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When CQ Roll Call launched The 50 State Project early this year, we had no idea 
what an adventure lie ahead. We knew that productivity in Congress was declining. 
We knew that the pace in the states was moving ever faster. And we were curious 
about the issues that drive state legislatures.

Months later, after working with more than 70 reporters across the country, we 
had a report that ran to 83 pages. And it was unique: a comprehensive listing and 
analysis of state issues, written by the very reporters who cover them. It has been 
downloaded free of charge thousands of times. The Washington Post wrote about it.

Now, we are undertaking a second edition, which will ask those same reporters – 
and a few new faces – to weigh in following the legislative sessions earlier this year. 
We have added some new features, like a listing for Puerto Rico. But the goal is the 
same: to find out what drives state lawmakers to pass tens of thousands of bills each 
session, and which issues get the most attention.

If you want a copy, simply put your name on the list here:  
http://info.cqrollcall.com/the-50-state-project-ncsl-download.html.  
Or, you can visit our booth at NCSL or ASAE events. Or, you can simply contact me. 
We hope you find it helpful.

Glen Justice

Vice President, CQ State
glenjustice@cqrollcall.com
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If you’ve ever struggled to make sense of how the legislative 
process differs from state to state, you’re not alone.

This primer is what professional state legislative trackers wish 
they had their first day on the job.

CLICK HERE TO GET IT NOW

In our helpful guide, you’ll learn:

•  How to start tracking your issue  
at the state level

•  How bills move through  
the statehouses

•  What the committee process  
portends for your bill

•  Convene and adjourn dates  
for all 50 legislatures

•  Tons more

Our FREE 20-PAGE GUIDE 
to tracking state legislation is 
also now available for download!
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THE 50 STATE PROJECT INTRODUCTION

Ask people outside Washington what dominates the 
agenda in their state and the answers might surprise you. 
It’s not always the stuff that fills national headlines. And  
it’s generally not the stuff that consumes Congress. 
A CQ Roll Call survey asked reporters in all 50 states and Washington DC to identify the top five issues in 
their corner of the country, offering a rare look at the issues that occupy state governments. 

What immediately became clear was that, while issues like marijuana legalization and same-sex marriage 
herald major social changes and make headlines, the real business of state legislatures is often far more 
mundane. Most lawmakers and governors are fixated on everyday services.

For example, they spend a lot of time budgeting. A wide range of problems, from low oil prices to lawsuits 
over pensions and school systems, have sapped state revenues, leaving many to grapple with budget 
shortfalls. Indeed, the budget was listed as the Number One issue more often than any other -- it ranked  
first in 10 states -- and was listed in the top five in 23 states.

Education also dominates. From per-pupil spending to school choice systems and the rising cost of college, 
education issues were the most prevalent overall. Of the many issues that reporters identified in their states, 
one in five was related to education, far more than any other topic.

Of course, states also deal with a wide range of other issues. How to address transportation and 
infrastructure is a common problem. So is healthcare, particularly the expansion of Medicaid under the 
Affordable Care Act. 

There are also a great many unique issues. Missouri is dominated by the racial clashes in Ferguson. Kentucky 
is fighting a heroin epidemic. Oregon is struggling with the resignation of longtime Gov. John Kitzhaber. 
Massachusetts is addressing Boston’s bid for the Olympics in 2024. And in Arizona, Brahm Resnick, a 
reporter for Channel 12 News, anticipates a “wildcard.”

“Arizona gives the  country at least one piece of legislation a year that makes national headlines,” he wrote. 
“What will it be in 2015?”

States Still Legislate
Tracking the action in state capitals is worthwhile for one simple reason: that’s where much of today’s 
legislating happens. A look at how much state lawmakers get done versus the output of their counterparts 
in Congress puts the issue in stark relief.

Congress passed 352 bills and resolutions in the two-year session that ended in 2014, according to CQ Roll 
Call data. In the states, the number during that same period topped 45,000 (see graphic on page 79). 

Moreover, that pace does not appear to be slowing. More than 90,000 bills were introduced in state 
legislatures through February of this year, according to data from CQ Roll Call’s StateTrack. And more than 
5,300 were passed in that time.   

5

© 2015 CQ-Roll Call, Inc. Reproduction of this publication in whole or part is prohibited except with written permission from CQ Roll Call.

CLICK HERE TO GET IT NOWOur FREE 20-PAGE GUIDE to tracking state 
legislation is also now available for download!

http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/products-services/statetrack/?src=pdf
http://info.cqrollcall.com/ST_StateLegPrimer_MAR2015.html?src=pdf


THE 50 STATE PROJECT

Widely Divergent Experiences
Seen through one prism, it is striking how many issues states have in common. Concerns about the budget, 
education, healthcare, transportation or infrastructure were listed among the top five issues in every state 
in the nation. Seen another way, however, it is the differences that are more compelling. 

For example, low oil prices are battering Alaska, where the state economy is closely tied to the oil and 
gas industry, reports Alex DeMarban of the Alaska Dispatch News. The situation is so dire that the state is 
in danger of chewing through its $12 billion in savings and Gov. Bill Walker has raised the specter of re-
implementing statewide sales and income taxes -- a major deal in a state where residents have enjoyed 
decades without them.

In North Dakota, where the Bakken formation sits at the heart of America’s oil boom, dropping prices  
also have lawmakers concerned, reports Rob Port, who runs SayAnythingBlog.com. But they are still 
cutting taxes.

State lawmakers have reduced income taxes steadily since 2009 -- including a proposal winding through 
the legislature to reduce them yet again this year. In a nod to fiscal prudence, a proposal to zero-out 
income taxes altogether was put on the shelf. 

The Federal-State Disconnect
One clear element of state priorities is how different they are from those in Congress. For example, while 
education issues are prevalent in the states, it is not an issue that has seized the national agenda in the  
last year.

Similarly, many states are also addressing crime, prisons and marijuana policy to varying degrees, all issues 
that have not garnered a great deal of federal attention. 

Of course, that cuts in both directions. 

Much ink has been spilled in the last two years over the efforts in Congress to bring changes to the nation’s 
immigration system, including a Senate bill passed in 2013, several pieces of legislation in the House since 
then and President Obama’s executive actions (and the ensuing clash with Republicans in Congress). 

Yet immigration is not an issue that leads the agenda in the states. Reporters from only three states listed it 
as a top issue: California, New Mexico and Georgia. And it never ranked higher than third. 

Overall, 72 reporters from more than 60 publications participated in CQ Roll Call’s project.  They represent 
newspapers, television, radio, blogs, universities, watchdog groups and news services. They include winners 
of the Emmy, Peabody and Livingston awards, the Neiman Fellowship – even the Pulitzer Prize.

CQ not only covers state issues but also combines statehouse coverage with our analysis of possible 
impact at the federal level.

Further, if you need to track state legislation or monitor your issue across all of the state legislatures,  
we hope you will consider CQ StateTrack, whose mission is to ensure that you never miss a bill that  
matters to you.

Thank you for reading. And now, on to the 50 State Project…
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7TOP ISSUES IN THE STATES

CQ Roll Call asked reporters in all 50 states and Washington 
DC to rank the top five issues in their locale. The result is a 
snapshot of what governors and state lawmakers are working 
on across the nation right now. Here are some of the numbers.

Budget issues led the list, named as the single-largest issue in no fewer than 10 
states. Here are all the top issues that were listed more than once.

Number-One Issues

Budget 10

Education 8

Taxes 5

Transportation 5

Ethics 3

Healthcare 3

Jobs 3

Crime 2

Energy 2

Infrastructure 2

Pensions 2
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8TOP ISSUES IN THE STATES

Education was by far the issue mentioned most often, accounting for 20 percent of the topics 
that reporters identified. Here are all the issues that were listed more than once.

The Issues Overall

Economy

Gambling

Guns

Liquor

Privacy

Same Sex Marriage

Social Services

Technology

Elections Housing Immigration Civil Rights

Environment

Labor

Crime Ethics Prisons

Pensions

Energy Jobs

Marijuana

Infrastructure

Transportation

Taxes

Budget Healthcare

Education

Number of Issues

52

23

18

15

12

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2
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9THE 50 STATE PROJECT ALABAMA

1. ETHICS: Alabama’s Speaker of the House is Charged With Corruption
Mike Hubbard, Alabama’s Republican Speaker of the House, was charged by the state with 23 felony counts of 
public corruption. Hubbard was re-elected as Speaker for a second term. Republicans have a super majority in the 
House and have refused to confront Hubbard. However, Republican Gov. Robert Bentley and the Senate may be 
resisting Hubbard’s leadership. A growing divide could mean a contentious legislative  
session this year.

2. BUDGET: Continued Shortfall Expected This Year
In Alabama, a balanced budget is a Constitutional mandate. Yet the state continues to have an estimated  
$250 million shortfall--and the Republican-controlled government has pledged not to raise taxes. Gov. Robert 
Bentley has listed this as the top priority of 2015.

3. PRISONS: Overcrowding Could Bring Federal Scrutiny
Alabama’s prison population is nearing a 200 percent of capacity, and many lawsuits have been filed against  
the state over prison conditions. The Republican governor and legislature realize that without a solution, the  
state may face federal intervention. Both the governor and the legislature have listed this as a priority for 2015.

4. HEALTHCARE: Medicaid Expansion on the Table
Alabama is one of several Republican-controlled states that has not expanded Medicaid under the Affordable 
Care Act. The state has instituted a new managed care approach to Medicaid benefits. Gov. Robert Bentley, a 
physician, has signaled that he would be willing to expand Medicaid under certain conditions, such as federal 
block grants.

5. EDUCATION: Push for Charter Schools is Coming
Alabama is among the last eight states without charter schools. The Republican super majority in the legislature 
tried to implement a sweeping charter school bill in 2012, only to be defeated by the Alabama Education 
Association. This year, the legislature will introduce a pilot program for charter schools that seems certain to pass.

  
Bill Britt, Alabama Political Reporter
bbritt@alreporter.com

@BillBritt 
    

Bill Britt is a veteran, award-winning journalist with more than 20 years in publishing, new 
media and investigative reporting. In 2011, he established Alabama’s first all internet-based 
news organization, alreporter.com. Britt is best known for his two-and-half-year investigation of 
Republican Speaker of the House Mike Hubbard, which led to Hubbard’s indictment on 23 felony 
counts of public corruption. Britt is also the host of “The V—The Voice of Alabama Politics,” a 
weekly television show on the ABC networks statewide.
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10THE 50 STATE PROJECT ALASKA

1. TAXES: Crashing Oil Prices and Massive Deficits Could Lead to Taxes
Cratering oil prices in recent months, combined with a long-running drop in oil production, have Alaska 
expecting to lose $3.5 billion both this year and next, a sharp reversal from years of multi-billion dollar surpluses. 
The losses could quickly devour much of the $12 billion the state had set aside in savings during those boom 
years. If the losses continue into future years, things will get more difficult still. New Gov. Bill Walker, an 
independent, suggested the possibility of re-implementing dreaded taxes in a rare “State of the Budget” speech. 
Alaska’s free ride, in which residents have spent decades without statewide income or sales taxes, could be in 
jeopardy.

2. ECONOMY: Preventing a Crash
Dependent largely on government spending and the oil industry, Alaska’s economy faces dire times because 
both the industry and the oil-dependent state treasury are suffering from the downturn in oil prices. With 
the plane running out of fuel, policy makers will be tasked with making a smooth landing that doesn’t cause 
economic collapse. But doing so won’t be easy. The governor has proposed cutting operational budgets of 
state departments by five percent or more, but that still leaves a gaping deficit and will surely lead to job cuts. 
Meanwhile, the state’s once lucrative oil-production tax, the government’s major source of revenue, is now in 
some instances actually costing Alaska money because of tax credits designed to spur investment. But raising 
taxes on industry may lead to reduced investment in the oil patch, causing companies that support one-third of 
the economy to pack their bags, delivering another economic blow to the state.

3. HEALTHCARE: Stage Set for a Fight Over Medicaid Expansion
The Republican-dominated legislature seemed to be in agreement with the last governor, who refused to 
expand Medicaid to include an additional 40,000 Alaskans. The new governor, a former Republican who turned 
independent to run with a Democrat, wants to expand Medicaid to help Alaskans and boost federal revenue 
to Alaska. Powerful lawmakers are already balking, saying it will cost the state more than $10 million to setup 
the program and tens of millions of dollars more as the federal government reduces its contribution in coming 
years. So the stage is set for a big battle in Juneau, with many wondering what Gov. Bill Walker will have to give 
up to get his way.

4. INFRASTRUCTURE: Alaska’s Biggest Dream Project
Alaska desperately needs to diversify its economy, and many look to a massive “gigaproject” to tap one of 
the largest reserves of natural gas in North America and provide that diversity. The goal is to capture the gas 
– a byproduct of the massive North Slope oil flow – and then move it down an 800-mile pipeline that has yet 
to be built, super-chill it into liquid in southern Alaska, and ship it to Asia for sale. The project puts the state, 
ExxonMobil, BP and ConocoPhillips in the driver’s seat as equity partners. But with a cost estimated at $45 
billion to $65 billion, the effort could collapse under its own weight, like many other big gas line projects have in 
the state. Alaskans have been dreaming about this project for decades, but the companies won’t agree to pull 
the trigger for another four years and gas won’t move for a decade if the project is approved. Gov. Bill Walker 
says he wants to speed the effort, and has announced he wants to beef up a separate, smaller, state-led pipeline 
project that would essentially serve as competition to the gigaproject.

5. MARIJUANA: Hashing Out The Rules
Supporters say marijuana sales could diversify the economy, but Alaska’s conservative leadership isn’t 
eager to take the necessary steps because they say they don’t like the drug. Voters decided to legalize and 
commercialize marijuana last fall, and state and local lawmakers are now busy writing the rules, including how 
edibles will be regulated; banning hash oil to prevent manufacturing explosions; and creating a marijuana 
control board. At least one effort to limit legalization has already taken place, with an Anchorage assembly 
member proposing a ban on commercial marijuana that was shot down.
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11THE 50 STATE PROJECT ALASKA

Alex DeMarban, Alaska Dispatch News
alex@alaskadispatch.com

@alexmarban2
    

Alex is a veteran reporter who rose through the journalism ranks in a career launched at age 
10 flinging The Houston Chronicle newspaper. A journalism-school product of the University of 
Texas-Austin, he reported for the university paper before joining The Austin Chronicle weekly. 
He moved to Alaska after commercially fishing for Bristol Bay salmon in 1997. That was the 
worst season in years, so he stuck with journalism. He became editor at Alaska Newspapers Inc., 
focusing on rural issues while living and traveling extensively in off-road Alaska. He did time as 
rural affairs reporter at the Anchorage Daily News, and joined Alaska Dispatch in 2011. He often 
focuses on business, government and oil-related topics.

CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE

Did You Know?

Do You Know How We Know?
(We keep track of it in StateTrack, so we never miss a bill.)

273
bills were introduced in Alaska  

so far in the first quarter, including  
45 tax bills
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12THE 50 STATE PROJECT ARIZONA

1. BUDGET: Governor Vows Balanced Budget by 2017-2018 Fiscal Year
New GOP Gov. Doug Ducey’s budget pegs Arizona’s budget deficit at $700 million for the current fiscal year and 
the next. That deficit projection does not take into account a potentially huge liability from a school-funding lawsuit 
(independent analysts put the deficit at $1.5 billion.) Ducey’s longer-term goal of delivering a balanced budget 
counts on half-a-billion dollars in corporate tax cuts, enacted by the previous legislature, being offset by new 
revenue from job growth. Ducey says he won’t back away from tax cuts; he also wants to drive Arizona’s income  
tax rate as close to zero as possible.

