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BUDGET BILLS BEGIN TO  
TAKE SHAPE 

 

Governor Brownback asked the state 
legislature to create a solution to structurally 
balance the budget, including adapted tax 
policy, but he has sharply criticized Senate 
Bill 147. That bill has been endorsed by 
both the Senate Assessment & Taxation 
Committee and the Senate Ways & Means 
Committee, going so far as to set it on a 
fast-track with the legislation receiving a 
hearing just days after its introduction. The 
plan would reinstate taxes on business 
income from limited liability companies and 
would raise personal income tax rates by 
three-tenths of a percent in the upper 
bracket and four-tenths of a percent in the 
lower bracket.  Fiscal estimates indicate the 
bill would raise $288 million in fiscal year 
2018, which begins this July. The amount 
raised would rise over time, with an 
additional $387 million coming into the state 
general fund by fiscal year 2021. The bill 
met opposition from business owners, who 
object to the elimination of the exemption.  
Kansas Association of School Boards spoke 
in favor of the measure because it raises 
additional funds for education. A 
spokesperson for the KS Economic 
Progress Council also praised the bill, but 
said it doesn’t go far enough and should 
include budget cuts as well. Due to 
objections raised by senate members 
debate on the bill has been postponed. 

WATER RIGHTS 
PRECEDENT SET 

With Kansas' Ogallala Aquifer 
continuing to decline, a Haskell 
County farm family tested the age-
old water law adage "First in time, 
first in right, and won. Early this 
month Haskell County District 
Court Judge Linda Gilmore ruled in 
favor of the Garetsons and their 
over-80-year-old vested senior 
water right in the county, granting 
a permanent injunction against 
American Warrior owned by Cecil 
O’Brate, shutting off the company's 
two junior water wells impairing the 
Garetsons' right. A temporary 
injunction that curtailed pumping of 
the junior water rights while the 
court settled the matter has been 
in place since 2013. It is expected 
that American Warrior will appeal 
the ruling within 30 days. “First in 
time, first in right” is a law that 
started in the late 1800s during the 
ditch irrigation days in western 
Kansas to protect users. In 1945, 
the Kansas Legislature approved 
the Water Appropriation Act, which 
is still the foundation of the state's 
water law. The longtime law gives 
senior water rights priority over 
junior rights. Thus, if a senior right 
is impaired, then the owner of the 
junior right could be ordered to 
reduce irrigation from their well or 
be shut off completely. Further, the 
state wouldn't approve wells after 
1945 that could in any way impair 
a senior water right. The Garetson 
family credits Governor Brownback 
for talking about a solution more 
than the prior five governors 
combined but they remain 
frustrated that no action to add 
mandatory regulations have been 
initiated.   
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ACCURATELY 
PREDICTING STATE 

INCOME 
Budget director Shawn Sullivan 
told a House budget panel that a 
10-day delay of the reporting date 
for key estimates of state revenue 
would help with the accuracy of 
that data, acknowledging that 
projecting the problems Kansas 
has faced with agriculture, oil, and 
gas has been challenging. He also 
noted that the revenue estimate 
group meets April 20th, but they 
won’t have data regarding receipts 
from the mid-April tax deadline. 
The change would give the 
Department of Revenue time to 
provide that information, and to 
that end, the Department of 
Revenue purchased revenue 
estimating economic outlook 
software with a grant. If lawmakers 
pass the bill, it would push the 
April 20th date back to May 1st or 
3rd, in cases when May 1st falls on 
a weekend. Governor Brownback 
had asked the experts involved in 
the estimating process to bring 
forward proposals on how to 
produce more accurate figures. 
Most were policy changes that 
don’t require legislative action. 
There was a proposal to change 
the current makeup of the group 
that participates in the consensus 
revenue meeting that would 
remove three economists from  

Wichita State University, the 
University of Kansas, and Kansas 
State University and replace them 
all with a single contracted 
economist. 

 
 

PROTECTING KANSAS 
DRIVERS 

Two bills introduced in the Kansas 
Senate are aimed at reducing 
distracted driving caused by using 
cell phones while driving. One bill 
would prohibit drivers from holding 
a phone or other wireless device 
up to their ear. A second bill would 
outlaw using a wireless device in a 
school zone or construction zone. 
It makes an exception for using 
hands-free devices.  The Kansas 
Department of Transportation 
supports the bills, saying about 92 
people died each year from 
distracted driving between 2009 
and 2014. Kansas already 
prohibits texting or sending e-mails 
while driving. 
 

MANHATTAN PROJECT 
MAKING PROGRESS 

Officials say construction of the 
National Bio-Agro-Defense Facility 
in Manhattan is going well and is on 
time. Martha Vanier, of the 
Department of Homeland Security, 
says $266 million in construction 
has been completed so far. There 
are currently about 200 employees 
working on the construction but that 
number will grow to upwards of 
1,000. The $1.25 billion research 
facility will study diseases that can 
be spread from animals to humans. 
Construction began in 2013 with 
the Central Utility Center, which is 
complete but won't be used until the 
laboratories are finished. The lab is 
now on track to be fully operational 
in December 2022.  

