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City Administrator’s Weekly Update

Matt Muckler, City Administrator January 6, 2017

e  Town Hall Maintenance: Public Works staff will be working over the next few weeks to make
some updates to Town Hall. Some maintenance will begin on the restroom in Town Hall, with the
majority of the work being completed during the week of January 9-13. Public Works will be
removing the urinal, repairing drywall, repainting, replacing fixtures, and installing a mirror. New
flooring will also be installed from the restroom extending into the hallway. The main room will then
have repairs done to drywall and will be painted the week of January 23-27. Weather permitting, we
hope to wrap up all this by the end of January.

e lowa League Legislative Priorities: The 2017 lowa Legislative Session begins on Monday,
January 9" and the lowa League of Cities has released their 2017 Legislative Priorities, which are
focused on economic development, financial sustainability, water and wastewater infrastructure, home
rule and public safety in the coming year. More information is attached to this week’s Update.

e  Governing Magazine “Issues to Watch”: In the January edition of Governing Magazine, an
article examines how national policy changes may affect state legislatures in the coming year. The
article, “Issues to Watch: 13 of the Biggest Policies and Problems Legislatures will Confront in 2017,”
identifies issues that may most likely rise to the top of the priority list for state legislatures. Those
issues include immigration, the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare), infrastructure spending, policing,
clean energy and higher education. The full article is attached to this week’s Update.

e  Water/Wastewater Operator Recruitment: Interviews were held earlier this week for the
water/wastewater position. The selection committee will bring forward a candidate for City Council
consideration at the January 17, 2017 City Council Meeting.

e Ballroom Dancing: West Branch Parks and Recreation has partnered with Kirkwood
Community College to offer Ballroom Dance in Town Hall. There will be 6 weekly classes starting
January 10, 2017 and alternating on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The registration fee is $119 per couple.
Registration and more information is available at Kirkwood Community College.

e  Water Main Repairs: A water main break was found on Monday afternoon in the 300 block of
East Main Street and repaired on Tuesday morning. A valve was replaced on Wednesday morning
which led to a boil order for five businesses in the area. The lowa Department of Inspections and
Appeals was notified and provided instructions to the Mexico Lindo Bar and Cantina on appropriate
operations during a boil order. The boil order was lifted this morning.

Mayor: Roger Laughlin - Council Members: Jordan Ellyson, Colton Miller, Brian Pierce, Tim Shields, Mary Beth Stevenson

City Administrator/Clerk: Matt Muckler * Fire Chief: Kevin Stoolman * Library Director: Nick Shimmin
Parks & Rec Director: Melissa Russell - Police Chief: Mike Horihan - Public Works Director: Matt Goodale


mailto:matt@westbranchiowa.org
https://kirkwood.augusoft.net/index.cfm?method=ClassListing.ClassListingDisplay&int_category_id=7&int_sub_category_id=39&int_catalog_id=

WEST BRANCH

110 N. Poplar Street « PO Box 218 « West Branch, lowa 52358
(319) 643-5888 » Fax (319) 643-2305 « www.westbranchiowa.org « matt@westbranchiowa.org

e Urban Chickens Policy: The next meeting of the Animal Control Commission will be held on
Tuesday, January 10" at 6:30 p.m. Mr. Blake Shultice and the 4" graders from West Branch
Elementary School will be making a presentation to the members of the Animal Control Commission
at that meeting concerning the potential for adoption of an urban chicken policy in West Branch. All
are welcome to attend and provide input to Commission Members on this issue as they start the
process of considering a recommendation to the City Council.

e  Christmas Tree Curbside Pick-Up: Public Works staff will pick up Christmas trees that are
placed at the curb with plastic, ornamentation and stands removed until Friday, January 20, 2017.
Please call the City Office at (319) 643-5888 if your tree has not been picked up within a day or two
of placement at the curb.

e MLK Event at Town Hall — January 16, 5:30-8:30 p.m.: A Martin Luther King, Jr. event
will take place in Town Hall on Monday, January 16th in observance of the Martin Luther King, Jr.
Holiday. Community members are invited to participate in a potluck and public reading from the
works of Martin Luther King. Potluck begins at 5:30.