2. EDUCATION: State Faces School-Funding Lawsuit
The school-funding case leaves a huge question mark surrounding size of Arizona’s budget deficit, as well as future 
funding for K-12 education. State courts have ruled the governor and legislature illegally underfunded Arizona 
schools over the last several years, ignoring a voter-approved law requiring funding to keep up with inflation. The 
potential cost to the state is roughly $1.6 billion, or about $320 million a year for five years. School attorneys want 
settlement talks, as does the judge. Republican Gov. Doug Ducey and the legislature are now fighting the monetary 
portion of the ruling, and Ducey included just $74 million in inflation-based funding for schools in his new budget. 
The Ducey budget does not set aside any money for potential school-funding liability.

3. EDUCATION: An Expansion of School Choice 
Republican Gov. Doug Ducey made expanding school-choice a cornerstone of his campaign. Ducey’s chief goal is 
helping Arizona charter schools reduce the cost of expansion, by using state resources to lower their borrowing 
costs or handing over unused public school space to the charters. But the mechanics, effectiveness and legality of 
these measures have yet to be fully examined.

4. JOBS: ‘Kick Start’ Arizona’s Job Growth
Arizona historically has led the nation in job growth coming out of past downturns. But it has lagged the rest of 
the country coming out of the Great Recession. Republican Gov. Doug Ducey pledged to ‘kick start’ Arizona’s 
economy during his campaign. He says the combination of lowering taxes and having a former CEO as governor 
(he ran Cold Stone Creamery) is a recipe for job growth. His budget suggests he plans to do thing differently than 
his predecessor: he cut $100 million in jobs-assistance dollars from the state’s top jobs-recruiting agency, and he 
trimmed the Tourism Department budget.

5. WILDCARDS: When Will the National Headlines Start?
Arizona gives the  country at least one piece of legislation a year that makes national headlines. What will it be in 
2015? It is widely expected that the controversial SB 1062 will be back in some shape. That bill got national attention 
last year for trying to legalize discrimination against LGBT residents. There will be a push to block Arizona’s first 
statewide test under the new Common Core standards, set for spring. Are we done with immigration legislation? 
And what will be the fate of the state legislature’s lawsuit against former GOP Gov. Jan Brewer to block Medicaid 
expansion? The Arizona Supreme Court recently ruled the legislature had standing to sue. Now, attorneys for the 
legislature are expected to seek a temporary injunction halting the Medicaid expansion in Arizona.

 
Brahm Resnik, Channel 12 News
bresnik@12news.com

@brahmresnik 
    

After 15 years in newspapers, Brahm Resnik covers politics and government for 12 News and is 
moderator of “12 News Sunday Square Off,” a leading political talk show. Resnik moderated the first 
gubernatorial debate of 2014; covered the SB 1070 arguments before the U.S. Supreme Court; and 
covered Sen. John McCain’s presidential campaign. He now covers every issue of consequence in 
Arizona, from education to immigration -- even hockey.
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ARKANSAS

1. HEALTHCARE: Medicaid Expansion Rolls On Despite GOP Victories
In Arkansas, reauthorization of the Medicaid expansion easily passed the legislature Feb. 5 with broad bipartisan 
support. The passage defied predictions of its demise after the November election saw a wave of victories by 
conservative candidates, who campaigned explicitly against the so-called “private option.” The private option, a 
unique approach to Medicaid expansion that uses Affordable Care Act dollars to buy private insurance for low-
income Arkansans, was crafted by Democratic Gov. Mike Beebe and a pragmatic group of Republican legislators 
two years ago. Although more than 220,000 Arkansans have gained coverage through the policy since then, its 
survival has been an open question; in 2014, the legislature reauthorized the private option by only the narrowest of 
margins after weeks of arm-twisting. But when new Republican Gov. Asa Hutchinson came out in favor of keeping 
the private option in place for at least two more years, it changed the equation and opposition from the right 
softened. For now, at least, it’s sticking around.

2. EDUCATION: State Takes Over Little Rock School District
The long history of desegregation in the Little Rock School District gives this story a special significance. On Jan. 28, 
the State Board of Education voted 5-4 to take over the district and dissolve its locally elected school board. The 
state board’s statutory authority derives from the fact that six out of the 48 schools in the district are in “academic 
distress,” a designation that indicates more than half of the students at a school are not scoring as “proficient” on 
standardized tests. The Little Rock business community is applauding the takeover as a step toward needed change, 
but many teachers and parents -- especially those in the African American community -- fear that it will open the 
door to the aggressive spread of charter schools in the district, much like what has happened in New Orleans. (It’s 
worth noting that the Walton family, vocal champions of charters and other education reforms, are among the most 
powerful business interests in the state.)

3. PRISONS: Overcrowding Could Bring Corrections Reforms
Since stricter parole rules went into effect in 2013, the population of Arkansas’s jails and prisons has ballooned far 
beyond their capacity. The Department of Corrections has requested $100 million from the legislature to build a new 
prison, but there’s little appetite for that in either the state house or the governor’s office. However, Republican Gov. 
Asa Hutchinson, who has previously worked as a U.S. attorney and administrator of the federal Drug Enforcement 
Administration, has expressed interest in pursuing broader criminal justice reforms to reduce the recidivism rate. 
That includes building a stronger parole system and investing money in aggressive reintegration programs.

4. ETHICS: Despite New Amendment, Lobbyist Wining and Dining Continues
One of the biggest surprises from the recent election was that voters approved a constitutional amendment that 
significantly tightened ethics rules on legislators, including a ban on food, drink and other gifts from lobbyists. But 
interest groups soon found loopholes. For example, if every legislator is invited to an event, it’s not considered a 
gift, so lobbyists can still provide free meals to lawmakers en masse. The amendment’s sponsors are now trying to 
improve the law and empower the state’s Ethics Commission to pursue violations, but it’s an uphill climb.

5. TAXES: On Tax Cuts, Republicans Exercise Restraint
Gov. Asa Hutchinson’s top priority this legislative session was passing a major tax cut for middle-income families 
(those making between roughly $20,000 and $80,000 annually), and he’s delivered with nearly every member of 
both parties on board. It’s expected to cost the state about $100 million, and so Republican legislators also agreed 
to delay or repeal two previous tax cuts in order to pay for Hutchinson’s priorities. A .1 percent break for high income 
earners will be put off until 2016, and a capital gains exemption will be scaled back. The new governor seems to 
be avoiding the radical fiscal austerity championed by states like Kansas; though a fiscal conservative at heart, 
Hutchinson is also showing himself to be a pragmatist.

  
Benjamin Hardy, Arkansas Times
benji.hardy@gmail.com

    
Benjamin Hardy is an associate editor at the Arkansas Times. He 
covers state politics, legislative affairs and education.
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CALIFORNIA

1. MARIJUANA: Legalization Drive May Spur Medical Regulation
Two decades after California legalized medical marijuana, Sacramento has proved consistently unwilling 
to enact state-level regulation of the cultivation, transportation and sale of the quasi-legal plant. A key 
difference this year: with other states having sanctioned recreational pot, advocates are determined to put full 
legalization on the 2016 ballot in California. Those who favor broad regulation hope the looming ballot initiative 
will motivate lawmakers to rein in the medical market before voters potentially launch a new green rush. There 
are already multiple bills in the pipeline that would create a statewide cannabis system: one by Democratic 
Assemblyman Rob Bonta and one by Democratic Assemblyman Reggie Jones-Sawyer.

2. EDUCATION: Officials Fight Over UC Tuition Increase
November elections had scarcely ended when University of California President Janet Napolitano initiated the 
first major budget battle of 2015, floating a plan to raise UC tuition annually for five years. She immediately 
drew a backlash from lawmakers and Democratic Gov. Jerry Brown, who believed the university was reneging 
on a deal to freeze tuition in exchange for Proposition 30 dollars. Leaders in the Senate and the assembly 
have since announced alternative plans to avert tuition bumps, and Democratic Assembly Speaker Toni Atkins 
hauled UC officials in to have them justify their budgets line by line. With California’s coffers flush again, this 
could be the main pressure point for lawmakers imploring Brown to loosen the purse strings.

3. IMMIGRATION: Another Run at Healthcare for Undocumented Immigrants
After legislation stalled last year to provide undocumented immigrants subsidized health care, Democratic 
state Sen. Ricardo Lara is making another go of it. SB 4 would give immigrants who are in the country illegally 
-- a group that is not covered by the federal Affordable Care Act -- access to health insurance in California. 
Lara has also proposed creating a new state office to help immigrants acclimate to life in California. He has 
been given a powerful position as chairman of the Senate’s appropriations committee, and will play a big role 
in deciding which spending bills live or die. The Legislature’s Latino caucus has been instrumental in backing 
legislation to expand the freedoms undocumented immigrants can enjoy in California. The caucus gets a new 
chairman this year: Democratic Assemblyman Luis Alejo, who in 2013 carried a bill offering driver’s licenses 
to immigrants who are in the country illegally. He has already introduced legislation for this session that could 
allow undocumented immigrants to work legally.

4. TAXES: Debate on Tax Increases Will Heat Up 
With his first bill as a state senator, former Assembly Speaker Bob Hertzberg has proposed a massive shift 
in California tax policy, one he says better reflects a 21st century economy where information and services 
make up a huge portion of economic activity. The Los Angeles Democrat proposes extending the state’s 
sales tax to many services and devoting the money to education and local governments. As a tax hike, the bill 
requires two-thirds approval -- a heavy lift in a Legislature where Democrats have lost their super-majority. 
But Hertzberg chairs the committee that oversees tax bills and is widely seen as an ambitious politician. Taxes 
will also figure big this year as political operatives prepare ballot measures for the 2016 election. Education 
advocates are calling for an extension of the temporary tax increases voters approved with Proposition 30 
in 2012, and liberal activists want to change 1978’s Proposition 13 to increase taxes on commercial property. 
Public health advocates have said they will pursue a new tax on cigarettes this year, through either legislation 
or the ballot box.

5. TECHNOLOGY: Debates Over Regulation and Privacy Ahead
Expect debates about consumer data, Internet privacy and regulation of some Web-based businesses to loom 
large . The tech lobby beefed up its presence in Sacramento last year, with the Internet Association opening 
an office, its first office outside Washington. The group was instrumental in rallying ride-sharing services 
like Uber and Lyft to oppose legislation increasing their insurance requirements. A similar effort to regulate 
home-sharing services is likely to emerge in the Legislature this year and one home-sharing company, Airbnb, 
recently retained a Sacramento lobbyist for the first time. The Assembly has established a new committee 
devoted to privacy and consumer protection, chaired by Assemblyman Mike Gatto. He is carrying a bill that 
would permit playing poker online.
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Jeremy B. White covers the California Assembly, writing about issues that range from budget 
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COLORADO

1. ENERGY: Can Communities and Big Oil Find Common Ground?
A special task-force, set up by Democratic Gov. John Hickenlooper last summer to avoid a potentially disastrous 
fight over ballot measures that sought to allow cities to ban fracking, just issued its recommendations. As 
expected, the group, made up of those representing the oil and gas industry, local governments and the 
conservation community, fell short of a breakthrough that might settle the impasse between homeowners 
worried about pollution and diminished property values and an industry in the midst of an oil and gas boom. 
And there was never much optimism about any magic bullet that could win approval from a divided state 
legislature. With both sides digging in, look for another ballot measure battle in 2016.

2. TAXES: Will Taxpayers Relinquish Some Rights?
Colorado Democrats have long scorned the state’s Taxpayers Bill of Rights, which requires voters to approve all 
tax hikes and revenue surpluses to be refunded to taxpayers. Hickenlooper, who recognizes TABOR’s popular 
appeal, has declared unraveling the “fiscal thicket” of competing constitutional amendments -- some choking 
off revenues, others mandating annual spending increases -- a major priority of his second term. Perhaps 
nothing is more consequential to the state’s long-term fiscal health, but it’s also the governor’s heaviest lift.

3. MARIJUANA: Managing Perceptions, Working Out the Kinks
One year into this unprecedented recreational marijuana experiment, a major drain on law enforcement and a 
broader perception problem for the state’s overall brand, most elected officials believe things are going as well 
as can be expected. While a task force looks to address labeling issues and dosage confusion in the popular 
edibles market, lawmakers are looking to crack down on the medical marijuana market, still operating separately 
with far less state oversight. Convincing the feds to ease banking regulations to reduce the potential for graft 
and violent crime around what is still a cash-based industry is another urgent priority.

4. EDUCATION: There’s Never Enough Money
Colorado boasts a strong economy and continues to attract young transplants, despite ranking near the bottom 
in per-pupil education funding. Because TABOR has prevented lawmakers from raising taxes for more than 20 
years, school funding hasn’t kept pace with a growing population. Educators have been forced to figure out 
how to do more with less. Democrats are hoping to ask voters to forego TABOR refunds so that the money can 
go to schools, but Republicans aren’t likely to go along. The legislature has a better chance to find consensus 
when it comes to loosening standardized testing requirements, something Hickenlooper signaled he was open 
to in his State of the State address.

5. INFRASTRUCTURE: Public-Private Partnerships in Vogue, Under Scrutiny
On winter weekends, an otherwise one-hour drive between Denver and the ski resorts on Interstate 70 can take 
four hours or longer, the most glaring sign of a state without adequate infrastructure to serve a fast-growing 
population. Because adding capacity will cost billions of dollars in taxes voters are unlikely to approve, policy-
makers are turning to public-private partnerships, or “P-3’s”, whereby private companies foot the cost of the 
projects in exchange for long-term contracts to manage toll lanes. The state’s first such project, now underway 
along the Denver-Boulder corridor, drew skepticism and complaints from a wary public now demanding more 
input on future P-3s.

  
Eli Stokols, KDVR-TV
estokols@gmail.com

@EliStokols
    

Eli Stokols is an Emmy-winning reporter and anchor at Denver’s KDVR-TV. After 
covering Colorado politics for nearly a decade, he is moving to Politico next 
month and will report on the 2016 election.
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CONNECTICUT

1. BUDGET: State Grapples With a $2.7 Billion Two-Year Fiscal Gap
Gov. Dannel P. Malloy, the darling of the political left after his re-election in a GOP year, will be forced to make 
budget cuts to close a projected $1.3 billion deficit in the first year of the biennial budget and a $1.4 billion gap 
in the second year. Proposed cuts to the social safety net will likely undo some of the political goodwill that 
Malloy has built up with unions and other groups loyal to him.

2. TRANSPORTATION: Governor Won’t Rule Out Tolls
Long opposed by border communities such as Greenwich and Danbury, tolls are back on the table for 
discussion by the governor and the Legislature after a three-decade absence in Connecticut. Gov. Dannel P. 
Malloy is open to bringing tolls back to raise revenue for transportation improvements, but has said that the 
state would have to lower its gasoline tax (the fifth-highest in the nation) to offset the burden to in-state drivers. 
The battle is expected to be fought along geographic and party lines.

3. TAXES: Sales Tax Cuts Eyed
Connecticut’s 6.35-percent sales tax would be reduced to 6.2 percent later this year and rolled back further 
to 5.95 percent in 2016 under Gov. Dannel P. Malloy’s budget plan. Republicans have called the reductions 
gimmicks by Malloy’s administration, which has also proposed eliminating a sales tax exemption for clothing 
purchases under $50.

4. JOBS: No New Major Economic Incentives in Austerity Budget
While Connecticut has added 26,000 jobs in the past year, the state has seen high-paying positions in the 
financial services sector diminish in Gov. Dannel P. Malloy’s home city of Stamford. The arm’s race between 
Connecticut and rival states has stoked the fires of a debate over economic incentives offered by Malloy’s 
administration to major employers such as UBS, ESPN and Bridgewater Associates, the world’s largest hedge 
fund, which last year scuttled a move from Westport to Stamford.

