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SESSION ENDS WITH 
BUDGET QUESTIONS 

 

The Kansas Legislature has wrapped up its 
regular session leaving questions over 
school finance hinging on how the KS 
Supreme Court will rule on the lawmakers 
enacted equitable school funding block 
grant system. Should there be a negative 
ruling it is uncertain whether there will be a 
special session to reconvene this summer to 
reconsider how to find $40 million in new 
funding to keep schools open. Questions 
also remain about how well the just-passed 
budget legislation will succeed in keeping 
the state’s finances balanced. Senate Bill 
249 expects Brownback to make more than 
$100 million in sweeps &cuts. In theory, the 
state should have $27 million in the bank 
next year under the deal however much 
depends on whether the state’s record of 
below-anticipated monthly revenue over the 
past year is finally over or if the drops will 
resume after April revenue figures released 
this week were $2.6 million above estimates 
that were lowered just weeks ago. 

 
CREDIT DOWNGRADE LOOMS 
Moody’s Investors Services, an international 
rating agency affirmed the state’s Aa2 rating 
for issuing bonds, but its change in the 
credit outlook to stable to negative suggests 
a downgrade is possible especially since 
they also criticized the 2 biggest financial 

 
 
moves the state expects to use 
to keep its budget balanced 
through June 2017. Another 
agency, S&P Global Ratings, 
put KS on a “credit watch” last 
month. Both Moody’s &S&P 
downgraded the state’s credit 
ratings in 2014. A downgrade in 
a credit rating could increase 
the state’s borrowing costs. 
Moody’s gives most states 
higher ratings than KS; 9 others 
have the same rating &only 6 
have lower ones. 38 states have 
a stable or positive outlook. A 
Moody spokesperson explained 
the agency began reviewing its 
credit outlook for KS after the 
Governor’s April announcement 
that the state would delay $93 
million in contributions to public 
school and community college 
employees’ pensions because 
such a deferment essentially 
represents borrowing from the 
pension system, a move Moody 
considers “particularly credit-
negative.” 
 

NEW 70MPH LIMIT 
Speed-limit legislation allowing 
state transportation officials to 
raise the speed limit to 70 miles 
per hour on rural highways was 
passed by the Senate 39-1 and 
the House 115-2 voted and 
forwarded to the Governor for 
signature.  A bill allowing speed 
limit increases to 80 mph was 
opposed by KDOT and the 
Kansas Highway Patrol. The 
final product was rolled into 
House Bill 2610 which also 
authorizes designation of 
portions of four highways in 
honor of Kansans.  
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SUPREME COURT 
CHANGES DEBATED 

An unsuccessful effort to change 
the process for selecting Kansas 
Supreme Court justices was 
revived in the Legislature before 
the regular session closed. 
Under the proposal, the governor 
would choose people to fill 
vacancies. Currently the state’s 
high court judges are chosen by 
a nonpartisan nominating 
commission consisting of 5 
attorneys elected by other 
lawyers & four public members 
selected by the Governor with an 
attorney chairman. When a 
Supreme Court opening occurs, 
the commission chooses 3 
finalists whose names are sent 
to the Governor for a final 
selection. The bill also would 
have give the ballot counting 
authority for commission 
nominees to the Attorney 
General and Secretary of State 
instead of the current plan using 
2 licensed lawyers chosen by the 
Chief Justice. The current 
judicial selection system has 
been in place since 1957. 

 
BUSINESS EXEMPTION 

STAYS 
With a vote of 45-74, the House  

 

rejected legislation would have 
turned back the clock on the 
exemptions put in place in 2012 
for limited liability companies and 
other corporate structures. The bill 
split the Democratic caucus, with 
about half voting in favor and half 
against. Meanwhile, 1/3 of 
Republicans voted for the plan 
and two-thirds voted against. The 
floor debate was short because 
GOP House members debated 
the issue at length during a 
caucus meeting held before the 
vote. The Senate has been 
considering a different proposal 
aimed at the tax exemptions. 

JAIL POSTCARD SUIT 
FROM ACLU 

The American Civil Liberties Union 
and the Social Justice Law 
Collective are seeking a court order 
to end the Wilson County Sheriff 
Pete Figgins jail policy which allows 
inmates to receive and send only 
postcards through the mail by 
claiming it violates the free speech 
and due process rights of prisoners 
and their families. Their lawsuit, 
which seeks class-action status, 
was filed in federal court. Similar 
policies have been overturned in 
Florida, Colorado and several other 
states. ACLU reviewed jail mail 
policies in 2013 and found about 10 
with postcard-only policies in 
Kansas. All but Wyandotte & Wilson 
Counties rescinded their policies 
after receiving a letter from the 
ACLU Wyandotte was sued & 
agreed to an out-of-court settlement 
last year to change its policy, but 
Wilson County went unnoticed until 
the ACLU began receiving 
complaints last fall from people at 
the jail. 

OPEN RECORDS 
REFORMS 

House and Senate negotiators 
agreed on a package of open 
records reforms The deal reached 
by the Judiciary conference 
committee on SB 22 would open 
emails sent by public workers 

 

about state business even if they 
are sent on private accounts and 
would define police dash camera 
and body camera footage as 
investigative records under the 
open records act. The Governor 
will consider signing the measure 
into law. 

