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Legislators buck party leadership on budget plan
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Bucking their party leaders in the Legislature, south suburban Democrats rejected a tax hike on high-income earners a week before the May 17 close of the 2010 legislative session.

Legislators managed to close a $3 billion budget gap without raising taxes.  But with a projected $5.8 billion deficit looming in 2011-13, it’s high time Minnesotans had a frank talk about the “T”-word, said District 40 Sen. John Doll, DFL-Burnsville.

“We need to, in the next year and a half or so, do a comprehensive review of all of our taxes in the state and find out what is appropriate and how do we go forward,” said Doll, one of a number of state Democrats elected in 2006 to seats previously held by Republicans. “There’s a bottom line as to how far government can cut before it’s dismantling itself. You have to generate revenues at some point, in some way.”

The answer is a tax regimen that is fair, allows businesses to “expand and prosper” and doesn’t “disproportionately” burden homeowners, Doll said.

Local Democrats voted May 10 against a DFL budget-balancing bill that would have raised taxes by $435 million. As expected, the bill was vetoed by Republican Gov. Tim Pawlenty, who has stood against  state tax increases for eight years.

The bill would have raised income taxes on couples with gross taxable income of at least $200,000 and singles earning at least $113,000.

“I think a lot of us who represent moderate parts of the state are skeptical when it comes to tax increases,” said District 40A Rep. Will Morgan, DFL-Burnsville, who was elected in 2006 and re-elected in 2008. “And I think a lot of us are very practical and pragmatic. We want real solutions, we don’t want fake solutions.”

Other DFL “no” voters included District 38A Rep. Sandra Masin of Eagan, District 38B Rep. Mike Obermueller of Eagan, District 37B Rep. Phil Sterner of Rosemount and District 38 Sen. Jim Carlson of Eagan.

Doll and Morgan both said they voted for a $1 billion budget-balancing measure at the end of the 2009 session that included increased taxes on high-income earners and sales-tax increases on alcohol and tobacco.

They said the bill was better than Pawlenty’s proposal to issue $1 billion in bonds to raise operating funds.

“That’s the only time I’ve voted in favor of a tax increase on our income,” Doll said.

Morgan said money from that measure was dedicated to schools, hospitals and nursing homes.

“I think voters are not ideological on taxes,” Morgan said. “I think they’re very practical and responsible. They want to know what the money’s going for.”
Medicaid

Morgan voiced satisfaction with the final budget-balancing bill, which includes $1.9 billion in school-aid payment delays and spending cuts in areas including health and human services and local government aid.

But he blasted Pawlenty for not signing onto a DFL proposal to enroll some adults in the state’s Medicaid program. By spending $188 million now, the state is eligible for $1.4 billion in federal funding, three years before Medicaid is scheduled to broaden nationwide as part of the federal health-care plan.

The final budget bill included a provision allowing Pawlenty or a future governor to sign an executive order to take the early Medicaid funding.

“It’s a huge deal for hospitals in this state,” Morgan said. “They’ve been taking a (financial) beating. This is a chance to bring our money home.” Republican gubernatorial candidate Tom Emmer is also against taking the funding, leaving “a clear choice in November,” Morgan said.

Doll said Medicaid was left out of the final budget bill “more for political purposes than anything else.”

Masin, who represents parts of Eagan and Burnsville, could not be reached for comment this week.
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