5. LIQUOR: Governor Wants to Extend Hours for Liquor Sales
After seeing its last dry town (Bridgewater) end prohibition in 2014, Connecticut is now considering extended 
hours for liquor sales and removing the statutory barriers that prevent retailers from offering discounts. Package 
stores and supermarkets would be able to sell booze until 10 p.m. Monday through Saturday and until 8 p.m. on 
Sunday under a proposal by the governor, which would not affect last call at bars in the state. The current cutoff 
for retail alcohol sales is 9 p.m. Monday through Saturday and 5 p.m. on Sunday.

  
Neil Vigdor 
neil.vigdor@scni.com

@gettinviggy
    

Neil Vigdor is the statewide political writer for Hearst Connecticut Media, which publishes the 
Connecticut Post, The Advocate (Stamford), The News-Times (Danbury), Greenwich Time and 
five weekly newspapers in Fairfield County. A frequent guest on the political talk show circuit 
in the state, he is a 42-time honoree of the Society of Professional Journalists Connecticut 
chapter and was named to The Fix’s 2015 list of the best statewide political reporters.

Ken Dixon
kdixon@ctpost.com

@KenDixonCT
       Ken Dixon is the capitol bureau chief for Hearst Connecticut Media. Covering the 

state Capitol since 1994, he has been honored by the National Society of Newspaper 
Columnists, the National Press Club, the National Society of Professional Journalists 
and the Connecticut chapter of the Society of Professional Journalists. Dixon was 
also named to The Fix’s 2015 list of the best statewide political reporters.
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D.C.

1. JOBS: New Mayor Looks to Economic Development
With an unemployment rate above the national average, District officials are hoping to attract more jobs and 
economic development. Newly elected Democratic Mayor Muriel Bowser developed a new position in her 
administration, the Deputy Mayor for Greater Economic Opportunity, who will be based in Ward 8, the ward 
east of the Anacostia River that has the highest unemployment rate of the eight wards. Bowser also expressed 
an interest in expanding workforce programs, saying in her inaugural address, “We’re going to make new, 
innovative improvements to our workforce programs so that they actually help put D.C. residents to work.”

2. HOUSING:  Helping a Growing Homeless Population
The District of Columbia continues to struggle with homelessness, and was among the states that saw large 
increases between 2007 and 2013. The D.C. Council launched a series of oversight hearings and Council 
Chairman Phil Mendelson created a new “Housing and Community Development” committee to address the 
problem. With affordable housing tied to the issue, Mayor Muriel Bowser said in her inaugural address that she 
plans to invest $100 million each year in affordable housing, but faces challenges doing so with a budget deficit.

3. EDUCATION: Congress Will Look at D.C. Voucher Program
Kaya Henderson, D.C. Public Schools Chancellor, touted a turnaround in the District’s education system in 
an appearance on “Meet the Press” just days into the new year. But education remains a top priority for D.C. 
officials. David Grosso, who chairs the Council’s Education Committee, said he plans to focus on addressing, 
“student discipline; mental and behavioral health supports for students; early childhood education; post-
secondary and workforce readiness; and of course continuing the efforts on truancy and absenteeism.” Mayor 
Muriel Bowser also stressed education reform on the campaign trail, with a focus on improving the District’s 
middle schools. In Congress, Rep. Jason Chaffetz, R-Utah, who chairs the committee with jurisdiction over the 
District of Columbia, has said he plans to hold a hearing on the D.C. school voucher program.

4. STATEHOOD: Efforts Continue to Eliminate Congressional Control 
The District of Columbia will continue the effort to free itself from congressional control, with a budget 
autonomy amendment working its way through the court system, and budget and legislative autonomy 
bills in Congress. Many in D.C. will continue to fight against what they call “taxation with representation” 
-- the slogan that adorns D.C. license plates -- because D.C. residents pay federal taxes but do not have a 
voting representative in Congress. The statehood effort will continue, with the New Columbia Admission Act 
introduced in the 114th Congress, but the effort faces heavy opposition in the Republican-led Congress.

5. CRIME: Continuing a Downward Trend
The District government is looking to continue the decrease in crime in a city that once led the nation in 
murders per capita. D.C. Metro Police Chief Cathy Lanier said in an interview with Homicide Watch at the end 
of December that many government agencies should be focused on homicide prevention. “So for all the other 
partners who may not necessarily think their primary goal is homicide prevention, it’s homicide prevention,” 
Lanier said. “So you know, family services, health and human services, mental health, I need all of those people 
to all think that one of their primary performance measures is homicide prevention.”

  
Bridget Bowman, Roll Call
BridgetBowman@rollcall.com

@bridgetbhc
    

Bridget Bowman is a campus reporter for Roll Call, covering the Capitol 
Hill community, House and Senate administration, legislative agencies and 
congressional oversight over the District of Columbia.
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DELAWARE

1. CRIME: Officials Want to Reduce Crime in Delaware’s Largest City
Delaware Attorney General Matt Denn and Wilmington Mayor Dennis P. Williams requested $640,200 from 
the state budget to fund new walking police patrols in high-crime areas of Delaware’s largest city. The mayor 
re-deployed officers to high-crime spots. And a new state-led commission will recommend new public safety 
strategies this spring to Delaware Gov. Jack Markell and state lawmakers. Those are the latest attempts to 
address crime in Wilmington, which saw 28 homicides in 2014 and ranks among the most dangerous U.S. cities 
when considering violent crime per capita. Members of Wilmington’s business community have also registered 
complaints about downtown crime. Money from financial crisis-related settlements with Bank of America and 
Citigroup could provide more permanent funding for foot patrols.

2. EDUCATION: Reforms for Public Schools
Delaware Gov. Jack Markell, a Democrat, proposed a controversial plan last year to improve the performance of 
six schools serving some of Wilmington’s most violent and low-income neighborhoods. School district officials 
and lawmakers balked at provisions in the plan, including requirements to hire highly-paid principals and force 
teachers to reapply for their jobs. If negotiations fail in one of two targeted school districts, it could mean 
turning over city schools to charter school operators. Lawmakers are also expected to consider a plan to raise 
starting teacher salaries to make them more competitive with surrounding states.

3. INFRASTRUCTURE: How to Fund Roadway Improvements?
Members of the Democratic-controlled General Assembly rejected a plan by Democratic Gov. Jack Markell 
in 2014 to raise the state’s gas tax by 10 cents to fund roadway infrastructure improvements. Markell and 
lawmakers are expected to resume negotiations this year. Higher vehicle document fees and tolls could take the 
place of a higher gas tax. Groups representing construction workers and engineers are lobbying for additional 
funding to pay for roadway work. Markell’s original plan included $50 million in additional tax revenue annually 
matched by $50 million in new Transportation Trust Fund borrowing.

4. GAMBLING: Aid to Ailing Casinos
Gambling taxes from Delaware’s three casinos, plus traditional lottery taxes, provided more than $214 million 
to the state budget last year. But competition from new casinos in surrounding states has caused gambling 
revenues to plummet. Dover Downs, the casino in Delaware’s capital city, has seen a 35-percent drop in slots 
revenue since 2007. General Assembly budget writers in 2014 allocated $9.9 million to help pay a share of 
casinos’ vendor costs. Lawmakers are expected to vote on a more permanent fix in 2015, offering long-term 
financial aid, potentially in the form of tax cuts, to casinos.

5. MARIJUANA: Decriminalization May Have Support
Gov. Jack Markell, a Democrat, does not support the full legalization of marijuana. But Markell has indicated 
support for decriminalization, a move that would replace criminal penalties for possession of small amounts 
of the drug with civil fines. Rep. Helene Keeley, a Wilmington Democrat, introduced a measure in January that 
decriminalizes possession of up to one ounce of marijuana for private use. A similar bill in 2014 cleared a state 
House committee but was never debated on the House floor.

  
Jonathan Starkey/The News Journal
jstarkey@delawareonline.com

@jwstarkey
       Jonathan Starkey covers state government and politics for The News Journal 

in Wilmington, Del. That includes coverage of the state legislature in Dover 
and Gov. Jack Markell’s administration, in addition to statewide officeholders 
and political campaigns. Starkey previously covered the DuPont Co., 
pharmaceutical companies and economic issues.
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FLORIDA

1. HEALTHCARE: A Fight Over Medicaid Expansion
The Florida Senate wants to pass a plan to expand Medicaid and set up a state-run exchange while 
implementing co-pay, premium and work requirements. But the House remains opposed and rejected similar 
plans passed by the Senate two years ago. The issue will play a critical role in forming the state budget, because 
federal officials have said a separate Medicaid program won’t be extended, costing the state more than $1 billion 
in federal funds.

2. EDUCATION: Scaling Back The Amount of Testing
After uproar from parents and teachers across the state over an abundance of testing, Republican Gov. Rick 
Scott issued an executive order eliminating one test for high school juniors. Teachers unions say it’s not enough. 
GOP lawmakers, after pushing through a series of education reforms in the last 15 years, some of which tied 
teacher merit pay and some school funding to test results, are looking to scale back the number of tests in 
schools.

3. ENVIRONMENT: Different Strategies on Conservation
Voters passed a constitutional amendment last fall requiring a minimum amount of funds to be spent on land 
and water conservation projects. The environmental groups that pushed the amendment want to spend more 
money on buying state land, but legislative leaders say Florida needs to focus on maintaining the land it already 
owns.

4. PRISONS: Lawmakers Targeting Broad Reforms
After a series of Miami Herald stories detailing deaths, inmate abuse and unsafe conditions for guards at state 
prisons, lawmakers – especially in the Senate – are looking to overhaul prison oversight and put more money 
into funding prison guards.

5. EDUCATION: Lowering the Cost of Higher Ed
Gov. Rick Scott campaigned on keeping tuition costs low and is pushing measures this legislative session 
to back up that promise. They include eliminating the sales tax on textbooks and freezing tuition for both 
undergraduate and graduate classes.

  
Gray Rohrer, Orlando Sentinel
grohrer@orlandosentinel.com

@GrayRohrer
    

Gray Rohrer is the Orlando Sentinel’s Tallahassee bureau reporter, covering the Legislature and 
state government. A Florida native, he previously worked for newspapers in Jacksonville and 
Fort Myers.
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GEORGIA

1. TRANSPORTATION: How to Pay for Huge Infrastructure Improvements?
Georgia lawmakers are grappling with the issue of how to raise more than a billion dollars a year to cover the 
state’s dire transportation needs. Right now, the state is on a 50-year cycle for road paving. Several of the state’s 
bridges are crumbling and deemed unsafe. On top of all that, the city of Atlanta continues to grow and the 
traffic problems are only getting worse. Commutes can average more than an hour from the burbs. A House 
proposal would do away with the sales tax on gas and move to a 29-cent excise tax. Americans for Tax Reform 
are calling it a massive tax increase.

2. EDUCATION: Governor Pushes for Takeover of Troubled Schools
Republican Governor Nathan Deal is pushing an aggressive Constitutional amendment that would allow the 
state to take over failing schools. He will travel to New Orleans with Democrats and Republicans to try to make 
the case for his legislation. Deal needs a 2/3-majority vote, meaning he’ll need plenty of Democratic support. 
Republican State Rep. Mark Hamilton has also introduced a parental choice bill, which would allow parents to 
use the state portion of taxpayer money allocated to public school students for private school, therapy and/or 
tutoring. Critics fear it would gut the public school system. 

3. MARIJUANA: Medical Marijuana Backers Will Try Again
Republican State Rep. Allen Peake is trying for a second year to get a medical marijuana bill passed in 
Georgia.  Last year, the bill got stuck in the Senate because lawmakers attached a provision requiring insurance 
companies to cover the cost of autism therapies until the age of six.  House leadership balked at insurance 
mandates during the implementation of Obamacare, so the bill went nowhere. Currently, the cannabis oil bill 
would allow THC levels up to 5 percent, but law enforcement has raised questions about recreational use. The 
bill’s sponsor is adjusting it from 17 ailments and diseases to about 7, including childhood seizure disorders, 
cancer, glaucoma and MS.

4. HEALTHCARE: Medicaid Expansion an Unlikely Prospect
Rural hospitals and Democrats continue to push for Medicaid Expansion under the Affordable Care Act.  Several 
rural hospitals have asked their counties for taxpayer money to remain open or risk closure because of a lack 
of funding.  This issue was in the hands of Governor Nathan Deal last year, until the Georgia House and Senate 
passed a law placing that decision in the hands of state lawmakers. It’s not likely to gain any momentum in the 
Republican-controlled House and Senate.

5. IMMIGRATION: Debating Rights for DACA Residents
There is a push by some Democrats to allow students in the United states under the federal Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals policy to be granted in-state tuition to go to college. Currently, they must pay out-of-
state tuition and are not allowed to apply to Georgia’s top universities, including UGA, Georgia Tech, Georgia 
State and the Medical College of Georgia. These students have testified it’s not fair because they graduate from 
Georgia high schools and can’t afford to go to college. State Senator Josh McKoon, a Republican, wants to take 
it one step further and not allow DACA participants to obtain Georgia driver’s licenses.  

E X T R A

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM: Controversial Bill is Back for a Second Round
Republican State Senator Josh McKoon is again introducing a bill he says will protect religious freedoms. Last 
year, a similar bill died, after the business community, including huge corporations like Delta and Coca-Cola, 
came out against it. Opponents claim this will be used to discriminate. Supporters say Georgians should be 
protected from state, county and local governments that want to intrude on their religious freedoms. McKoon 
says opponents are fear mongering and that the bill has nothing to do with discrimination.
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Lori.geary@wsbtv.com
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Lori Geary joined the reporting team at WSB-TV in 1998 after anchoring at CNN  Headline 
News. She’s proud to say she worked every shift at WSB before landing the political beat, which 
has taken her as far away as Dubai, Cuba and China. She has won two Emmy Awards at WSB-
TV and  the Common Cause Democracy Award for her coverage at the state capitol. She was 
named one of the best state political reporters by the Washington Post two years in a row.
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HAWAII

1. BUDGET: Financial Woes May Be Ahead
Just a few minutes into his first state of the state speech Gov. David Ige pronounced a simple truth: Hawaii is 
spending more than it takes in. Ige’s $25.7 billion operating budget for the upcoming biennium relies on $665 
million in carryover funds, and that’s with tourism breaking an all-time record last year with almost 8.3 million 
visitors. Complicating matters, Hawaii is the third most unionized state in the nation on a per capita basis and 
public employees receive generous benefits. The Aloha State also has an extensive safety net. This will all come 
to a head as the state looks to increase revenue, cuts costs or both. Look for Ige, a pragmatist and former 
chairman of the Senate Ways and Means Committee, to start a conversation on the need to begin balancing the 
state’s books, which is required by the state Constitution.

2. HOMELESSNESS: Officials Struggle to Address Growing Population 
Although Hawaii remains a tropical paradise as the most isolated landmass on the planet, it’s getting more 
difficult for those who live here to carve out a living. The sad results can be seen daily in the number of people 
living on city streets, under bridges or in cars. On Oahu, the state’s population center, homelessness has 
increased over the past five years. In a state of just 1.4 million people that is still largely dependent on tourism, 
the issue has been a focal point of the Democratic-controlled Legislature. But state lawmakers have also been 
criticized for failing to back up their handwringing with substantial funding for programs.

3. HOUSING: Prices are Rising -- And So is Demand
What can you buy in your state for $675,000? In Hawaii, that’s the median price of a single-family home, 
according to the Honolulu Board of Realtors. On Oahu alone, 24,000 new units are needed over the next 15 
years to address pent-up demand, according to a report by the Office of Housing. A 2011 housing study said 
the state will be 50,000 units short by 2016. To address the problem, the Legislature may allow the construction 
of modular units, such as those built from shipping containers. Gov. David Ige and state lawmakers are also 
trying to integrate Honolulu’s $5.3 billion rail project into affordable housing solutions through transit-oriented 
development. The governor has also said he will pursue federal dollars.