e 2017 Pet Tags Now Available: All cats and dogs over four months of age residing within the
city limits must be registered annually with the City of West Branch. Please CLICK HERE for the
Annual Pet Registration form. Registrations and tags for 2017 are also available at City Offices
located at 110 North Poplar Street. When registering your pets, please provide current rabies
vaccination papers at the time of registration. The fee for registering pets is $5.

e Upcoming City Meetings & Events: Please see the Calendar of Events on the City Website
http://westbranchiowa.org/home for a complete list of upcoming events. There are several meetings and
other community events currently scheduled in the next few weeks:

= Tuesday January 10" at 6:30 p.m. Animal Control Commission

= Wednesday January 11" at 6:30 p.m. Zoning Board of Adjustment Meeting

= Thursday January 12" at 6:30 p.m. Library Board of Trustees Meeting

= Monday January 16" — MLK Day City Offices, Library, Park & Rec — Closed
= Monday January 16", 5:30-8:30 p.m. Martin Luther King Jr. Event at Town Hall
= Tuesday January 17" at 7:00 p.m. Regular City Council Meeting

= Tuesday January 17" (after Council) City Council Work Session

= Thursday January 19" at 6:30 p.m. Park & Recreation Commission Meeting

= Tuesday January 24" at 7:00 p.m. Planning and Zoning Commission Meeting
» Tuesday January 31 at 7:00 p.m. City Council Work Session

The information provided is one-way communication and should not be discussed among
you as this could be a violation of the open meeting law.
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lowa League of Cities
2017 Legislative Priorities

Economic Development

Increase funding levels for quality of life initiatives and economic development programs
such as nuisance abatement, CAT, RECAT, and the derelict building grant program;
preserve economic development policies, such as tax increment finance, as flexible
tools for economic growth in cities of all sizes; and provide programs and policies that
further develop our local workforce to attract economic development to both rural and
urban areas and help close the skills gap.

Financial Sustainability

Eliminate unfunded mandates; diversify revenue options available to local governments
and protect existing revenue options and the services they support for the taxpayer; and
continue to ensure the commercial and industrial property tax backfill.

Water and Wastewater Infrastructure

Advocate for additional funding sources and flexible policies related to water,
wastewater, and storm water infrastructure development to meet the demands of
increased environmental regulation for cities of all sizes and support a clean water
supply and the protection of public health and the environment, including the
development of opportunities for partnership with the agricultural community and
environmental groups to meet these requirements.

Home Rule

Promote cities as innovation centers and the incubators of ideas; advocate for and
sustain Home Rule and its flexibility to make decisions at the local level — where
decisions are made closest to the people they impact and can be tailored to fit local
conditions, needs, and concerns in order to better serve taxpayers.

Public Safety

Ensure cities have the adequate resources to provide and fund public safety services,
including addressing costs under the Municipal Fire and Police Retirement System of
lowa (MFPRSI).
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OBAMACARE

The campaign slogan from Donald Trump and congressional
Republicans was very simple: “repeal and replace” Obamacare.
Carrying out that promise will be anything but simple. Still,
Trump’s victory, combined with Republican control of Con-
gress, virtually assures that major changes are in the works for
the law that has extended health insurance coverage to more
than 20 million Americans.

First off, Congress is likely to overhaul or scrap the state
insurance marketplaces created under the Affordable Care Act
(ACA), which allow workers without employer-provided cov-
erage to shop for insurance. Premium increases, technologi-
cal problems and lack of insurer competition have made the
marketplaces a sore spot for both consumers and policymak-
ers. Congress could dismantle the exchanges altogether or ask
states to take them over.

States will be keeping a close eye on the $509 billion Medic-
aid program, which is the single biggest budget item for most of
them. Obamacare included huge financial incentives for states
to expand Medicaid programs to cover more people, and 31
states took advantage of the deal. Those expansions added some
16 million citizens to the Medicaid rolls. Republican state offi-
cials have fought with the Obama administration over whether
they could impose new premiums or work requirements on
enrollees as part of the expansion. The incoming Congress may
allow states to enact more such cost controls.