 

FRACKING LAWSUIT 
AGAINST EPA 

A collection of environmental 
advocacy groups are suing the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
saying the government has failed 
to adequately regulate the disposal 
of waste generated by oil & gas 
drilling. In particular, the lawsuit 
seeks to force the agency to 
impose stricter rules on the 
disposal of wastewater, including 
that from hydraulic fracturing 
known as fracking, a practice that 
has been linked to a growing 
number of earthquakes in 
Oklahoma, Colorado, Ohio and 
other states. Specifically lawsuit 
asks the court to set strict 
deadlines for the EPA to adopt 
updated rules to include a ban on 
dumping fracking wastewater on 
fields and roads, where it 
potentially could pollute drinking 
water sources & to require that 
ponds and landfills where such 
waste are dumped be adequately 
lined to prevent leaks. The 
environmentalists note that the 
EPA has neglected to revise its 
existing rules for nearly three 
decades, despite their own 
acknowledgement in the late 
1980s that stricter requirements 
were needed for the handling of oil 
and gas drilling waste. The EPA 
had no immediate comment on the 
case. The groups behind the 
federal suit originally filed a notice 
of their intent to sue EPA last 
August, saying they would move 
forward unless the agency took 
action on the issue. No response 
from the EPA was ever received.  

 

 



 
VARIED TAX PACKAGE 

BECOMES LAW 
House and Senate 
negotiators crafted a special 
sales tax credit for purchases 
of posts, wire and other 
materials needed to replace 
fencing destroyed in a 
massive wildfire in Comanche 
and Barber counties. The 
provision was inserted into 
Senate Bill 149 that also gives 
a tax break for a Gove County 
Healthcare Endowment 
Foundation, Inc. to develop an 
airport for emergency flights. 
SB 149 had various 
implications, including an 
extension of the “angel 
investor” tax credit program 
for 5 more years, an 
amendment requiring Blue 
Valley Recreation in Johnson 
County to submit proposals 
for tax levy changes, a new 
option on state tax returns to 
donate to Kansas public 
schools, places a reminder to 
pay sales tax on internet 
purchases, and offers a new 
alternative appeal process for 
taxpayers unhappy with 
county property valuations. 
The House voted 100-21 to 
endorse the package, while 
the Senate approved the 
measure 35-5. 

 
TAX LID CHANGES 

House Bill 2088, adopted 112-
5 by the House, 37-3 by the 
Senate changes the inception 
date of the tax lid to 2017 and 
modifies exemptions to state-
mandated restrictions on 
escalation in property taxes. 
Under the bill, county and city 
officials would be able to 
exempt property tax increases 
from a public vote when 
related to construction of new 
buildings, increases in 

 

personal property valuation, 
improvement or renovation of 
existing structures, court 
judgments, settlement of legal 
action, federal mandates, 
expiration of property tax 
abatements, expenditures on 
disasters, or bond and interest 
payments. Exclusions to the 
property tax mandate also 
would include local government 
expenditures on emergency 
medical services, fire protection 
& law enforcement beyond the 
rate of inflation if the 
expenditures were not related 
to construction of buildings. 
Elections would be triggered if 
a proposed hike would be in 
excess of a five-year rolling 
average of inflation. The cost of 
conducting the property tax 
elections would be financed by 
the municipal governments. 

INCREASED VEHICLE 
REGISTRATION FEES 

Kansas legislators approved late 
Sunday an increase in vehicle 
registration fees to provide extra 
funds for the state Highway 
Patrol to hire additional troopers. 
The votes on the bills were 92-
27 in the House and 36-4 in the 
Senate. The bill also includes 
another fee increase to provide 
additional funds for a center in 
Hutchinson that trains law 
enforcement officers. Vehicle 
registration fees would increase 
a total of $3.25. Most vehicle 
owners now pay $35. A $2 
increase would raise $5.4 million 
a year for the patrol so it could 
hire an additional 75 troopers. 
Thirty-five of the state’s 105 
counties have no assigned 
trooper. An additional $1.25 fee 
increase would raise $3.4 million 
annually for the training center. 

 
 

 
FINAL GAMBLING DEBATE 
Activity to close out the 2016 
legislative session took an 
unexpected turn Saturday when 
Senator Larry Powell requested 
House and Senate conferees take 
up legislation to alter financial 
requirements in state law for 
operation of gambling facilities 
that featured racing and slot 
machines at tracks. For several 
years, there have been attempts 
to reduce the state's share of 
receipts from gambling at 
racetracks to make those 
operations more economically 
viable for investors. Also 
introduced at the last minute was 
a three-part bill that included 
regulations allowing a south-
central Kansas wildlife business to 
make use of infant animals in 
petting exhibitions, name a 
southeast Kansas buffalo herd for 
the late Representative Bob Grant 
and permit crop research on the 
potential of industrial hemp. There 
was brief discussion but no action 
was taken on either bill. 

CONSISTENT FOOD 
RULES PROTECTED 

Kansas legislators voted 32-6 in 
the Senate and 76-45 in the 
House on a bill that would block 
cities and counties from imposing 
food labeling requirements or 
limiting the sale of food products. 
The measure would also prohibit 
cities and counties from setting 
regulations that affect the 
schedules of workers for private 
employers unless the restrictions 
are required by federal law. The 
measure would void existing local 
rules. Business groups argued 
that such policies should be 
consistent statewide. Critics said 
lawmakers shouldn’t attack cites’ 
and counties’ control over local 
affairs. 

 