4. TRANSPORTATION: Honolulu’s Rail Line Continues to Raise Doubts
Honolulu’s rail line is Hawaii’s most infamous public works project, the largest in its 55-year history. Although 
it is being built by the City and County of Honolulu, the legislature set the project in motion in 2005 when it 
approved a half-percent increase in the state’s general excise tax. But the elevated train is already more than 
$900 million over budget -- and that’s with 40 percent of the contracts yet to be issued. Honolulu Mayor Kirk 
Caldwell has asked House and Senate lawmakers to extend the rail tax beyond its sunset date at the end of 
2022 to make the controversial project whole again. Gov. David Ige has reacted skeptically, saying the request is 
“premature,” and wants to see that the city is doing everything to reduce costs. The elevated, driverless system 
stretching 20 miles from East Kapolei to the Ala Moana Shopping Center is scheduled to open in 2019, but 
whether or not the Honolulu Authority for Rapid Transportation can continue its construction schedule may 
depend on what Ige and state lawmakers ultimately decide.

5. MARIJUANA: Fight Over Medical Marijuana Expansion Bill 
In the year 2000, Hawaii was one of the first states in the nation to legalize medical marijuana under Act 228. 
Fifteen years later, state lawmakers are struggling with what to do next. Under current law, the 13,000 or so 
patients who hold a Department of Health medical marijuana card are allowed to possess four ounces of 
processed pot. However, there are no dispensaries in the state and patients are required to either grow their 
own, or obtain the drug from traffickers. Supporters hope to change that through a House bill that would set 
up 26 medical marijuana dispensaries and an unspecified number of production centers. Look for the bill to 
be challenged by the conservative wing of the Democratic Party and law enforcement officials, who believe 
dispensaries will lead to full legalization.
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Andrew Pereira, KITV4 News
apereira@kitv.com

@KITV_Reporter
    

Andrew Pereira is the senior reporter at KITV News. He has received the Edward R. Murrow 
Award and the Society of Professional Journalists award for his investigative reporting, and has 
twice been nominated for the Emmy award.

CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE

Did You Know?

Do You Know How We Know?
(We keep track of it in StateTrack, so we never miss a bill.)

3,619
bills were introduced in Hawaii  

so far in the first quarter, including 
26 homelessness bills
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IDAHO

1. EDUCATION: School Funding and Broadband Access
Education funding is Idaho’s top issue this year. Gov. C.L. “Butch” Otter proposed a 7.4-percent spending 
increase, which includes the first installment of a five-year plan to raise teacher salaries, along with more 
operational money and funding for classroom technology. But the increase only restores school spending to 
mid-recession levels and some legislators want more for teachers. Also, the state has had to deal with a $60 
million internet broadband contract declared illegal last year. The network provides broadband access and 
remote education options for schools, which particularly helps rural districts. -BD

2. TAXES: Both Tax Cuts and Increases are Proposed
Gov. Butch Otter has proposed a phased, 0.5 percentage point reduction in income and business taxes over 
five years; requested funding for grants to attract business and address the state’s labor shortage; and most 
significantly, asked the Legislature to find funding for the state’s creaky, under-maintained transportation 
network. Besides raising gas taxes and registration fees, legislators are reviewing possible changes in sales taxes, 
but no consensus has emerged. Also, a proposal to replace the state’s graduated income tax with a single flax 
for all income levels was floated but did not gain traction. -BD

3. TRANSPORTATION: One Huge Problem, Plenty of Unpopular Solutions
Idaho has almost 700 bridges rated in deficient condition, and thousands of miles of road in need of extensive 
repair. Still, the legislature has turned down repeated attempts to increase transportation funding, and the 
state hasn’t raised the gas tax since 1995. This year, the governor and legislative leaders agree something 
must be done to address infrastructure investments, but stakeholders and lawmakers have different ideas 
on how to get there. Among the ideas: adjustments to the state sales tax, raising registration fees, increasing 
the gas tax, tracking drivers’ mileage, or dipping into the general fund instead of relying on dedicated money 
from registration and fuel taxes. In early March, legislative leadership indicated the 2015 session might adjourn 
without addressing the problem. -MD

4. HEALTHCARE: Conservatives Still Wary of Obamacare, Medicaid Expansion
Idaho remains opposed to Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act, unswayed by movement in other 
red states, where alternate expansions have been implemented with waivers from the federal government. 
Lawmakers, at the governor’s request, have held hearings to take testimony from a governor-appointed 
workgroup that recommended expansion, but no bills have been introduced. Expansion would bring more than 
$7 billion in federal assistance into Idaho through 2025. -BD

5. CIVIL RIGHTS: Movement on Same-Sex Marriage and LGBT Protections
The governor and the state attorney general have separately appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court over the 
nullification of the state’s same-sex marriage ban last year. In the state house, the Legislature, for the first time 
in nine years, granted a hearing on adding sexual orientation and gender identity protections to the state’s 
anti-discrimination laws. Nearly 200 people testified over three days before a legislative committee voted the 
measure down. Supporters have pledged to keep pressing. -BD

E X T R A

BROADBAND: Idaho Education Network’s Uncertain Future
This year, lawmakers and state officials must decide if they will continue using broadband provider Idaho 
Education Network after a voided $60 million contract, millions of dollars in unanticipated bills, a Justice 
Department investigation and surveys showing most Idaho schools use the system for its Internet connection 
and not its costly video conferencing. As the state rebids the contract in coming months and attempts  
to secure federal e-rate funding that previously fell through, the legislature tasked public schools in  
February with securing their own broadband for the short-term. While all have successfully  
remained online using local providers, the future of a statewide solution remains uncertain. -MD
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IDAHO

COURTS: Rethinking the State’s Public Defense System 
Problems with Idaho’s public defense system -- including limited space to meet clients in private in 
some counties, and massive caseloads for defense attorneys -- have led critics to call it inadequate 
and unconstitutional. Reform efforts have sputtered, though, with an interim committee making no 
recommendations on whether the state should take over public defense from Idaho’s 44 counties or continue to 
favor local control while providing more resources. While it’s unclear if the legislature will take up the issue this 
session, a lawsuit could be filed to force the state’s hand. -MD

  
Melissa Davlin, Idaho Public Television 
melissadavlin@gmail.com

@davlinnews
    

Melissa Davlin is co-host of Idaho Reports on Idaho Public Television and co-founder of the 
Point of Personal Privilege Podcast. Prior to that, she covered the Idaho Legislature for the Twin 
Falls Times-News. Davlin is currently writing a book on Idaho’s refugee community, and has 
received awards for her coverage on health care, justice issues, refugees and Idaho politics

Bill Dentzer, Idaho Statesman
bdentzer@idahostatesman.com

@IDS_billd 
    

Bill Dentzer joined The Idaho Statesman as Idaho state government and politics reporter in 
December. He previously reported for Gannett Newspapers/The Journal News in New York, 
where his assignments included city government reporter, political columnist and commentator 
covering the City of Yonkers, as well as state Capitol reporter covering the governor’s office and 
the state Legislature in Albany.
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ILLINOIS

1. BUDGET: Governor Faces Funding Crisis
Rookie Republican Gov. Bruce Rauner faces an immediate and long-term budgeting challenge. Illinois’ 
temporary income tax increase expired on Jan. 1, creating a drop in revenue of $1.6 billion in the current fiscal 
year and a more than $4 billion hole in the fiscal year beginning July 1. Democrats who control the General 
Assembly are wary of the Winnetka businessman’s plans to balance the budget by reducing Medicaid costs and 
slashing other state programs.

2. PENSIONS: State Retirement System Still in the Spotlight
Illinois’ financial troubles can be traced, in part, to years of underfunding the state’s employee retirement 
programs. In an attempt to keep state income taxes low, lawmakers and past governors have raided pension 
funds to expand government. With credit rating agencies threatening to lower an already rock-bottom credit 
rating, lawmakers and former Gov. Pat Quinn approved a pension fix in 2013 that is now under review by the 
Illinois Supreme Court. Gov. Bruce Rauner, who beat Quinn in November, has presented his own pension fix, 
which is unlikely to gain support among union-backed Democrats.

3. LABOR: Governor Clashes With Unions
After winning his first bid for public office in November, Gov. Bruce Rauner wasted no time taking on unions. 
Rauner wants to bring right-to-work laws to local communities and ban political contributions by unions. He 
also faces the prospect of the current contract with the state’s largest union expiring on July 1. His anti-labor 
faces a tough road in a state where Democrats control the House and the Senate by wide margins and many 
downstate Republicans represent thousands of unionized state workers and public school teachers.

4. EDUCATION: Revamping the Formula for Education Funding
Inequities in funding between many downstate Illinois school districts and their wealthier counterparts in 
Chicago’s suburbs have triggered a call for a revamp of the state’s education funding formula. Democratic state 
Sen. Andy Manar is leading the charge for change, but faces skepticism from his suburban counterparts, who 
worry their schools will lose out. Democratic House Speaker Michael Madigan signaled he’s on board with the 
idea of change when he announced a task force in early March that will join in the effort to find a solution.

5. INFRASTRUCTURE: Seeking a Solution for Roads, Bridges and Schools
A $31 billion statewide road, bridge and school construction program is expiring this year, leaving Gov. Bruce 
Rauner and lawmakers looking for ways to jumpstart a job-creating, infrastructure-building program at a time 
when other state programs are being cut. Business and labor groups have formed a rare coalition to work 
together to look at various funding sources for a new program. Under consideration are a boost in the gasoline 
tax, higher vehicle licensing fees and a handful of other tax changes that could generate the dollars needed to 
rev up the bulldozers.

  
Kurt Erickson, Lee Enterprises
kurt.erickson@lee.net

@Illinois_Stage 
    

Kurt Erickson is the Springfield bureau chief for Lee Enterprises, which publishes 50 daily 
newspapers in 22 states. It has more than a dozen publications in Illinois.
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INDIANA

1. EDUCATION: Funding Increase on Track for Approval
Republicans in the House and Senate, along with Republican Gov. Mike Pence, have agreed to increase funding 
for education. But the increase will be relatively small and there is an ongoing and touchy debate over how to 
divide the state’s money. There is a strong push to increase funding for suburban schools, which are growing, 
but anything that takes away from struggling schools in Indianapolis is sure to cause political fireworks.

2. EDUCATION: Governor Pushes Increased Support for Charters, Vouchers
After a series of sweeping and contentious reforms in recent years, lawmakers of late have taken a pause on 
new measures. This year, though, Gov. Mike Pence is pushing for increased state support for charter schools 
and for what is already a large-scale voucher program that allows low-income families to send their children to 
private schools.

3. SAME-SEX MARRIAGE: Conservatives Push ‘Religious Liberty’ Bill
The debate over same-sex marriage, which dominated recent sessions, has been sidelined in the wake of federal 
court rulings overturning Indiana’s law prohibiting such marriages. But social conservatives are particularly 
influential and this year are pushing for a “religious liberty” bill that critics argue would allow businesses to 
discriminate.

4. BUDGET: What to Do With the Surplus?
Indiana is sitting on a roughly $2 billion budget surplus, which has led to a wide range of interests seeking 
funding for causes and issues that saw funding cuts during the economic downturn. Whether lawmakers open 
the purse strings in the coming months will be a focus of state house observers.

5. ENVIRONMENT: Will Regulations Be Rolled Back?
Pro-environmental measures have largely gone nowhere in recent years. The question this year is whether the 
Republican-controlled state house will grant the wishes of those who seek to further push back environmental 
regulations and restrictions. At the front of the line is a push that would prohibit local governments from limiting 
factory farms, despite concerns about the impact on neighboring landowners.

E X T R A

CRIME: Increasing Penalties for Gun-Related Crime
Indianapolis and other cities have seen troubling crime trends in recent months, and heroin has led to tragedies 
and concerns in both rural and suburban communities. At this point, the main pieces of crime legislation being 
debated would increase penalties for gun crimes.

  
Matthew Tully, Indianapolis Star 
matthew.tully@indystar.com

@matthewltully
       Matthew Tully has been the political columnist for the Indianapolis Star since 2005. 

His columns focus on issues ranging from crime and politics, to education and life in 
Indiana. Tully’s commentary has appeared in the Wall Street Journal, WashingtonPost.
com and Education Week, and he has appeared on MSNBC, NPR, CNN, Fox News and 
many other media outlets. He received the Casey Medal for Meritorious Journalism in 
2010, and was named national Columnist of the Year by the Society of Professional 
Journalists in 2014. Tully is also the author of the “Searching for Hope.” 
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IOWA

1. INFRASTRUCTURE: Fuel-Tax Increase Passes in a Blink
Republican and Democratic legislative leaders and Republican Gov. Terry Branstad moved quickly in 2015 to 
increase the state’s fuel tax by 10 cents per gallon to raise revenue for road and bridge improvements. Despite 
little progress in previous years, and virtually no discussion from either party during the 2014 campaign, leaders 
hammered out a deal in a series of closed-door meetings throughout January and early February and then 
quickly passed it through the Legislature. The bill was introduced on Feb. 10, passed both chambers on Feb. 24, 
was signed into law on Feb. 25 and took effect March 1. The measure won majority support among Democrats 
and Republicans alike in both chambers, purposefully spreading the political fallout and neutralizing the tax 
increase as a campaign issue in 2016.

2. EDUCATION: Aid for Schools a Flashpoint in Modest Budget Year
State revenues are projected to rise in the coming budget year, but new funding commitments for policies 
enacted in earlier years and rising Medicaid costs are expected to eat up nearly all of the additional dollars. 
That has Branstad and Republican legislators proposing relatively small increases in the state’s funding for K-12 
schools. Democrats want to boost funding by tens of millions of dollars more, setting up a fight between the 
GOP-led House and Democratic Senate.

3. EDUCATION: Governor and Legislators Referee Fight Over School Start Dates 
A long-running fight between tourism interests – led by the Iowa State Fair – and Iowa school districts is a hot 
topic in the Legislature this year. State law requires schools to begin classes during the week of Sept. 1, but for 
years the vast majority of districts have received waivers allowing them to open in mid-August, putting them 
in conflict with the state fair. The Branstad administration is revising state policies to tighten up that waiver 
process, while lawmakers are moving in the opposite direction – giving school districts more freedom to set 
their calendars. Both sides are hoping for a compromise.

4. TECHNOLOGY: Branstad Wants to “Connect Every Acre”
One of Gov. Terry Branstad’s top priorities for 2015 is a package of incentives to expand high-speed, broadband 
internet to unserved and underserved areas of the state. A big focus is on improving access for internet-
connected farm equipment, which uses GPS and other technologies to improve efficiency. Branstad is 
proposing $5 million in grants for entities that expand access.

5. MARIJUANA: Activist Moms Want Improvements to Last Year’s Law
In 2014, a lobbying campaign by Iowa moms convinced the Legislature to pass a bill decriminalizing cannabidiol 
oil derived from marijuana for the treatment of severe epilepsy. The law doesn’t allow for the purchase or 
production of the oil, however, making it effectively impossible to actually obtain. The moms promise to be back 
this year, seeking fixes that ensure patients have access.

  
Jason Noble, Des Moines Register
jnoble2@dmreg.com

@jasonnobleDMR
    

Jason Noble is a reporter for the Des Moines Register, covering state and national politics and 
the Iowa Legislature. Prior to joining the Register, Noble was the Missouri Capitol correspondent 
for the Kansas City Star. He is a graduate of Iowa State University and has a Master’s in Public 
Affairs from the University of Missouri.
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KANSAS

1. TAXES: Cigarette, Liquor Taxes May Be Ahead
Republican Gov. Sam Brownback’s first-term initiative to eliminate state income taxes on 190,000 businesses 
to spur the economy hasn’t produced the increase in revenues the governor wanted. Now, he’s proposing a 
$1.50-a-pack hike on cigarette taxes, and higher liquor taxes. Without them, he won’t have the money to avoid a 
roughly 10 percent budget cut next fiscal year. Democrats have their eyes on those income tax cuts, which took 
place in 2012 and 2013, but aren’t prepared to take the political heat for writing a bill to rescind the cuts.