FINANCIAL STRESS

Just when states’ fiscal pictures were starting to look
good after a slow recovery from the Great Recession, state
budgets have begun to show signs of trouble again.

The first red flag is that, in much of the country, tax
revenues are leveling off. A sluggish stock market and low oil
prices led to weak revenue growth in 2016. State collections
increased by only 1.6 percent in the first quarter of last year,
and, based on preliminary data, actually dropped by 2.1
percent in the second quarter, according to the Rockefeller
Institute of Government. The bad news has been driven by
weaker sales tax revenues, a moderate decline in income tax
receipts and a steep decline in corporate tax payments. Half
the states experienced second-quarter 2016 declines, and
this will make for shortfalls in some current-year budgets.
Coal- and oil-producing states such as Alaska, North Dakota,
Oklahoma and Wyoming have been especially hard-hit.

While the numbers across the country do not amount
to “recession-sized shortfalls,” says Rockefeller’s Donald
Boyd, they come at a time when state pension contribution
requirements are expected to increase because of poor pen-
sion fund investment returns in recent years. On top of that,

+ STATE LEGISLATURES 2017

But both Trump and House Speaker Paul Ryan have sup-
ported far more sweeping proposals to change Medicaid into
a block grant program to states. Rather than having states and
the federal government share cost increases in the program,
the feds would agree to pay a fixed and limited share and then
give states more flexibility to spend the rest of their Medicaid
dollars as they see fit. Although states could theoretically keep
their Medicaid expansions in place under that scenario, it’s
more likely that they’d limit access to control costs. “It’s hard
to imagine a scenario where people aren’t going to lose their
coverage,” says Timothy Jost, emeritus professor of health-care
law at Washington and Lee University. ‘

Trump has said he would try to keep the more popular
aspects of the ACA in place, such as provisions requiring insur-
ers to cover people with pre-existing conditions and allowing
young people to stay on their parents’ insurance until age 26.

Trump also has championed changes that would let insur-
ers sell health insurance plans across state lines, something that
was technically allowed but never fully implemented under the
ACA. The president-elect says the arrangement would spur
competition. “As long as the plan purchased complies with state
requirements, any vendor ought to be able to offer insurance in
any state,” Trump’s transition website says. “By allowing full
competition in this market, insurance costs will go down and
consumer satisfaction will go up.” Critics complain, however,
that states and vendors freed from regulation will compete to
provide less, rather than more, when it comes to health coverage.

—Mattie Quinn

Medicaid costs are going up thanks to higher prescription
drug expenses and a requirement for many states to start
paying a small share of the cost of their Medicaid expan-
sions under the ACA.

Lawmakers have no choice but to deal with the spiraling
costs of health care and pensions, but addressing them puts
pressure on other areas of state budgets—such as schools
and social services—that are politically more popular. That
makes the task of addressing budget shortfalls even more
difficult. Legislators returning to their state capitols this
winter may find they have to work on two challenges at the
same time: shoring up their current budgets while draft-
ing more conservative spending plans for next year. Con-
necticut, for example, faces a $650 million shortfall midway
through fiscal 2017, while it needs to find about $29 million
in additional Medicaid costs for the next fiscal year.

Given the Republican gains in many statehouses across
the country, lawmakers will likely choose belt-tightening
over tax increases to make ends meet. This means that states
will have less spending flexibility to devote to new programs
or priorities and will be shuffling dollars around to target
policy goals. It also means states are likely to pass on some
of the hurt to local governments in the form of less direct aid.

—Liz Farmer
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IMMIGRATION ~

illegal immigration by

building a wall along the nation’s southern border and deport-
ing millions who are in the country unlawfully. But within
days of winning the election, he came across a stumbling
block: sanctuary cities. Though no legal definition exists,
a sanctuary city is a place whose laws or policies limit the
cooperation of local law enforcement with federal immigra-
tion officials in searching for and detaining those who are
undocumented. In New York, for example, undocumented
immigrants accused of low-level nonviolent offenses aren’t
turned over to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement.
Those sanctuary protections do not extend to violent crimes.