 

WILDFIRE RECOVERY 
SUPPORTED 

The Kansas Natural Resources 
Conservation Service will offer a 
total of $2 million in financial aid to 
ranchers hurt by the Anderson 
Creek Wildfire Area. Annual 
allocations of $500,000 are 
budgeted beginning 2017 through 

2020. The funds will be targeted 
towards prescribed grazing, woody 
residue treatment, brush 
management, firebreaks, 
herbaceous weed control, and 
prescribed burning. NRCS offices 
are taking applications through 
March 17, 2017.  The NRCS will 
issue a second cut-off date for early 
summer if the funds from the 1st 

allotment are not depleted. If 
demand for assistance exceeds the 
initial allocation, state 
conservationists will request 
additional funding. For more info go 
to the Kansas NRCS Web 
site www.ks.nrcs.usda.gov or visit a 
local U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Service Center.  

 
HORSES MEAN BIG 

BUSINESS IN TOPEKA  
The upcoming EquiFest Of Kansas 
event scheduled for February 24-
25-26 at the Kansas Expocentre in 
Topeka is highlighting the necessity 
of expansion for that arena. After 
being held in Wichita for 18 
consecutive years, EquiFest, 
sponsored by the Kansas Horse 
Council as their main fundraiser, 
moved to Topeka last year. The 
2017 event will showcase a record 
185 vendors, sponsors, and 
clinicians from 24 states, with a 
waiting list of three dozen more. 
The Kansas Horse Council, 
EquiFest of Kansas, the Kansas 
Buckskin Association, and many 
other horse groups have long been 
trying to convince Topeka officials 
of the need for more facilities for 
horse events. The equine facility at 
the Expocentre is booked 46 out of 
52 weekends a year; three of the 
six open weekends are the 
Christmas, New Year’s, and 4th of 
July holidays. The half-cent sales 
tax approved November 2014 will 
raise $45 million for an Expocentre 
renovation featuring horse facility 
expansion, yet despite architects 
being selected and plans nearing 
completion on the drawing board, 
Shawnee County Commissioners 
are on hold for the project. The 
commissioners are intending to  



 
 
conduct a survey to verify 
that the horse industry 
would bring greater 
business to Topeka before 
moving forward with the 
expansion. Adding to the 
complexity of it all, the 
contract for management of 
the Expocentre opens to 
public bids this summer. 
The Expocentre has been 
under leadership of SMG 
Management and they have 
has been heavily involved in 
all renovation efforts which 
could become complicated 
if another firm takes over 
management. 

 
DIVERSE MEDICAID 

EXPANSION 
TESTIMONY 

The Alliance for a Healthy 
Kansas advocacy group gave 
testimony on Medicaid 
expansion House Bill 2064, 
stating that it would provide 
coverage to around 150,000 
more low-income Kansans. 
The Kansas Health Institute 
also testified, saying about 
41,000 children and 222,000 
adults are uninsured in 
Kansas, though many are 
already eligible for Medicaid 
or subsidies to purchase 
health insurance on the 
marketplace. The institute 
estimates Medicaid 
expansion could add 
coverage for 152,000 people 
over seven years, with a 
price tag of $730 million. The 
estimate does not factor in 
potential savings that would 
offset the cost. Timothy 
McBride, a health economist 
who chairs Missouri’s 
Medicaid oversight program, 
said states that have 
expanded are seeing positive 
effects including healthier  
 

 
 
hospital revenues and lower 
rates of uncompensated care. 
On the other hand, Arkansas 
Senator Bryan King cautioned 
of potential for abuse of the 
program, stating the program 
is already an employment 
disincentive, and that after 
expansion in his state, people 
with health insurance opted 
out, manipulating their income 
to be able to qualify for 
Medicaid. Asked who had 
invited them to testify King 
said committee chairman 
Daniel Hawkins and McBride 
said the Alliance for a Healthy 
Kansas.  

 
MARIJUANA 

LEGALIZATION TO BE 
DEBATED 

Kansas Senator David Haley is 
expected to introduce two 
marijuana-related bills this year 
– one allowing for the 
medicinal use of marijuana and 
the other to legalize 
recreational use. Haley used 
Colorado as an example when 
pointing out the effect 
legalization of marijuana could 
have on the state budget. Per 
the Washington Post, 
recreational marijuana brought 
in $129 million in taxes in 
Colorado and $220 million in 
Washington. Haley is optimistic 
of the bill’s chances given that 
the Kansas Legislature 
became more moderate 
following November's election. 
According to the Kansas 
Secretary of State’s office, 
Kansas does not have 
statewide statutory initiative. 
State laws and constitutional 
amendments are not proposed 
or adopted by petition as they 
are in some states; therefore, 
there would not be a public 
 
 

 
 
vote on legalization of medical or 
recreational marijuana use. 

 
SCHOOL DISTRICT 
INSURANCE AUDIT 

RESULTS 
A newly released Legislative Post 
Audit shows that Kansas school 
districts could save $63 million by 
using a statewide health insurance 
plan, however the change would 
reduce coverage and increase 
costs for teachers and other 
workers. The consolidation of 
districts would prove to be 
complex, difficult and slow in part 
because of the time needed to 
research potential new vendors, 
as well as time spent waiting for 
current insurance contracts to 
expire will both push the ultimate 
date of consolidation well into the 
future. The audit assumed districts 
would join a plan run by the 
current State Employee Health 
Plan. Auditors also concluded that 
districts would receive additional 
savings by shifting some of the 
cost of insurance onto workers. 
Auditors conducted the study of 
the potential cost savings after an 
efficiency report commissioned by 
the Legislature recommended 
pursuing consolidation. The audit 
findings were based in large part 
on an analysis performed by an 
actuary from the Kansas 
Department of Health and 
Environment. The audit said the 
actuary’s analysis was based on 
more data and better assumptions 
than estimates previously reported 
by auditors and in the efficiency 
study.  
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