2. EDUCATION: Spending Becomes a Political and Budget Issue
It has all come down to money: How to allocate more than half of the state’s general fund to school districts. 
Gov. Sam Brownback’s proposal to block-grant money to districts—abandoning a decades-old formula to 
account for the additional expense of meeting special educational needs of children—is likely to be approved, 
but it shows increased state aid only because the block grants give the state specific credit for pension 
payments that have been made automatically for years, inflating on paper the actual state aid. It’s a two-year 
plan that would virtually freeze aid, but give districts new flexibility to move money around in their budgets. 
Nobody seems to like the plan, but budget issues and cash shortages at the state bank account are nudging the 
block grants toward passage.

3. PENSIONS: Bond Issue Could Keep Retirement System Funded
The under-funded Kansas Public Employees Retirement System, just this year topping the bright-yellow 
“emergency,” 60-percent-funded line, is in play, with the state hoping to pass legislation to issue $1.5 billion 
in pension bonds to free up money for general expenses. The Republican-dominated House and Senate 
don’t like bonds, but may be cornered to use KPERS as a lever to keep the general state budget out of the 
unconstitutional “red.”

4. COURTS: Who Will Nominate Supreme Court Members?
A strong effort is underway to eliminate the lawyer-dominated, nonpartisan Supreme Court Nominating 
Commission from vetting applicants for openings on the 7-member Kansas Supreme Court, in favor of a process 
that allows the governor to nominate candidates and the Senate to confirm them. The courts have been blamed 
by conservative Republicans for the school finance pinch, as well as courts having to scramble for budget aid to 
avoid furloughs of non-judge workers.

5. ENERGY: A Push Back Against Renewable Portfolio Standards
A push-back against Renewable Portfolio Standards (20 percent by 2020), which Kansas utilities are likely to 
meet shortly, is underway by backers of coal in this wind-rich state. It’s not a an issues that is widely talked 
about by most folks, who just want their garage doors to open and close, but it paralyzes lawmakers for several 
days a session and the threat of a higher federal mandate stirs the pot. Property tax breaks for wind farms and 
distribution lines often figure in.

  
Martin Hawver, Hawver News Co.
politics@hawvernews.com

    
Martin Hawver is the editor and publisher of Hawver’s Capitol Report, a  non-partisan news 
service that reports on Kansas government and politics. Hawver is the dean of the Kansas 
Statehouse press corps, having covered the beat for almost four decades. He also writes a 
weekly column called “At The Rail,” which is syndicated to Kansas newspapers.
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KENTUCKY

1. CRIME: Lawmakers Agree to Address Heroin Epidemic
After passing laws to control pain pill abuse in recent years, the Kentucky General Assembly is now confronting 
what many say is a heroin epidemic. The legislation is aimed at taking a comprehensive approach, including tougher 
penalties for dealers and more treatment for users. The House and Senate deadlocked on how to strike that 
balance last year. This year, each chamber has passed a bill and negotiations continue, with legislation likely to pass. 
Democratic Gov. Steve Beshear has made passage a priority in 2015. -TL

2. TAXES: Local-Option Sales Tax Still Has Supporters
Some Kentucky cities and counties want the power to levy an optional local sales tax on top of the state’s 6-percent 
sales tax. Unlike most states, Kentucky doesn’t let local governments levy sales taxes. To change that, three 
Democratic senators from the Louisville area sponsored a proposed constitutional amendment in 2013 that, if it 
had passed, would have allowed local governments to add a 1-percent sales tax to fund specific projects if local 
voters approved. When the projects were finished, the tax would expire. The bill died without a committee hearing. 
Lawmakers said they worried that communities could raise taxes so high that they become unattractive places 
to live and do business. Louisville Mayor Greg Fischer, Lexington Mayor Jim Gray, the Kentucky League of Cities 
and the Kentucky Association of  Counties, among others, continue to lobby for an optional local sales tax, but it 
appears unlikely to happen this session. -JC/JB

3. INFRASTRUCTURE: Public Private Partnerships Under Consideration
With state gas tax revenues shrinking, Kentucky is looking for new ways to fund road work, especially megaprojects 
such as the Brent Spence Bridge that connects Northern Kentucky to Cincinnati, Ohio. The so-called “P3” legislation 
would allow private companies to take a stake in road projects, with revenue sources such as tolls providing 
payback. However, it failed last year thanks to opposition to tolls. -JP

4. PENSIONS: Funding the Kentucky Teacher Retirement System 
Kentucky operates multiple pension plans, all of which are on unsound financial footing. It passed a series of 
changes to the system for state and local government employees two years ago, going to a hybrid plan for new 
employees, though the payoff is still 20 years away. However, the reform didn’t address the Kentucky Teachers 
Retirement System, which has roughly $14 billion in unfunded liabilities. Democratic House Speaker Greg Stumbo 
proposes floating $3.3 billion in bonds to infuse system with cash, but Republicans are skeptical. -RE

5. JOBS: Partisan Gridlock Persists on How to Boost Economy
Kentucky’s majority-Republican Senate has made it a top priority to pass a so-called Right to Work bill this year, 
which would prohibit joining a union or paying union dues as a condition of employment. But it is sure to fail in the 
House, where Democrats cling to a majority, and a bill is unlikely this session. -TL

E X T R A

HEALTHCARE: Kentucky Republicans on the Attack Over Obamacare
Democratic Gov. Steve Beshear embraced Obamacare more tightly than many governors, establishing Kentucky’s 
online health insurance marketplace and expanding Medicaid. But this is Beshear’s final year in office and Kentucky 
Republicans criticize Obamacare for many reasons, including the added cost to taxpayers when the state begins 
paying part of the cost for the Medicaid expansion in 2017. The Republican call for backing out of Obamacare is 
likely to be loud in this year’s gubernatorial campaign. -TL
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KENTUCKY

ELECTIONS: Can Felons Regain the Right to Vote in Kentucky?
Most states restore voting rights to felons once they complete their sentences. Not Kentucky. Unless the 
governor issues a partial pardon, a felon in Kentucky is permanently disenfranchised from voting or holding 
office. The ACLU of Kentucky, which lobbies for felon voting rights, estimates that more than 180,000 
Kentuckians are now barred from the polls. Former Democratic Rep. Jesse Crenshaw used to file a bill on 
this annually, which would die in the Republican-led Senate. But Crenshaw retired in 2014. Now, however, the 
issue has a new champion: Republican U.S. Sen. Rand Paul, who is influential among Kentucky conservatives, 
including those in the state Senate. -JC/JB;

  
Jack Brammer, Lexington Herald-Leader
jbrammer@herald-leader.com

@BGPolitics

John Cheves, Lexington Herald-Leader
jcheves@herald-leader.com

@BGPolitics
    

  
Ronnie Ellis, CNHI News
rellis@fewpb.net

@cnhifrankfort
       Ronnie Ellis has been the Frankfort Bureau Chief for CNHI News since 2005. Community 

Newspapers Holding Inc. owns newspapers, websites and publications in roughly 130 
communities, including a dozen publications in Kentucky. A Kentucky native, Ellis is a frequent 
guest on Kentucky Education Television’s “Comment on Kentucky,” one of the longest-running 
public affairs programs in the U.S.

Tom Loftus, The Courier-Journal
tloftus@louisvil.gannett.com

@TomLoftus_CJ
       Tom Loftus has been chief of The Courier-Journal’s Frankfort Bureau since 1987. He has won 

the two top honors in Kentucky journalism: The James Madison Award for Service to the First 
Amendment and induction into the Kentucky Journalism Hall of Fame. Loftus was one of The 
Courier-Journal’s main reporters in its Pulitzer Prize-winning coverage of a 1988 church bus 
crash in Carroll County, which killed 27 people.

James Pilcher, The Cincinnati/Kentucky Enquirer
jpilcher@enquirer.com

@jamespilcher
       James Pilcher has spent more than 20 years in journalism, including almost a 

decade at the Enquirer, where he covers politics and government statewide. 
He has previously worked at the Savannah Morning News, Copley Chicago 
Newspapers and the Associated Press. 
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LOUISANA

1. BUDGET: Revenue Shortfall Foreshadows Deep Cuts
Louisiana is expected to fall about $1.6 billion short in revenues to pay for state services, which is about 15 
percent of the money Louisiana contributes to its annual budget. State officials, particularly during the past 
seven or eight years, have relied on one-time money, such as legal settlements and the sale of government 
property, to pay for recurring expenses such as salaries. Everyone knew the financial structure was shaky and 
that Republican Gov. Bobby Jindal was not addressing spending or funding issues, but the drop in oil prices, 
which provides about 13 percent of the state’s revenues, exposed the situation and made it more dire. The Jindal 
administration is talking about cutting higher education up to $211 million (meaning state support will have 
dropped by $1 billion since he took office) and cutting another $100 million out of healthcare for the poor. 

2. EDUCATION: A Fight Over Common Core Standards
The higher academic standards were adopted and incorporated into the state’s public schools three years ago. 
Teachers are teaching it. But Gov. Bobby Jindal and U.S. Sen. David Vitter, who has announced a bid to become 
governor, both have switched their positions and now want the standards to be rejected and withdrawn 
from the public school system. Last year, a handful of angry parents and a few legislators attempted to pass 
legislation that would pull Louisiana out of what they derisively call Obama Core. But the Legislature fought 
back dozens efforts to withdraw Louisiana from the standards. The result promises to be a battle between tea 
party Republicans and business-oriented Republicans when the next legislative session begins in April.

3. TRANSPORTATION:  Trouble Areas Not Likely to Get Attention
Traffic on antiquated and poorly maintained roads remains a number one issue on the local level, particularly in 
the more heavily populated southern part of the state. For instance, in a race for one of the state representative 
seats in Baton Rouge, the candidates all complained about the traffic and the need for highway expansion, even 
suggesting that some sort of tax or toll could help. Then, they all agreed that won’t happen, particularly during a 
year facing such a large deficit. Legislators say highways and ports will get little attention this session.

4. FINANCIAL: Payday Loans Unlikely to be Regulated 
Advocates say they are not going to take another run at reforming payday loans in Louisiana during the 2015 
legislative session. Instead, says Jan Moller, director of the Louisiana Budget Project and a leader in last year’s 
effort, the groups who pushed for change will rely on the new federal rules that are expected soon. In 2014, 
despite thousands of people converging on the State Capitol and considerable pressure, the payday loan 
industry hired more than 40 lobbyists and the bill that was passed essentially increased protections for the 
industry.

5. PENSIONS: No Major Efforts on Pension Reform
Republican state Reps. Joel Robideaux and Kevin Pearson, who are the Louisiana Legislature’s experts and 
chief sponsors of retirement programs for local, parish and state government employees, say the only bills this 
session that deal with pensions will be technical changes in wording. These will basically fix mistakes in the 
comprehensive revamps that have been passed during each of the past six years.

  
Mark Ballard, The Advocate
mballard@theadvocate.com

@MarkBallardCnb
    

Mark Ballard, editor of The Advocate capitol news bureau, heads the state’s largest news 
operation covering state and federal government for Louisiana’s largest newspaper, which 
publishes in Baton Rouge, Lafayette and New Orleans.
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MAINE

1. TAXES: Raising One Tax and Lowering Another
Republican Gov. Paul LePage has proposed changing the mix of state taxes, which he says will reduce taxes on 
Mainers by $300 million or more. He has proposed lowering the top state income tax rate by 2.2 percentage points, 
raising the sales tax to 6.5 percent from 5.5 percent and eliminating many of the current sales tax exemptions. 
Initially, both Democrats and Republicans were wary of the proposals, Democrats because it could push more of 
the tax burden onto the property tax and Republicans because they don’t like any tax increase, even when the net 
effect is a tax decrease.

2. BUDGET: A lifeline, or Welfare for Cities and Towns?
Gov. Paul LePage proposes to eliminate state aid to cities and towns entirely by the second year of his biennial 
budget. He’s said that municipalities can blunt the pain by cutting their own budgets. Even though he was once a 
mayor, LePage doesn’t like the 1972 law requiring that 5 percent of the state’s income and sales tax receipts be sent 
to cities and towns, calling it “welfare.” In 2013, LePage proposed suspending $200 million in revenue sharing over 
two years but had to settle for a smaller cut after a bipartisan revolt — after all, it’s the cities and towns that elect 
Maine’s legislators.

3. WELFARE: Are More Cuts Ahead?
During his first term, Gov. Paul LePage cut the state’s welfare rolls in half and declined federal funds to expand 
Medicaid. What Democrats called “a war on the poor” included new requirements for drug tests for welfare 
recipients and restrictions on certain purchases with electronic benefit cards. LePage’s new budget continues his 
reform efforts and includes cuts to state reimbursements for municipal welfare spending and a “tiered” welfare 
system that reduces payments as welfare beneficiaries earn more money. The split legislature is expected to engage 
in a protracted fight over LePage’s proposals.

4. ENERGY: How to Gas up in Maine?
Maine residents and businesses pay some of the highest electricity rates in the nation, and Gov. Paul LePage 
has made lowering those costs a prime goal. Chief among his efforts in his previous term was an unsuccessful 
regional push to expand natural gas pipelines from the Marcellus Shale west of New England. That plan foundered 
after former Massachusetts Gov. Deval Patrick, a Democrat, pulled out at the last minute. LePage is expected to 
continue work to expand natural gas deliveries to Maine, and he’ll need the cooperation of the state’s Public Utilities 
Commission. He’s likely to get it because, by mid-year, he’ll have appointed all three of its members.

5. GOVERNANCE: The Relationship Between Governor and Legislature is Strained 
Gov. Paul LePage has begun his second term by proposing fundamental changes in how Maine is run, but his 
agenda will be hard to accomplish because of the residual animosity from his first term between the combative 
governor and Democratic lawmakers. Additionally, Republicans in the divided legislature – the House is Democratic, 
the Senate Republican – are wary of many of the governor’s fiscal reforms because they could end up increasing 
property taxes.
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Naomi Schalit, The Maine Center for Public Interest Reporting
pinetreewatchdog@gmail.com

@pinetreebark
    

John Christie, The Maine Center for Public Interest Reporting
mainecenter@gmail.com

@pinetreebark 
    

John Christie and Naomi Schalit are reporters and co-founders of The Maine Center for Public 
Interest Reporting, a non-profit, non-partisan investigative news service that focuses on  
Maine government.
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MARYLAND

1.  BUDGET: Future Commitments Outpace Expected Revenue
Newly elected Republican Gov. Larry Hogan campaigned on a promise of fiscal responsibility and lower taxes. 
But the state faces a long-term structural deficit that may make tax cuts difficult, and will likely require painful 
spending cuts. This year’s shortfall stood at $700 million when the 2015 legislative session got going in January. 
Democrats, who control both legislative chambers, already are fighting back against cuts in education spending.

2. TAXES: Repeal Efforts for Gas Taxes, Stormwater Fees 
Gov. Larry Hogan wants to repeal a stormwater fee, as well as automatic, annual gas tax increases. He has also 
proposed a property tax exemption on the first $10,000 of personal property for small businesses. Democrats 
are not likely to go along quietly.

3. EDUCATION: School Funding Could Take a Hit
Education funding, especially in the state’s most densely populated urban and suburban districts, would take 
a hit under Gov. Larry Hogan’s proposed budget. Former Gov. Martin O’Malley, a Democrat, often touted the 
state’s top rankings in education. Some question whether those might suffer.

4. TRANSPORTATION: Funding Mass Transit Versus Roads
Gov. Larry Hogan got elected without winning Baltimore city or the two large counties bordering Washington, 
D.C. Under the previous administration, those areas were going to benefit from funding for two expensive mass 
transit lines. Hogan has been skeptical of the transit projects and may want to put more money into roads, 
especially in other parts of the state.