The country has more than 330 cities with some form of
sanctuary policy, and a recent estimate pegged the number of
undocumented immigrants living in such jurisdictions at 5.9
million people, roughly 53 percent of the overall undocumented
population. Muzaffar Chishti, an attorney with the Migration
Policy Institute, says local governments and their law enforce-
ment officials would be critical in rounding up undocumented
immigrants who have committed crimes—Trump’s stated tar-
get for deportations. “If removing criminal aliens is an impor-
tant goal of the administration, then getting cooperation from
the local jurisdictions becomes an important element of achiev-
ing it,” Chishti says.

Trump and his surrogates, however, have warned that they’ll
cut off federal funds to sanctuary cities in the first 100 days of
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the new administration. It’s unclear which federal grant pro-
grams they could cut, but criminal justice grants worth hun-
dreds of millions of dollars might be in jeopardy. The Frater-
nal Order of Police, which endorsed Trump last year, argues
that the threatened cuts could harm public safety. Mayors in
Chicago, Los Angeles and Seattle say they’re willing to forgo
the funding in order to keep their current sanctuary policies.
“Seattle has always been a welcoming city,” Mayor Ed Murray
said in a press conference in November. “The last thing I want
is for us to start turning on our neighbors.”

States and localities are likely to be affected by another
immigration promise from Trump: repeal of Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), the executive order
by President Obama that granted more than 700,000 young
undocumented immigrants temporary lawful status and relief
from deportation. Among other consequences of DACA, the
order made it easier for some undocumented immigrants to
receive state-issued driver’s licenses. Mark Krikorian of the
Center for Immigration Studies, a group that favors reduced
immigration, says it’s unclear how the repeal of DACA would
affect driver’s licenses. Under the Constitution and the 2005
federal REAL ID law, states are already allowed to issue
an alternate form of driver’s license, often called a driver’s
privilege card, to the undocumented. But most states don’t
offer those cards. Under the REAL ID Act, federal agencies
aren’t supposed to treat privilege cards as a valid form of
identification for activities such as entering federal facilities
or boarding commercial flights.

—J.B. Wogan
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STATE LEGISLATURES 2017: ISSUES TO WATCH

ZIKA

INFRASTRUCTURE SPENDING

Zika was the public health crisis that came out of nowhere in
2016. In January, there was a steady drumbeat of headlines on
the staggering number of women in Latin America giving birth
to babies with deformed heads. The culprit was a mild flu-like
virus transmitted via mosquitoes that can cause newborns to
develop microcephaly—abnormal brain development. As the
news stories grew in numbers, so did the threat that Zika could
soon debut in the United States.

It didn’t take long. After several months of reports that Amer-
icans were coming down with the virus abroad, the first case of
locally transmitted Zika was reported in Miami in July. Since
then, at least 182 locally transmitted cases have been reported in
the Miami area, and another one in Brownsville, Texas. States
with warm weather climates from Texas to Maryland ramped
up public information campaigns and mosquito control efforts
last summer. However, many health officials complained their
ability to respond to the virus was limited without help from
the federal government.

Late last year, Congress approved aid to states to fight the
virus after months of haggling. While the World Health Organi-
zation has downgraded Zika from a global emergency to a public
health alert, the virus remains a top concern for many areas.
Zika s still in America’s mosquito population, and another wave
of infections is likely once the weather warms up. Armed with
the federal money they asked for, state officials have explored
ideas such as making mosquito repellent free for low-income

populations, starting programs to repair screen doors and accel-

erating tests for the virus.

Meanwhile, public health officials will be watching to see
if any of the 183 locally transmitted cases from last summer
results in any cases of newborn microcephaly.

—Mattie Quinn
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When it comes to infrastructure, nothing gets lawmakers’
attention quite like bad roads. And in recent years, legisla-
tors in more than a dozen states have found new revenue to
fix those roads. Given the massive maintenance backlogs at
many highway departments, it’s likely that more states will
take a look at their road funding in 2017.

