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Governor backs off special session
BUDGET: Lawmakers may choose to reconvene; no schools veto planned.

	



Gov. Frank Murkowski, right, talks about the 2004 legislative session on the lawn of the governor's mansion on Wednesday. From left, House Speaker Pete Kott, R-Anchorage; Senate President Gene Therriault, R-North Pole; Sen. Gary Stevens, R-Kodiak; and Rep. Nicholas Stepovich, R-Fairbanks, listen. (Photo by AL GRILLO / Anchorage Daily News)






Rep. Kevin Meyer gives fellow Anchorage GOP Reps. Cheryll Heinze, left, and Lesil McGuire, a goodbye hug in the House early Wednesday after the Legislature adjourned. Rep. Tom Anderson, R-Anchorage, is in the back. (Photo by AL GRILLO / Anchorage Daily News)
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(Published: May 13, 2004) 

JUNEAU -- Gov. Frank Murkowski has retreated from calling the Legislature into a special session to fix the state's chronic budget problems, instead leaving it to lawmakers to decide whether to come back on their own. 
Also, standing with legislators on the lawn of the governor's mansion in Juneau on Wednesday, the day after the Legislature adjourned, Murkowski said he would not veto the $82 million boost in school funding. He had earlier suggested he might. 

Districts statewide had begged for the funds to avoid teacher layoffs and education program reductions. The governor's earlier hint that he might veto the funds had left school administrators preparing pink slips to get rid of teachers. 

"The increase in education is necessary," Murkowski said. "I will sign the bill." 

The governor said he has no plans to call the Legislature into a special session. He said he made the decision after legislative leaders told him lawmakers would consider calling themselves back into session this summer on the long-term budget issue. 

"I'm not going to call a special session if we can't get anything done," Murkowski said. "And I think that -- if the Legislature indicates its willingness to come in and do the business at hand -- why, clearly, that is an indication that we can get something done." 

He would not rule out calling lawmakers back to work if they refuse to do so themselves. 

The governor had pushed a plan to spend Permanent Fund earnings for state services. 

"Please be on notice," Murkowski wrote legislative leaders last week, "if the long-term deficit is not adequately addressed, we will have to continue our efforts -- which of course will prolong the session." 

He also had suggested he might veto the popular increase in school funding unless legislators found a way to pay for it. 

The pressure had no apparent effect. Lawmakers rejected the governor's plan for a public vote on using Permanent Fund earnings. The Legislature didn't pass a single significant tax or other revenue measure before adjourning. 

Murkowski's fiscal plan proved very controversial. It is projected, within a few years, to mean dividend checks about $700 less than if the fund were left alone. The governor argues the alternative will be massive budget cuts or heavy taxes in a few years as the annual deficit shrinks the state budget reserve. 

There was no assurance Wednesday the Legislature will call itself into a special session. Two-thirds of the members would have to agree to do so. Legislative leaders said they would poll lawmakers about it within the next few weeks. 

The idea of a special session on the Permanent Fund plan drew mixed signals Wednesday. House Speaker Pete Kott, R-Eagle River, said he's spoken to a few lawmakers and "the initial reaction that I've heard is 'yes' and 'heck yes.' " 

But Anchorage Republican Rep. Mike Hawker, a leader in the push for a fiscal plan, said the consensus he'd heard is that it might be better to wait until after the state elections this fall. 

"Perhaps it would be better for us to go through an election cycle to get a re-confirmation what the public liked and didn't like," Hawker said. 

The House Democrats support a special session, Minority Leader Ethan Berkowitz said. But there are only 12 of them in the 60-member Legislature. 

Sen. John Cowdery, R-Anchorage, a member of the Senate leadership, said he didn't think senators would support a special session. He argues that record high oil prices and a $2.2 billion budget reserve mean there is no crisis. 

Senate Minority Leader Johnny Ellis wouldn't commit the eight Senate Democrats to an extra session. 

Even if there is a special session, it's not clear just how it would break the legislative stalemate. The House passed the governor's Permanent Fund plan. But the Senate rejected it on a 5-15 vote last week. And there is no sign that senators are about to change their minds. 

But lawmakers said it's always possible something could be worked out in the tighter focus that comes with a special session. Kott said, however, that a special session might take up more than just the Permanent Fund plan. It also could consider other issues including a proposed $1-a-pack increase in the state tobacco tax. The tobacco tax hike died in the final minutes of the legislative session. 