5. ENVIRONMENT: Who Pays to Clean the Chesapeake Bay?
Republicans, including Gov. Larry Hogan, decry what they see as expensive and burdensome regulations, such 
as the stormwater fee that they like to refer to as the “rain tax.” There are also disputes over where money to 
clean up the Chesapeake Bay should come from, and how much of the burden should fall on farmers.

  
Rafael Lorente, University of Maryland
rlorente@umd.edu

@ProfLorente
    

Rafael Lorente is the Associate Dean for Academic Affairs and the Director of the Master’s 
Program at the University of Maryland’s Philip Merrill College of Journalism. Previously he 
served as director of the Capital News Service Washington and Annapolis bureaus. Lorente is 
a former reporter with the South Florida Sun-Sentinel and the Miami Herald. As a reporter in 
Washington for the Sun-Sentinel, Lorente covered the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections, 
the attacks of Sept. 11, and U.S. foreign policy toward Latin America, particularly Cuba.
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MASSACHUSETTS

1. TRANSPORTATION: Harsh Winter Points Out Major Flaws
The winter of 2015 will go down in history as the stress test that exposed the major flaws in the 
Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, metro Boston’s mass transit system. Commuters had long 
complained about chronic delays, decrepit trains, and poor crisis management. But the failure to get rail lines 
back on track after the huge storms caused a mess that sent thousands back into their cars. Epic traffic jams 
ensued. In February, Republican Gov. Charlie Baker appointed a commission to figure out what to do about 
an agency with a nearly $7 billion maintenance backlog and nearly $9 billion in debt, the highest of any U.S. 
transit system.  The powerful House Speaker, Democrat Robert DeLeo, has frowned on new revenues for the 
agency, which already receives a penny of the state’s 6.25-percent sales tax and other discretionary funding. 
Some analysts have called for a state takeover of the agency. Meanwhile, damage from the snow, ice, salt and 
snowplows helped drive the governor’s latest ask for $200 million to fund road and bridge repairs.

2. BUDGET: How to Accommodate Major Shortfalls
Before he left office, former Gov. Deval Patrick plugged a $329 million mid-year budget deficit with a wave 
of budget cuts. After he took the reins in January, Gov. Charlie Baker discovered that the mid-year spending 
shortfall was closer to $1 billion. As for fiscal 2016, Massachusetts goes into its budget season with a $1.8 
billion structural deficit. Aiming to keep spending increases at 3 percent, down from 7.8 percent in fiscal 2015, 
Baker’s $38.1 billion budget proposal features a variety of mechanisms to squeeze $800 million in savings 
from the state’s Medicaid program, one of the top budget outlays.  There are small increases in local aid to 
cities and towns, K-12 education, and the beleaguered MBTA, as well as an early retirement incentive program 
for state workers. Baker’s budget does not contain new taxes or fees. Both House Speaker Robert DeLeo and 
Senate President Stan Rosenberg have expressed reservations about new revenue hikes. The new budget 
year begins July 1.

3. HEALTHCARE: Failure of Healthcare Website Continues to Reverberate
The state’s failure in rolling out a website to help residents sign up for health insurance under the Affordable 
Care Act continues to reverberate throughout the healthcare sector. Gov. Charlie Baker ousted four board 
members at Health Connector, the body that oversees the Massachusetts health insurance marketplace. 
That included the controversial MIT economist Jonathan Gruber, a major architect of the Massachusetts 
framework that served as the template for Obamacare, who cited “the stupidity of the American voter,” as a 
reason why Congress passed the national plan. Due problems with the website, the previous administration 
moved about 300,000 people onto MassHealth, the state’s Medicaid program, as a short-term fix so that 
they did not lose coverage. That decision helped contribute to a mid-year budget shortfall of nearly $1 billion 
and prompted a large round of cuts across state government.

4. EDUCATION: A Battle Over Charter Schools 
A major battle is underway over charter schools, long a source of tension in a state that prides itself on 
excellence in K-12 education. In early March, three Boston attorneys announced their intention to file a 
lawsuit that would, if successful, force the Bay State to lift the cap on charter schools. In their constitutional 
challenge, the first of its kind in the country, the attorneys plan to argue that the charter cap denies students 
the opportunity to secure a quality education. Parents, particularly in urban districts, want to see the cap 
lifted. The overwhelmingly Democratic state Legislature and teachers unions have opposed the push, arguing 
that charters draw dollars away from the traditional public schools. There are currently about 70 charter 
schools in Massachusetts that serve more than 30,000 students, about 3 percent of the public school 
population. Gov. Charlie Baker supports charters and appointed James Peyser, a charter school proponent 
with a national profile, as his education secretary.
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MASSACHUSETTS

5. OLYMPICS: Pride and Anxiety in Boston’s 2024 Bid
The U.S. Olympic Committee’s selection of Boston as the American contender for the 2024 Summer Olympics 
unleashed pride in some quarters and handwringing in others. The bid is the brainchild of Boston 2024, a 
private group led by a Boston construction magnate, and former Gov. Deval Patrick’s transportation secretary, 
with a star turn by Patrick himself as an emissary to lobby the International Olympic Committee. The group 
has pledged a “sustainable” event, with a $4.7 billion operating budget and relies on a mix of existing venues 
and new construction. Supporters see the games as a way to stimulate economic development and to secure 
transportation improvements. Often invoking the infamous “Big Dig” highway project that went billions over 
budget, detractors argue that the Olympics could do the same. Legislative leaders have warned organizers that 
state funds will not be used to make up any budget shortfalls. Gov. Charlie Baker has been cautious in his public 
comments on the subject, and supports a legislative plan to hire an independent consultant for advice on the 
bid. The IOC will announce its pick in 2017.

  
Gabrielle Gurley, CommonWealth
ggurley@massinc.org

@gurleygg
    

Gabrielle Gurley is a senior associate editor at CommonWealth, a magazine covering state 
politics and policy that is published by MassINC, a Boston-based think tank. She has covered 
Massachusetts issues for a decade, with beats including transportation, child welfare, energy 
and the environment.
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MICHIGAN

1. INFRASTRUCTURE: Michigan Voters to Decide Fate of Road Funding Boost
Republican Gov. Rick Snyder is backing a statewide ballot measure May 5 that would increase the 6 percent 
sales tax to 7 percent, part of a complicated deal that helps boost road and bridge repair spending $1.2 billion 
annually by 2017. The sales tax hike would also finance a $300 million annual increase to public schools. And, it 
would trigger a shift to a wholesale gas tax system and a boost of the state’s Earned Income Tax Credit from 6 
percent of the federal EITC to 20 percent, part of a huge legislative compromise package forged in December 
to put the issue on the ballot. If voters reject the measure, the issue goes back to the Legislature, where there 
remains no consensus among Republicans on how to boost road funding.

2. BUDGET: Tax Breaks Create Budget Cut Battles
As Michigan’s economy continued to prosper, an unidentified business cashed in two state tax credits worth 
$224 million in December and helped plunge the state’s current-year general fund budget into a $325 million 
deficit that will force fund shifts and spending cuts in the next few months. Detroit’s three automakers also 
received billions of dollars in tax credits, awarded to save tens of thousands of manufacturing jobs during the 
Great Recession. The handout of employer-luring tax credits ramped up under Democratic ex-Gov. Jennifer 
Granholm and was discontinued under Republican Gov. Rick Snyder, but it is causing hundreds of millions of 
dollars in projected revenue declines both this year and next. Now, the GOP-controlled Legislature must plug 
the holes. “We’re starting to pay for the sins of the past,” said Republican Rep. Al Pscholka, chairman of the 
House Appropriations Committee.

3. EDUCATION: State Seeks to Mend Detroit Public Education
Since the city of Detroit’s government has emerged from bankruptcy, Republican Gov. Rick Snyder wants to 
shift to fixing the city’s “uncoordinated education environment,” which includes a deficit-riddled public school 
system, charter schools and a problem-plagued, state-created Educational Achievement Authority that runs 
15 former Detroit Public Schools. He has asked a coalition of Detroit education, civic, business, religious and 
community leaders to deliver recommendations on improving public education to him in March so they can 
be developed into legislation. Since 2000, the Detroit school district has been overseen by a chief executive 
selected primarily by Detroit mayoral appointees with state oversight or emergency managers appointed by 
state government because of financial issues.

4. SAME-SEX MARRIAGE: Judgment Day Nears for Michigan’s Laws
The U.S. Supreme Court is set to decide by early summer whether Michigan’s voter-approved prohibition on 
same-sex marriage and adoption is constitutional as part of a review of four state bans. Republican Gov. Rick 
Snyder also is pushing the Republican-controlled Legislature to debate adding protections for gays, lesbians, 
bisexuals and transgender individuals to the state’s anti-discrimination law, after such an effort last year 
was scuttled when Democrats and the gay rights groups insisted there be an explicit protection of “gender 
expression” to protect transgenders. Last year, then-House Speaker Jase Bolger, a Republican, said he didn’t 
want to add gender identity and expression because the state’s civil rights law already prohibited sexual 
discrimination.

5. ENERGY: Michigan Debates Future of Alternative Energy Mandates
Gov. Rick Snyder and the Legislature will rewrite the state’s energy law as a mandate that at least 10 percent 
of the electricity be generated from renewable sources lapses at the end of the year. A battle is likely because 
environmentalists want to raise the renewable energy requirement to 25 percent, while others argue a mandate 
(or de facto subsidy) is not needed as utilities plan to develop natural gas-powered plants and meet any 
renewable efforts spurred by federal environmental requirements.
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Chad Livengood, The Detroit News
CLivengood@detroitnews.com

@chadlivengood
    

Chad Livengood is the Capitol Reporter at The Detroit News, assigned to covering Gov. Rick 
Snyder’s administration, the Legislature and state politics.

Richard Burr, The Detroit News
RBurr@detroitnews.com

@RichardBurr_DN
    

Richard Burr is politics and government editor at The Detroit News, a post he has held for two 
years. He has worked at The News for 28 years.
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MINNESOTA

1. TRANSPORTATION: Fight Over Taxes to Fund Roads
With the state’s roads and bridges crumbling, members of the Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, or DFL, want 
to pass an $11 billion transportation proposal that would be paid for with new taxes, including a wholesale tax 
on gasoline and a higher sales tax in the Twin Cities metro area. Republicans, meanwhile, want to dedicate a 
portion of the $1.9 billion projected surplus for transportation needs. They oppose any new taxes to pay for 
transportation.   

2. EDUCATION: Many Proposals on the Table
DFL Gov. Mark Dayton has pledged to make education one of his top legislative priorities during this session. His 
recent budget proposals called for diverting a majority of new spending toward education. His budget requests 
include raising the state’s per-pupil spending, free breakfast for students through the third grade and funding 
to eliminate the Head Start waiting list. Republicans are pushing a number of education bills, among them 
efforts to make it easier for an out-of-state teacher to become licensed in Minnesota and legislation to revise the 
teacher seniority law that guides layoffs.

3. BUDGET: Wrangling Over Budget Begins
This legislative session, lawmakers have to pass a two-year budget and will be working with a projected $1.9  
billion surplus. The wrangling over the budget will begin in earnest in March, after a state budget forecast 
provides lawmakers a revised surplus figure with which lawmakers will craft their own proposals.

4. HEALTHCARE: Addressing a Shortage of Healthcare Workers
Rural Minnesota has a shortage of healthcare workers tending to the state’s aging population. Both DFLers and 
Republicans have proposals on the table to address that, including student-loan forgiveness for health care 
professionals who practice in rural parts of the state.

5. PRIVACY: Several New Privacy Laws Under Consideration
Lawmakers are looking at a number of initiatives to protect Minnesotans’ privacy in the face of law enforcement 
surveillance technology, including regulations on how long data can be stored and who can access it, and a 
constitutional amendment to protect electronic data from warrantless searches.
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MINNESOTA

  
Ricardo Lopez, Star Tribune Capitol Bureau
Ricardo.Lopez@startribune.com

@rljourno
    

Ricardo Lopez covers the budget, education and labor unions  for the Star Tribune’s Capitol 
bureau. He was most recently a business reporter at the Los Angeles Times.  

Patrick Condon, Star Tribune Capitol Bureau
patrick.condon@startribune.com

@patricktcondon
    

Patrick Condon covers state politics for the Star Tribune. He was most recently based in the 
Capitol for the Associated Press.

  
Patrick Coolican, Star Tribune Capitol Bureau
patrick.coolican@startribune.com

@jpcoolican
    

Patrick Coolican is a Star Tribune political reporter, formerly of the Las Vegas Sun and Seattle 
Times.

Abby Simons, Star Tribune Capitol Bureau
abby.simons@startribune.com

@ajillsimons
    

Abby Simons covers public safety and privacy issues for the Star Tribune’s Capitol bureau. 
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MISSISSIPPI

1. TAXES:  Cuts for Individuals or Companies?
This has been an overarching issue this session, which takes place in an election year. Republican Speaker Philip 
Gunn wants to eliminate the state’s personal income tax and give a break to the masses. Republican Lt. Gov. 
Tate Reeves wants to help businesses by eliminating the corporate franchise tax and giving breaks to small 
businesses, with much smaller cuts for individuals.

2. CONTRACTING: Calls for Transparency and Reform Amid Scandals
A rash of scandals and indictments, particularly the prisons bribery case, has had Mississippi leaders and the 
public calling for more transparency in state government and better contracting practices, especially when 
it comes to no-bid contracts. Special interests and agencies are fighting some of the measures, but they are 
moving forward.

3. EDUCATION: Competing Referendums on School Funding
One group is suing for full funding of the state’s education equity formula and another gained enough 
signatures to put it before voters this year. The GOP leadership pushed through an “alternative” ballot 
referendum that Democrats say is meant to confuse voters in November and prevent full funding of public 
education.

4. EDUCATION: Republicans Support Special-Education Vouchers
The GOP leadership is pushing a measure to allow some parents of special needs children to spend public 
money on private schools and services. A similar measure failed last year. The $6,500-a-year vouchers are a 
response to Mississippi’s well-documented failure to provide special education services in many school districts.

5. EDUCATION: Legislation Targets Common Core Standards
Both the Mississippi House and Senate have passed measures that would at least maim, if not kill, the national 
Common Core academic standards that have drawn fear and loathing from Republicans this session. 

  
Geoff Pender, The Clarion-Ledger
gpender@jackson.gannett.com

@GeoffPender
    

Geoff Pender is political editor of The Clarion-Ledger.
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MISSOURI

1. RACE RELATIONS:  The Fallout From Ferguson 
Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon and the state’s legislative leadership will spend the session considering a host of 
measures designed to address problems following the Ferguson riots, including police body cameras, limits on 
city ticketing and the response to the Michael Brown shooting. Yet Nixon’s performance last year has strained 
his relationship with leaders in both parties, and with Republicans more dominant in the legislature than ever, 
that makes his job even more difficult.  The state’s voters also recently restricted the governor’s budget and 
spending authority.

2. ETHICS: Talk But Little Action on Reform Laws
Missouri’s campaign and lobbying laws are among the least restrictive in the nation -- one businessman recently 
donated $1 million to a single campaign for lieutenant governor. Republicans and Democrats have made noise 
about ethics reform, but few seem willing to aggressively address the flood of special interest money.

3.  TRANSPORTATION: How to Fund Much-Needed Repairs?
The state’s voters have turned down tax increases for highway repair, so lawmakers will once again consider 
alternatives like toll roads. Transportation remains a key issue for rural lawmakers, and gas prices are extremely 
low (in part because Missouri’s gas tax is among the lowest in the nation). Still, there is little appetite for tax 
increases.