What may be different this year, though, is the promi-
nence of infrastructure needs that extend far beyond roads.
The Flint water crisis in Michigan made it painfully clear to
the public that drinking water systems in many cities need
major investment, especially to lower the risk of lead poison-
ing from old pipes. Transit in many large cities, notably San
Francisco and Washington, D.C., faces daunting repair back-
logs, while New York City is having to replace a subway tun-
nel damaged by Hurricane Sandy. Airports are under scrutiny
too after decades of neglect.

Trump made the case for a wide mix of infrastructure
improvements during his election night victory speech. “We
are going to fix our inner cities and rebuild our highways,
bridges, tunnels, airports, schools, hospitals,” the president-
elect said. “We’re going to rebuild our infrastructure, which
will become, by the way, second to none. And we will put mil-
lions of our people to work as we rebuild it.”

Trump’s team has floated a number of ways the federal
government could help spur private investment in infra-
structure, using mechanisms such as infrastructure banks,
bonds and tax credits. But those may not be enough, says
Bud Wright, executive director of the American Association
of State Highway and Transportation Officials. “Those are
nice pieces of the puzzle to have ... but we need some regular
old funding,” he says. “We need to see some growth in the
federal program.”

It took Congress more than five years, however, to cobble
together enough money to keep the federal transportation
program going without a gas tax hike. Congress hasn’t raised
the federal gas tax since 1993, and with both chambers under
Republican control, that is unlikely to change soon.

So there will be increased pressure on state and local gov-
ernments to find more infrastructure money on their own.
Republicans dominate state legislatures too, but that hasn’t
stopped GOP-led states such as Idaho and Utah from raising
their gas taxes in recent years for transportation needs. The
upcoming legislative session may be a particularly attractive
time for legislators to vote on new revenues, because most
lawmakers will be more than a year away from running for
re-election. Low gas prices and low interest rates—if they
last—will also make fuel taxes and bonding measures less
painful than they might be in other seasons.

Meanwhile, several states are preparing to study whether
they can phase out fuel taxes entirely and replace them with
mileage fees. Seven states are receiving federal funds to
explore this alternative.

—Daniel C. Vock
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POLICING

I'he biggest problem facing the nation’s police departments is
that many of those they serve simply don’t trust them. So it’s
likely that some legislatures will involve themselves further in
local policing in an attempt to ease tensions.

Some will look at updating statutes around use-of-force
incidents. In Washington state, where critics say it is nearly
impossible to prosecute a police officer for killing someone, a
legislative task force recommended changing state law to clear
the way for those prosecutions. Butany change in the standards
for prosecuting police officers will likely encounter resistance
from groups such as the International Association of Chiefs of
Police and the Fraternal Order of Police.

The Washington task force also called for better data collec-
tion, more intensive training of police officers and improvements
in the state’s mental health system. Those issues are likely to
come up in numerous places. The lack of good data on shootings
by police officers and on the circumstances of police stops is a
problem around the country. Right now, reporting is either incon-
sistent or not done at all. California and a few other states have
passed laws that will require law enforcement agencies to collect
and report data on police stops, with other legislatures likely to
soon follow suit. Body cameras, another accountability measure,
will continue to proliferate after a slew of law enforcement agen-
cies received federal funding to implement them last year.

Another growing concern is over the investigation of fatal
civilian encounters with police. Minority communities and
the families of victims have called for independent investiga-
tions, rather than inquiries by prosecutors who frequently work
with police departments. In Ohio, a task force recommendation
called for lawmakers to shift the authority for investigating
police involved in shootings from county prosecutors to the
state attorney general’s office.

—Mike Maciag
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MARIJUANA »

Last November, voters in four st California,
Maine, Massachusetts and Nevada—passed mea-
sures to legalize recreational use of marijuana.
Those results doubled the number of states that
legalize recreational pot. Meanwhile, 30 states
have made marijuana legal for medicinal purposes.
All of that activity has occurred despite the fact that
the federal government still classifies marijuana as
an illegal substance.

