorsed by the House. The Senate passed bill keeps the tax cuts approved in the last budget, making it the lowest growth budget in 40 years and severely limiting the resources available to fund key state programs. The Senate bill also left elementary and secondary education funding the same as requested by Governor Strickland. The bill also retained the Governor’s plan to securitize the annual Tobacco Master Settlement payments, take it as a one-time lump sum payment, and use it to provide an additional property tax cut for seniors over 65 and the disabled. The Senate passed version of HB 119 also kept the Medicaid expansions for children proposed by Governor Strickland that were included by the House.

The Senate went beyond the House budget is several areas, exceeding the funding proposed by both Governor Strickland and the House in the area of higher education. The Senate budget will increase funding for public colleges and universities while requiring them to freeze tuition rates for both years of the budget. (The Governor and the House only provided the freeze for one of the two budget years.) The Senate also included Medicaid buy-in provisions for the disabled and a wavier expansion for assisted-living and the PASSPORT program to give seniors more options beyond nursing home care. 

The Senate added even more dollars for nursing home owners making the total amount of additional state and federal Medicaid reimbursement approved for the industry by the General Assembly $200 million. The Senate also endorsed the House’s restoration of funds for school choice vouchers and removal of additional accountability requirements on Ohio’s charter schools over the objection of Democratic legislators and the Governor. The Senate balanced their additional spending by closing tax loopholes relating to cigarettes brought into the state, as well as by changing the amount of money available in the Medicaid reserve fund.

What happens next is uncertain. It has been reported that new revenue projections are showing a $200-$300 million shortfall, potentially requiring additional cuts once the House and Senate versions are reconciled in conference. However some legislators are considering skipping conference and sending bill as passed by the Senate directly to Governor Strickland’s desk. In either case additional negotiation will be required to reach a final budget bill and the Governor will still have the option of making some line-item vetoes prior to the start of the new fiscal year, July 1st. Stay tuned.

Spend Smart Campaign Update

Over the month of May the Spend Smart campaign has been busy engaging SEIU members to participate in lobby day activities in Columbus with their state Senators. We have also launched a new website at www.spendsmartohio.org where members and the public can review the Spend Smart principles and contribute their own story about how state government can be Spend Smart. During our lobby days we met with Senators and staff to educate them about the Spend Smart principles, and encourage them to support a budget that reflects those principles. (See the Member Connector website for some photos from our lobby day efforts at http://seiu1199mc.org/photos/ohio/category1055.aspx) We plan to continue the Spend Smart campaign after the budget takes effect July 1st. We know money will be tight. We want to engage with the Strickland administration to find ways to ensure spending is being done efficiently and that policy decisions focus on providing accountability to Ohio’s taxpayers.

Legislation Mandating Public Pension Divestment in Iran on Hold

HB 151 is a politically charged bill that directs Ohio’s public pension systems to divest from foreign companies doing business in Iran. As part of a nationwide campaign Republicans have introduced similar bills in other state legislatures. As introduced the bill was broadly written and an analysis by one of the pension systems found 352 companies providing 51,740 jobs in Ohio could be excluded by HB151, including American Express, Daimler Chrysler AG, Honda Motor Co. Ltd., and Nestle. The Ohio Public Employee Retirement System and the State Teachers Retirement System both testified against the bill as contrary to the fiduciary best interests of the pension systems’ participants. They suggested an alternative proposal to allow the pension systems to require an evaluation of their holdings with board authority to decide which companies should be divested. Instead legislators pressed forward working on a compromise bill that narrowed the number of companies affected and added divestment from companies involved in the conflict in Darfur as well. The modified bill passed out of committee and appeared poised to receive House approval. However Speaker Husted has postponed a floor vote to allow the pension systems to determine if they can take steps without a legislative mandate to move towards divestment in a responsible way that won’t hurt overall return on investment. In a letter sent to Husted, the directors of the funds said they would develop a policy that divests 50 percent of the companies outlined in HB151 by Dec. 31 of this year. 

Sick Leave Campaign Update

Every day, thousands of Ohio families face a gut-wrenching choice between caring for themselves, their child, or parent when they are sick or going to work so they can pay the bills. For millions of Ohioans not having paid sick days is a real problem. SEIU has taken on the challenge to propose legislation to allow Ohio workers to earn at least seven paid sick days through work. The proposed Healthy Families Act is an initiated statute which means we need to collect more than 120,000 valid signatures to put the proposed legislation before the General Assembly for their consideration next year. To find out how you can help please check out www.sickdaysohio.org for information about the legislation and how to download a petition to help collect signatures.

Prepared by SEIU Legislative Director Chris Collins

REMEMBER: POLITICAL ACTION TAKEN ON THESE ISSUES MADE POSSIBLE BY MEMBER CONTRIBUTIONS TO COPE/PAC