4.  HEALTHCARE: Medicaid Expansion an Unlikely Prospect
Some rural hospitals are closing, and complaints about the number of uninsured in the state continue to 
mount. But GOP lawmakers are more resistant to the Affordable Care Act in Missouri than in almost any other 
state. Missouri voters were the first to reject the individual mandate in 2010, and a measure now under review 
recommends the state’s congressional delegation pursue ACA repeal “with manly firmness.” So any attempt to 
expand Medicaid in the state appears doomed, although there is some support for extending the health care 
program to veterans who qualify.

5. INFRASTRUCTURE: State May be Asked for Stadium Funding
The state may be asked to extend funding for a new stadium to either keep the St. Louis Rams in that city or 
prepare for another NFL franchise. There is almost no enthusiasm for the task, though, so state-level funding 
remains highly problematic.

  
Dave Helling, Kansas City Star
dhelling@kcstar.com

@dhellingkc
    

Dave Helling is a political reporter and columnist for the Kansas City Star. He has held reporter 
and anchor positions at KCTV-5 and WDAF-TV, both in Kansas City, and has been nominated 
for the Emmy Award three times. He was also a silver medalist at the New York Film Festival. 
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MONTANA

1. PRIVACY: More Privacy Laws Ahead
Rep. Daniel Zolnikov, a young Republican legislator from Billings, made the Forbes “30 Under 30” list after 
passing some “first in the nation” privacy laws. While his efforts flew under the radar, Zolnikov was out front on 
privacy issues even before they made national headlines. Before this session even started, Zolnikov was teaming 
up with Billings Democrat Kelly McCarthy, an Air Force intel veteran who has also done some work with the 
NSA and the CIA. Look for additional privacy protections and a left-right coalition cracking down on civil asset 
forfeitures.  

2. INFRASTRUCTURE: Fight Over Funding Will Continue
Democratic Gov. Steve Bullock, facing re-election in 2016, got a major black eye during the 2013 session after 
he vetoed infrastructure funding aimed largely at communities of Eastern Montana that are impacted by the 
Bakken oil field.  While the funding was supported in large numbers by Democrats and Republicans, Democratic 
lawmakers were unwilling to overturn their Governor.  Bullock later attempted to announce a new infrastructure 
package, but the rollout encountered problems. Now, Bullock is touting a $400 million infrastructure package 
(roughly $50 million of which is actually geared towards the university system), with most projects paid for 
through bonds. Why borrow when we can buy with cash? That’s the response from GOP lawmakers who will no 
doubt seek a more targeted approach to infrastructure spending.

3. EDUCATION: Political Pressure Could Increase Support for School Choice
One of the leading backers of school choice legislation in Montana is businessman Greg Gianforte, the founder 
of RightNow Technologies.  He created hundreds of jobs in his home town of Bozeman, and has been touting 
high tech jobs across the state (in addition to spending his own money on public and private education efforts). 
Why does that matter?  Because Gianforte may decide to run for Governor -- and that could impact how Gov. 
Steve Bullock positions himself on education. If Bullock decides to support school choice legislation, such as a 
simple tax credit allowing parents to send their kids to the school of their choice, could he take the wind out of 
Gianforte’s sails?

4. EDUCATION: Funding for Pre-K Programs is Unlikely
The national debate over funding for pre-kindergarten programs may increase support for school choice 
legislation that is aimed at pre-k programs in Montana. But that legislation is unlikely to find a coalition of 
support that can carry it across the finish line. Still, as Ron Catlett with Montana Media Trackers put it, “This will 
certainly be a high profile battle.” 

5. HEALTHCARE: Medicaid Expansion Still an Uphill Climb
The Republican-controlled legislature equates passage of a Medicaid Expansion with support for Obamacare, 
yet it almost passed  in 2013. Now, Republicans are offering alternatives to an expansion, while hospitals have 
thrown a lot of money into the pro-expansion effort. The Montana Chamber of Commerce has also supported 
the effort. Yet, if Democrats and the pro-expansion lobby want to claim any victory on Medicaid expansion, 
supporting an alternative approach may be their only option.

  
Aaron Flint
aflint@northernbroadcasting.com 

@aaronflint
    

Aaron Flint is the host of the popular statewide talk radio show, “Voices of 
Montana.” He also serves as the editor of The Flint Report, a daily online news and 
commentary site that has been recognized by The Washington Post as one of “the 
best state-based political blogs.” Flint’s work has been featured by Fox Business 
Network, The Drudge Report, Huffington Post, Politico and others.  
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NEBRASKA

1. TAXES: Tax Cuts Front and Center
New Republican Gov. Pete Ricketts says cutting property taxes is his top priority. Despite a GOP controlled 
legislature, Ricketts is running into roadblocks. In addition the size and scope, any tax cut is likely to spur fights 
between city folks and farmers.

2. PRISONS: Chronic Overcrowding Causing Chaos
A state scandal in which prisoners released before their time was up has exposed a litany of problems in the 
Department of Corrections. The key issue, overcrowding, is generating debate over a new, $250 million prison.

3. HEALTHCARE: To Break Up or Fix Up HHS?
Numerous black eyes in the Health and Human Services Department, from a botched child welfare system to 
deaths of the disabled, have fueled more and more calls for a top-to-bottom fix. Once hailed as a national model 
of streamlining, lawmakers are looking to break-up the state’s largest and most expensive department.

4. EDUCATION: City and Rural Schools Compete
With nearly a billion dollars at stake, battle lines are being drawn early between big city schools and small rural 
districts, all fighting for a bigger piece of the state aid pie. Adding to the debate is a new study which finds rural 
Nebraskans paying more in property and state income taxes than their urban counterparts.

5. HEALTHCARE: Is a Ballot-Box Battle Next for Medicaid Expansion?
Fresh off an election night win raising the state’s minimum wage, backers of Medicaid expansion— which has 
come up short in the Legislature the last two years—are considering another statewide petition drive to put the 
issue directly before voters. That vote would have to wait until 2016 and would only occur if continued attempts 
to increase the state’s Medicaid rolls continue to fail at the Capitol.

  
Joe Jordan, Nebraska Watchdog
joe@nebraskawatchdog.org

@JoeJordanNEwd
    

Joe Jordan is Managing Editor of Nebraska Watchdog. He’s spent 40 years as a political and 
investigative reporter in radio, television and on the internet. He has interviewed U.S. Presidents 
from Gerald Ford to Barack Obama, as well as seven Nebraska Governors and 11 Omaha Mayors. 
Jordan has received the Walter Cronkite Award for Political Journalism on Television and 
Columbia University’s Dupont Award for Investigations.
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NEVADA

1. EDUCATION: What Can Lawmakers Do for Education Funding?
Lawmakers of both parties acknowledge this is the major issue for the session. Nevada has always lagged 
far behind and recessionary cuts made it worse. The main question: how much, and what can pass?

2. EDUCATION: Proposals for School Choice Ahead
Republican Gov. Brian Sandoval has proposed an aggressive reform agenda. That likely includes proposals 
for school choice and expanded charter school programs. He also is likely to advocate for groups such as 
Teach for America.

3. TAXES: What Will Be the Shape of Tax Reform? 
The state has long relied on gaming and sales taxes to fund the state budget. But with gaming going global 
and sales taxes hurt by the drop-off in construction, many lawmakers and the governor want to change the 
structure. But the shape of that change, and what conservative lawmakers will accept, remains to be seen.

4. TORT REFORM: Republicans Have Some Leverage
Republican leaders finally have the leverage to pursue tort reform. There are already several draft bills 
introduced to fix statutes that govern construction defects. More importantly, trial lawyers no longer have 
the pull in Carson City, with the GOP in control of both chambers in the Legislature.

5. LABOR: GOP Will Try to Make Changes for Public Employees
With the GOP in control, moves are afoot to change collective bargaining laws and retirement benefits. 
The question is to what degree this will occur. Collective bargaining does not exist for state government 
employees, but municipalities have long rubber-stamped contracts that have been very generous. Now 
proposals exist to, among other things, make bargaining sessions public.

  
Jon Ralston, Ralston Reports
ralstonreports@gmail.com

@RalstonReports
    

Jon Ralston has been covering politics in Nevada for more than a quarter-century. He 
currently hosts “Ralston Reports” on all three NBC affiliates in Nevada: KSNV-Channel 3 
in Las Vegas, KRNV-Channel 4 in Reno and KENV-Channel 10 in Elko. He is a contributing 
editor at Politico Magazine and regularly appears on MSNBC, FOX and PBS. He was 
previously a reporter for the Las Vegas Review-Journal and the Las Vegas Sun.
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NEW HAMPSHIRE

1. BUDGET: Policymakers Face Steep Budget Test
Democratic Gov. Maggie Hassan, a Democratically-led House, and a GOP-led Senate came together to enact a 
bipartisan budget two years ago. But increased Medicaid caseloads have strained that budget -- and relations 
between the Governor and the now GOP-controlled legislature, as they set to work on the next state budget, 
which is due by July.

2. TAXES: Republicans Want Business Tax Cuts
Republicans have made lowering New Hampshire’s business taxes a top priority. But tax changes they backed 
when they last controlled the legislature in 2011 cut state revenues, and Democratic Gov. Maggie Hassan wants 
those reversed. Republicans aren’t likely to give, or to back off fresh proposals to drop the rates on the state’s 
two major business taxes. Hassan has so far stopped short of threatening vetoes but she may get there. 

3. ENERGY: How to Tackle High Energy Costs?
New Hampshire has among the highest energy costs in the country, and that’s driving policymakers to take 
a look at ways to drop rates. Legislative action alone probably won’t do much, yet lawmakers are trying. Bills 
revisiting the state’s participation in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) and to loosen the state’s 
quota for renewable energy are in debate, but face an uphill climb. Don’t expect the fights over how to increase 
the region’s power supply -- via importation of Canadian hydro-power or though allowing new natural gas 
pipelines – to die down anytime soon.

4. HEALTHCARE: Medicaid Expansion Will Be Revisited
New Hampshire took its time to expand Medicaid, and when it did, Republicans insisted the program direct 
participants to private insurance plans. They also insisted that the program would need to be reauthorized by 
the legislature for the program to continue past 2016, when federal funding drops to 90 percent.  Democrats 
dearly want the program to survive but will need to get Republicans on board. One thought: 30,000-plus new 
enrollees might help them make that case.

5. GUNS: Concealed Weapon Law Draws Support
New Hampshire has lenient lax gun laws, but the Majority Leader of the state Senate is pushing a measure to 
have New Hampshire join Alaska, Arkansas, Arizona and Vermont in allowing anybody not prohibited from 
possessing a gun to carry a concealed weapon without a permit. New Hampshire’s pro-gun advocates have split 
on some major gun bills in the last few years, but they all like this one. It stands a good chance of making it to 
the desk of Democratic Gov. Maggie Hassan, who’d prefer not to see it.  

  
Josh Rogers, New Hampshire Public Radio
JRogers@nhpr.org

@joshrogersNHPR
    

Josh Rogers is New Hampshire Public Radio’s senior political reporter. He’s covered New 
Hampshire politics full time since 2002.
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NEW JERSEY

1. PENSIONS: Public Employee Benefits Under Microscope
Republican Gov. Chris Christie has proposed a second round of changes to public employee pension and 
health benefits, while a state judge has ruled that he and the state Legislature must make a larger payment to 
the pension system this fiscal year as required in a 2011 reform package. Lawyers for Christie have argued his 
promised payments in the 2011 law, which he often touts as one of his chief accomplishments as governor,  
was unconstitutional. In order to make the full payment for the current fiscal year, he and the Legislature will  
need to come up with about $1.6 billion. Despite the court ruling, Christie’s proposed budget for next fiscal  
year once again shortchanges the pension system, sparking yet another round of lawsuits by the state’s  
public employee unions. -CB

2. TRANSPORTATION: Paying for Deteriorating Infrastructure
The trust fund established in 1984 to pay for New Jersey’s heavily used state highways and bridges is projected 
to run out of cash for new projects this year, and state lawmakers — led by Senate President Stephen Sweeney, a 
likely candidate in the next race for governor — as well as Gov. Chris Christie’s own transportation commissioner 
are demanding a solution. Work is underway on a legislative package to rescue the Transportation Trust Fund, 
with several Democrats proposing various increases in the state’s 14.5-cent gas tax, the second-lowest in the 
nation. Christie has resisted increasing the tax, but has not ruled it out. -CB

3. JOBS: Fueling More Jobs in the Garden State
New Jersey ranks near the bottom in private-sector job growth as it struggles to recover jobs lost during the 
Great Recession. Of the roughly 250,000 that vanished during the downturn, the Garden State has regained just 
about half. And though the unemployment rate improved slightly in December — down to 6.2 percent from 6.4 
percent, according to preliminary figures from the Bureau of Labor Statistics — a distressed gambling industry, 
the exodus of large corporations and pharma job losses continue to pose challenges. Expect Gov. Chris Christie 
and lawmakers to continue to push ideas to support businesses, grow jobs and retain big corporations. -CB

4. CORPORATE CLIMATE: Big-name Businesses Leaving New Jersey
Earlier this year, Mercedes-Benz USA announced it would move its headquarters from Montvale, New Jersey, to 
Georgia, despite efforts by state officials to convince the company to stay. It was the latest in a series of high 
profile corporate departures in the state and one Gov. Chris Christie cited in his State of the State address, as he 
called on lawmakers to enact additional tax cuts to keep the state competitive. Hertz moved its headquarters 
to Florida. Pharmaceutical giant Roche relocated to California. New Jersey came in last in the Tax Foundation’s 
annual business tax climate index, which considers taxes on corporations, individual income, sales, property and 
unemployment insurance. -MH

5. ATLANTIC CITY: Casino Closures Cause Revenues to Plummet
Amid mounting competition from gambling centers in nearby states, Atlantic City saw four of its 12 casinos close 
last year and another three declared bankruptcy. Gov. Chris Christie named an emergency manager to oversee 
municipal and school budget issues after the city borrowed $40 million from the state to keep itself afloat (the 
loan is due to be repaid March 31). Casino closures are not just an Atlantic City issue. The casinos generate $2.74 
billion in revenue and a percentage of that is funneled into the state budget. -MH

E X T R A

BRIDGE SCANDAL: Federal Investigations Loom Over Christie
The Christie administration’s role in the 2013 lane closings at the George Washington Bridge and 
other issues related to the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey will resurface this year as 
several investigations are expected to conclude. Many suspect the investigation by New Jersey U.S. 
Attorney Paul Fishman will result in indictments, though so far Christie has not been implicated 
himself in the scandal. Indictments of former allies could be damaging for Christie, who’s ramping 
up a run for president in 2016, and they will give state and national Democrats new fodder to attack 
the governor, himself a former U.S. attorney in New Jersey. -CB
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Christopher Baxter, NJ Advance Media
CBAXTER@njadvancemedia.com

@cbaxter1 
    

Christopher Baxter is a statehouse reporter for NJ Advance Media, which provides content for 
The Star-Ledger and NJ.com. He covers the administration of Republican Gov. Chris Christie as 
part of one of the largest statehouse bureaus in the country. Baxter won the Livingston Award 
for Young Journalists in 2014.

Melissa Hayes, The Record
Hayes@northjersey.com

@Record_Melissa
    

Melissa Hayes covers New Jersey Governor Chris Christie and state politics for The Record 
newspaper. She has reported extensively on the George Washington Bridge lane closure 
controversy and the state’s recovery from Superstorm Sandy. Hayes has also worked for The 
Jersey Journal and the Burlington County Times.
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7,748
bills were introduced in New Jersey  
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339 pension bills
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NEW MEXICO

1. LABOR: ‘Right to Work’ Laws Debated
With Republicans in control of the House for the first time in more than half a century, right-to-work laws 
are high on their agenda, as well as that of Republican Gov. Susana Martinez. The issue was hotly debated in 
House committee hearings and on the floor before passage, but the measure was tabled in the Democratic-
controlled Senate and appears to be dead.