The states were able to proceed because the
federal government has essentially ignored the
growing legalization movement. But that may not
last for long. Trump’s nominee for attorney gen-
eral, U.S. Sen. Jeff Sessions of Alabama, has been a

vocal opponent of marijuana legalization efforts. As

attorney general, he would have the ability to pros-
ecute pot sellers, even if a state licensed them. Just
threatening a crackdown could be enough to scare
off investors and shut down shops. States will have
to tread carefully as they look to liberalize their
drug laws.

Even if legalization proceeds as planned in the
four states that voted yes on marijuana, state offi-
cials will have plenty to consider. One crucial task
will be to figure out just how much sales tax revenue
they should plan on getting from pot sales. Califor-
nia, for one, expects marijuanasales tax revenue will
range from the high hundreds of millions of dollars
to more than $1 billion annually. Missing revenue
estimates could have big consequences, but the fact
that marijuana taxes are so new makes them hard
to predict. That’s alesson Colorado learned the hard
way: It underestimated the amount of new revenue
it would see during its first year of legalized pot
sales, which, because of its Taxpayers Bill of Rights
law, nearly triggered a taxpayer refund.

_Daniel C. Vock, Mattie Quinn and Liz Farmer




OPIOIDS

The problem of opioid addiction remains a persistent one. In
some states, its effects are so devastating that it is the topic of
conversation at any gathering of policymakers. The number of
people dying of opioid overdoses has skyrocketed in the past
decade, and it continues to climb even as efforts have ramped
up to combat it. More than 28,000 people died from opioid
overdoses in 2014, and that number rose to approximately
33,0001in 2015.

What started as a largely white, middle-class problem in
New England has spread to almost every demographic in
every single state, and has broadened from prescription drugs
to heroin. Governments responded aggressively in 2016 to the
alarming rates of drug use, as police departments and other
local agencies equipped their personnel with Narcan, the life-
saving drug that reverses an overdose. Several states and cit-
ies eased restrictions on needle exchange clinics, which help
slow the spread of infectious diseases among intravenous drug
users. The epidemic even created a rare moment of bipartisan-
ship: Forty-six governors signed a compact at July’s National
Governors Association conference promising to do whatever
possible to curb the toll opioids have taken.

—Mattie Quinn
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CLEAN ENERGY

Immediately after his election, Trump vowed to repeal sev-
eral environmental regulations during his first 100 days in office.
None was more important than the Clean Power Plan, a recent
product of the Obama administration that would push states
toward adopting cap-and-trade systems for carbon dioxide
emissions from power plants.

Trump’s promise came as good news for many Republican
state officials, particularly the attorneys general who have
fought against the regulations in court. But repeal of the Clean
Power Plan won’t be a done deal within 100 days of the inau-
guration; in fact, the regulatory and court battles could stretch
on for years.

The Trump administration could change or repeal the plan
on its own, but doing so would involve a lengthy federal regula-
tory process. Meanwhile, 45 of the 50 states have taken sides in
a court battle over the issue. The case is now before a federal
appeals court, although the Supreme Court intervened last year
to block the rule while appeals continue. Environmentalists are
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hopeful that courts will require some limits on carbon dioxide
emissions, because the Supreme Court ruled in 2007 that the
federal government had to regulate greenhouse gas as a pol-
lutant. “The law constrains the president on this, because the
law puts in limits based on what the science points to,” says
David Goldston, director of government affairs for the Natu-
ral Resources Defense Council. “Even if they succeeded, they
would still have to do something on climate change under the
Clean Air Act.”

All of this means that, for the time being, questions about
clean energy will continue cropping up in state legislatures.
Lawmakers could weigh in on policies designed to spur the use
of solar panels in Florida, build a natural gas pipeline in Alaska
and dismantle clean energy quotas for power companies in Ohio.

Meanwhile, utility commissioners still must decide whether
ratepayers should pay higher electric prices for power from
coal-fired electricity plants or whether utilities should be forced
to use cheaper sources of energy, such as natural gas, solar and
wind. Nearly half of the country’s coal-fired plants have been -
shuttered since 2010.

—Daniel C. Vock
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SOCIAL ISSUES ~

was beaten for re-election

as governor in November, but his curtailed political career
may have an influence on the way social issues play out in
other states this year. The one-term Republican was the only
incumbent governor in the country driven from office in 2016,
and his loss was widely attributed to his approval of a bill
that blocked anti-discrimination protections for lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender individuals.

Advocates on both the left and the right say that McCrory’s
defeat could serve as a warning to conservatives eager to push
divisive social issues. “North Carolina had a very good fiscal
and tax record under McCrory,” says John Nothdurft, director
of government relations for the conservative Heartland Insti-
tute. “Social issues are actually what hurt him.”

Nonetheless, given the impending restoration of a con-
servative majority on the U.S. Supreme Court, right-leaning
legislators across the country are bound to feel empowered.
States will pass new restrictions on abortion, continuing to

test how close the courts will let them come to imposing out-

right abortion bans earlier in pregnancy. Numerous states that
haven’t yet cut off Medicaid funding for Planned Parenthood
will attempt to do so.

Gun owners’ rights will continue to be expanded, with con-
servatives calling for “constitutional carry”—the right to carry
firearms, whether concealed or not, without a permit. More

states may pass laws making clear that firearms can’t be taken
away during a natural disaster. Additional states could enact
pre-emption laws to protect gun rights if localities attempt to
pass restrictions.

The Supreme Court has already agreed to hear a case this
term involving a transgender high school student who is seek-
ing to use bathroom facilities that conform to his gender iden-
tity. Bathroom issues have been a particular trigger of late.
Texas Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick, who presides over the state Sen-
ate, has already made clear his intention to pusha restrictive
bathroom bill this year, which he is framing as an effort to
protect the privacy of women.

Pragmatic Republicans have often argued against pursu-
ing such divisive issues, warning that they can distract from
bread-and-butter debates over taxes, education and infra-
structure. Those arguments may be less convincing with the
change in Washington.

“Over the last few cycles, the Republican establishment has
blocked or watered down some of the more divisive or contro-
versial issues, with the argument that the Obama administra-
tion would block it, or it would fail in the courts,” says Mark
Jones, a political scientist at Rice University. “It’s going to be
tougher on some of those issues for the Republican leadership
or the establishment leadership to rein in more conservative
members of the legislature, because they’re going to view
Washington as more sympathetic.”

—Alan Greenblatt
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B yandoval, Ney { spiiblic soyernor, intends
to find the money to expand school choice. In 2015, Sandoval
signed legislation making his state the first to offer voucher-
style education savings accounts (ESAs) to all students, regard-
less of geography, income level or special needs, and make
them available for private as well as public education. Last fall,
the state Supreme Court gave its blessing to the law, but said
the funding mechanism was unconstitutional. Sandoval has
pledged to include funding for ESAs in his new budget, paying
for them as a separate line item to satisfy the court.

He may not win approval. Democrats took control of both of
Nevada’s legislative chambers in November, and the new Demo-
cratic majority tends to view Sandoval’s program as a threat to
public schools. Nevertheless, the Nevada law is one that other
states have been looking at as a possible model. ESA bills will
be introduced in at least a dozen states in 2017. Some states that
have ESAs in place may be looking to expand their programs,
perhaps even adopting Nevada’s universal approach, says Adam
Peshek of the Foundation for Excellence in Education. “In most
states, there will be an ESA program under consideration,” he
says. “That seems to be the preferred method nowadays.”

38 GOVERNING | January 2017

School choice has expanded rapidly in recent years. That
momentum will not be broken this year. “It’s going to be a big
issue in a bunch of states,” says Andrew Rotherham, an edu-
cation consultant. “Republicans tend to favor school choice
and now that they control more state legislatures, it stands
to reason that they’ll expand it more.” In Kentucky, where
Republicans have taken control of the state House of Repre-
sentatives—and with it, the entire government—a new law to
allow charter schools in the state is almost a given, as the idea
has long been a priority of Gov. Matt Bevin.

Trump’s selection of Betsy DeVos, a Michigan billionaire
and longtime proponent of school vouchers, as education sec-
retary could bring national attention to the issue as well. At the
very least, with the federal government under Republican con-
trol, look for private school vouchers to expand in Washington,
D.C.,, itself. The Obama administration fought congressional
efforts to fund vouchers in the District of Columbia, and that
opposition was once taken as symbolic proof that the school
choice movement had lost some of its influence. Now Congress
could continue using the nation’s capital as a laboratory for
school choice alternatives it hopes will gain additional trac-
tion in the states.

—Alan Greenblatt
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FOSTER CARE

Half a million children are in foster care in the United
States, but instead of being safely reunited with their fami-
lies—or moved quickly into adoptive homes—many languish

in public institutions for years. On average, foster children
spend nearly two years in state care, and 7 percent stay at
least five years. In 2014, more than 22,000 kids aged out of
foster care without permanent families.

In recent years, a flurry of lawsuits driven by the New
York-based advocacy group Children’s Rights has spurred
major changes aimed at reducing the amount of time
children spend as wards of the state. Changes so far have
resulted in more adoptions, fewer kids living in institutions
and significantly reduced caseloads for child welfare work-
ers in Connecticut, South Carolina and Tennessee, among
other jurisdictions. Some places currently under judicial
order are poised to emerge from court oversight in 2017.

The biggest foster care reform is likely to come in Texas,
where 12,000 children are currently living in institutions.
A federal judge has called the state’s foster care a “broken”
system, in which “rape, abuse, psychotropic medication
and instability are the norm.” Texas is under a mandate to
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overhaul its system, which, unlike other states, gives case-
workers only 18 months to reunify children with their birth
families or find them adoptive homes before they enter per-
manent foster care.

A shortage of funding and foster parents in Texas has
led to hundreds of children having to sleep in state office
buildings. Directed to impose many of the same reforms now

being implemented in other states, Texas lawmakers will
face intense pressure to deal with the crisis this year.
—Liz Farmer

P
i DUCATION
P H I G H E R E U A I to use their limited tax dollars to reduce the cost of college for
:‘:ﬁ B e low-income residents. In the past few years, Tennessee, Oregon
o The cost of tuition at public four-year institutions has goneup, ~ and Minnesota have enacted laws creating free community col-
“";;!J on average, 2.8 percent a year for the last decade, even as wages lege for students whose federal financial aid doesn’t cover all of
oy for most Americans have remained stagnant. Universities have their tuition. At least 10 other states considered similar legisla-
“ had to rely on tuition increases in large part because of cuts in tion in the last session and could take up the issue again. The
state spending on higher education. In a few places, funding still most interesting state to watch will be Kentucky.
isn’t at the level of a decade ago. But the last three years have Last year, Kentucky passed legislation and appropriated
seen incremental increases in spending in most states, and if money for a free community college program similar to the
local economies continue to improve, those increases are likely one in Tennessee. Republican Gov. Matt Bevin vetoed the leg-
to continue. “Whenever there is a reduction in spending, it’s islation for the 2016-2017 academic year, but that left room for
always tied to arecession,” says Dustin Weeden, an analyst with the program to be revived by lawmakers in 2017. Bevin said he
the National Conference of State Legislatures. “When states supported the concept but had concerns about the law’s design,
have increasing revenue, they often reinvest in education.” including a broad eligibility provision that could have resulted
While an increase in overall spending could make college in state scholarships covering tuition at expensive four-year
more affordable for everybody, some states have already sought universities and private institutions. It’s unclear how likely the
legislature is to pass a revised version of the law, though: The
Kentucky House, under Democratic control, had championed
the program. Last November, the House flipped to Republicans.
A different test of the free community college idea will come
in Tennessee, where the first class of students under the state’s
< Promise program is set to graduate this year. Stephen Parker, a
3 legislative director at the National Governors Association, says
: é peers in other states will look at what happens with that first
§ % class. “The graduation rate will be incredibly important to watch,”
% E he says, “as well as how those students fare on the job market.”
;g‘_ & ~—J.B. Wogan
<
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