2. MINIMUM WAGE: Compromise Has Yet to Find Bipartisan Support
Several Democrats filed bills to raise the state’s minimum wage from the $7.50 an hour that was established 
in 2009. The Governor has indicated she would support a modest increase, but not the proposed hike to 
$10.10 an hour.

3. IMMIGRATION: Revoking Drivers’ Licenses for Illegal Immigrants
Gov. Susana Martinez and Republican minorities in both chambers of the legislature have tried 
unsuccessfully in the past four sessions to revoke the law signed by former Gov. Bill Richardson that allowed 
issuing drivers’ licenses to illegal immigrants. At issue is whether licenses issued without showing Social 
Security cards will be accepted under federal law. Outright repeal has passed the Republican House but 
faces opposition in the Democratic Senate. A two-tiered license plan may garner enough support to pass 
both chambers.

4. EDUCATION: Confirming Controversial Secretary But Blocking Her 
Reforms
Gov. Susana Martinez’s controversial Public Education Secretary, Hanna Skandera, was finally confirmed after 
serving as designee for four years. But her education reforms are still stalled. A teacher evaluation plan and a 
proposal to retain third graders who can’t read at grade level are likely to be blocked by Senate Democrats.

5. BUDGET: Dividing Up the Fiscal Pie
Plummeting oil prices have shrunk the new money available from a projected $285 million last summer to 
$83 million. Lawmakers on both sides of the aisle are scrambling for as many of the scarce fiscal resources 
as they can get for their districts and pet projects.

  
Brigette Russell, New Mexico Watchdog
brussell@watchdog.org

@NMWatchdog
    

Brigette Russell is an investigative reporter for New Mexico Watchdog. She has worked in 
both legislative and executive branches of New Mexico state government.
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NEW YORK

1. ETHICS: Investigations Spark Talk of Reform
Albany has continually been an epicenter of political corruption and the state’s campaign finance laws have 
major loopholes. The former leader of the assembly was just charged for taking bribes through an elaborate 
kickback scheme, while Gov. Andrew Cuomo’s shuttering of an anti-corruption commission last year fell 
under federal scrutiny. Cuomo wants ethics reforms in the state budget.

2. HOUSING: What to Do About Rent Control and Tax Breaks
The real estate industry is among the most politically influential in New York and billions of dollars worth 
of hot-button development issues are on the 2015 agenda. Among the top items are rent control, which 
is expiring, and substantial tax breaks given to developers who also build affordable housing. Renters can 
expect a friendly Assembly while developers will likely be allied with the Senate.

3. POLICING: De Blasio’s NYPD Blues
The issue primarily engulfed New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio’s administration but demoralized NYPD 
officers and anti-police brutality protesters widely roiled the Empire State’s politics at the end of last year. 
Democratic Gov. Andrew Cuomo promised to engage on the issue but it’s not clear what action he’ll take. 
One option is reforming the grand jury system.

4. EDUCATION: Unions Versus the Reform Crowd
The teachers’ union and the well-heeled advocates of charter schools are headed for another showdown. The 
Democratic-controlled Assembly and Republican-controlled Senate have gone different ways on the issue in 
the past, when Gov. Andrew Cuomo pushed hard for expanded charter school funding. Teacher evaluations, 
mayoral control of New York City schools and Common Core standards are also likely to come up into the 
2015 debate.

5. WOMEN’S ISSUES: Cuomo’s ‘Equality Agenda’ Wish List
Gov. Andrew Cuomo, widely thought to have national ambitions, pushed hard for a 10-part “Women’s 
Equality Agenda” in the last legislative session but came up short when Senate Republicans balked at the 
plank codifying Roe v. Wade into state law. It remains to be seen whether Cuomo can get any traction after 
the GOP won even more Senate seats in November.

  
Colin Campbell, Business Insider
ccampbell@businessinsider.com

@BKcolin
    

Colin Campbell is a politics reporter at Business Insider. Previously, he edited The New York 
Observer’s  Politicker blog and had his own site focused on Brooklyn politics.
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1. JOBS: Creating Jobs Will be Job One
Republicans who control the General Assembly and the governor’s mansion say economic development and job 
creation are their top priority for 2015. Whether it comes true remains to be seen, and Democrats will pounce 
any time they see the focus shift away from jobs and toward conservative social issues. Tough debates are 
expected over economic incentives, which divide Republicans, and over last year’s elimination of a generous film 
production incentive and a tax credit for historic preservation. Republican Gov. Pat McCrory, up for re-election in 
2016, is trying to convince lawmakers to approve a package of new incentives to help lure companies and boost 
the public-private economic development partnership he created. -PG

2. BUDGET: Battle Ahead Over Budget Shortfall
State budget officials are projecting a $271 million budget shortfall at the end of the fiscal year in June. 
Republicans say they aren’t worried, as they’ve addressed larger shortfalls in recent years. But the shortfalls are 
on top of tax cuts the past couple of years that will leave state government with significantly less money than 
it would have had. And GOP leaders have expressed interest in making changes to the sales tax, extending 
taxable services for instance, and restoring discontinued tax credits for historic preservation and the film 
industry. At the same time, the state courts, universities, the public education system and other state agencies 
are expected to fight for a greater share of state resources this year. Budget season will be a battle.-PG/JM

3. HEALTHCARE: Restructuring, Maybe. Expansion, No.
Lawmakers have long been frustrated with the administration and cost overruns in the state Medicaid program. 
They’re looking at options, including spinning the program out of the Department of Health and Human 
Services. But one thing Republicans are not looking at: expanding the program to insure up to half a million low-
income North Carolinians. -JM

4. EDUCATION: Increasing Teacher Salaries is Just the Start
Raising teachers’ salaries to the national average again will be a priority for the legislature, which started in that 
direction last year. Of course, a myriad of other education issues also will be discussed, from whether to keep 
teacher assistants in classrooms to funding for textbooks and other school supplies. School vouchers, student 
testing and accountability for the fast-growing network of charter schools are among the other big issues in 
education. -PG

5. INFRASTRUCTURE: Should the State Borrow to Upgrade Roads?
Upgrading North Carolina’s infrastructure is cited as a need by both Democrats and Republicans, as plunging 
gas prices take a bite out of state and federal highway maintenance money. Republicans have been reluctant 
to issue bond debt, but now there is discussion of a $1 billion bond package for transportation. At issue is the 
principle of borrowing money in a state that requires a balanced budget. Some legislators say balancing the 
budget but borrowing money through bonds means the state is fiscally out of balance. -KM/JM

E X T R A

ECONOMIC INCENTIVES: How to Lure Business to North Carolina
Conservatives have expressed skepticism in economic incentive programs, choosing to cut taxes in order to 
make North Carolina more “business friendly.”  But, members of Gov. Pat McCrory’s administration say they’re 
missing a vital economic tool if lawmakers don’t renew economic incentives to directly benefit incoming 
business and industry. -KM
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Patrick Gannon, The Insider 
pgannon@ncinsider.com

@pat_ncinsider
    

Patrick Gannon is editor of The Insider State Government News Service in Raleigh, a daily 
newsletter on state government and politics that is read by lawmakers, state agency heads, 
lobbyists and corporate leaders.

Kelly McCullen, UNC-TV
kmccullen@unctv.org

@kellymccullen
    

Kelly McCullen is the senior correspondent for UNC-TV, as well as th senior producer and host 
of UNC-TV’s Legislative Week in Review. A North Carolina native, McCullen has spent the better 
part of the past decade covering North Carolina’s legislative politics.

Jim Morrill, Charlotte Observer
jmorrill@charlotteobserver.com

@jimmorrill
    

Jim Morrill covers politics for the Charlotte Observer, where he’s worked for 34 years. A 
graduate of Loyola-Chicago, he was a Nieman Fellow in 1999-2000.
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NORTH DAKOTA

1. ENERGY: Energy Prices Will Impact Every State Budgeting Decision
In calendar year 2013, roughly half of all revenues collected by North Dakota were from direct taxes on oil and 
gas development. While the rest of the country celebrates lower gasoline prices, North Dakota policymakers are 
concerned about dropping revenues throwing their budget into chaos. Republican Gov. Jack Dalrymple’s proposed 
biennial budget, introduced in December, called for a 12.7-percent increase in ongoing state spending. But it was 
based on oil prices of $74 to $78 per barrel for the first year and $79 to $82 per barrel for the second. With oil prices 
falling far lower, lawmakers released an updated forecast revising revenues down by more than $5.5 billion. They’ve 
also trimmed more than $1 billion from Dalrymple’s proposed budget so far. A new forecast will be released in mid-
March, after which lawmakers will make their final budgeting decisions of the legislative session, which ends in April.

2. INFRASTRUCTURE: Needs Persist, Despite Revenue Uncertainty
While declining oil prices have lawmakers concerned over how much they’ll have to spend, needs from the state’s 
rapid, oil-driven growth remain. Roads in the state’s Bakken oil fields are overrun with traffic. Local governments 
have strained their budgets keeping up with the demand for services. A group of western lawmakers proposed 
more than $800 million in “surge” funding to be passed at the beginning of the 2015 legislative session, and Gov. 
Jack Dalrymple introduced his own version of the legislation, which called for roughly the same amount in spending. 
The two bills were ultimately lumped together into a $1.1 billion appropriation and rushed through the legislative 
process. Dalrymple signed the bill into law in February, and the funds are on their way to western communities.

3. TAXES: Dueling Tax Proposals Seek to Eliminate Income Taxes
North Dakota has been reducing income taxes since the 2009 legislative session. In the 2015 session, lawmakers 
were presented with a number of proposals for reducing the income tax et again, including a bill introduced by 
Republican Rep. Scott Louser to zero out income tax rates. Ultimately, with falling oil prices causing revenue 
concerns, House lawmakers chose a bill consisting of $152 million in income and corporate tax reductions, the 
smallest income tax available to them. The Senate will now take up the bill in the second half of the legislative 
session.

4. ELECTIONS: Lawmakers Seek to Change Process for Senate Vacancies
Former Attorney General Heidi Heitkamp ran successfully for the U.S. Senate in 2012, but there is talk that she could 
run for governor in 2016 – and some lawmakers want to change the way her vacancy would be filled. Currently, 
North Dakota law calls for the governor to appoint a replacement Senator until the next general election. Legislation 
introduced by Republican Rep. Roscoe Streyle would fill the vacancy with a special election. The legislation has 
passed the House, despite heated opposition from Democrats who accuse majority Republicans of rank politics, and 
will be decided by the Senate in the second half of the legislative session.

5. EDUCATION: Lawmakers Seek to Rein in Higher Education
State appropriations to the North Dakota University System have increased 159 percent since the 2005-2007 
legislative session, while enrollment has increased less than 9 percent. Despite this tax dollar windfall, tuition rates 
at the universities have grown steadily and administrative hiring has bloated. Lawmakers put an amendment to the 
state constitution on the ballot last November to change the governance structure of the university system, but 
voters defeated it after the universities claimed it may hurt accreditation. Still, House lawmakers sent a message to 
the university system by trimming Gov. Jack Dalrymple’s proposed 20-percent increase in higher ed spending down 
to 11 percent. The Senate will likely try to move the budget back to Dalrymple’s proposed levels.

  
Rob Port, SayAnythingBlog.com
rob@sayanythingblog.com

@sayanythingblog
       Rob Port is the editor of SayAnythingBlog.com. In 2011 he was a finalist for 

the Watch Dog of the Year from the Sam Adams Alliance and winner of the 
Americans For Prosperity Award for Online Excellence. In 2013 the Washington 
Post named the blog one of the nation’s top state-based political blogs, and 
named Port one of the state’s best political reporters.
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OHIO

1. EDUCATION: How to Increase College Affordability? 
The cost of a college education continues to rise far faster than inflation and students in Ohio graduate with an 
average debt of $29,000. Ohio ranks 11th in the nation for college debt. Ohio leaders need to find multiple ways 
to make college more affordable – and not just increase access to student loans.

2. HEALTHCARE: Will Medicaid Expansion Win Renewal?
Ohio was one of a handful of states headed by Republican governors that expanded Medicaid eligibility under 
the Affordable Care Act, but it did so for just two years. Republican Gov. John Kasich included in his budget bill 
a plan to continue Medicaid expansion. Republicans want reforms that will make Medicaid more cost efficient 
and offer ways for enrollees to eventually get off the Medicaid rolls. Medicaid covers 2.9 million Ohioans and 
costs about $23 billion in state and federal money.  

3. ENVIRONMENT: Fixing Toxic Algae Blooms in Lake Erie
Last summer, Ohio made international headlines when a toxic algae bloom near water treatment intake pipes 
in Lake Erie shut off drinking water for the Toledo area for three days. It is a problem that scientists and 
environmentalists say can be fixed with regulation and government oversight of how fertilizer – including 
manure – is applied on farmland in the Lake Erie watershed. Ohio officials are under the gun to address the 
problem before the blooms return next summer.  

4. PRISONS: Finding a Solution to Overcrowding
Ohio adopted landmark criminal justice reforms that focused on diverting first-time, non-violent offenders into 
community settings and drug treatment programs. The prediction was that these changes would drive down 
the prison population, saving the state gobs of money. It hasn’t panned out. The prison count still stands at 
50,000 and is now predicted to rise. Ohio needs to find a fix that actually works or it will be forced to make ugly 
choices: release prisoners or build new facilities. 

5. JOBS: Unemployment Rate Lower, But That’s Not the Full Story
Ohio’s unemployment rate dropped to 5.1 percent in January 2015, well below the national average, and Gov. 
John Kasich trumpeted Ohio recovering the 352,000 private-sector jobs lost during the recession. But it still 
isn’t time to celebrate. A big driver to the lower unemployment rate is that the workforce is shrinking – 25,000 
people left the Ohio workforce in the past year. And when public sector jobs are factored into the numbers, 
Ohio is still down 24,000 from pre-recession employment figures.

  
Laura Bischoff, Cox Media Group Ohio
Laura.Bischoff@coxinc.com

@daytondailynews
    

Laura Bischoff covers politics and state government for Cox Media Group Ohio, which includes 
radio, TV and newspapers. She joined the Dayton Daily News staff in 1995 and has broken 
stories on political corruption, pension funds, prison conditions and ethics scandals. She also 
tweets, blogs, and shoots stills and video. 
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OKLAHOMA

1. CORRECTIONS: Governor Looks for Alternatives to Jail
After decades of lock-em-up policies in Oklahoma and around the country, Republican Gov. Mary Fallin is now 
pushing a “smart on crime” initiative in which the state would incarcerate violent offenders but try to help non-
violent drug and alcohol offenders through treatment.

2. EDUCATION: How Can Oklahoma Increase Graduation Rates?
Gov. Mary Fallin called for increasing high school graduation rates and increasing the number of students who 
receive technical degrees or college education afterwards. Several lawmakers have pushed bills expanding 
school choice, including education savings accounts that would put a student’s per-pupil funding into an 
account their parents could use for private school, tutors and even higher education. The state also recently 
started a program that provides tax credits to people who donate private-school scholarships to low-income 
youth. But much of the controversy has surrounded several bills that try to define what to teach in Advanced 
Placement history, because some conservative lawmakers have taken issue with the curriculum. Both the school 
choice expansion and Advanced Placement initiative face stiff opposition from the teachers’ union.

3. HEALTHCARE: How to Proceed Without a Medicaid Expansion 
Gov. Mary Fallin wants to increase access to care and lower costs but it’s not clear how she will proceed. 
Oklahoma has declined the Medicaid expansion allowed by the Affordable Care Act.

4. TAXES: Could Income Taxes Disappear? 
The state Supreme Court upheld legislation passed last year that reduced income taxes, and now some 
lawmakers are talking about possibly phasing out the state income tax altogether. However, with oil prices -- 
and thereafore state revenues -- declining, it’s not clear if that issue has any chance.

5. BUDGET: Wrangling Ahead Over This Year’s Spending Plan
With oil prices low, the Oklahoma budget is estimated to have a shortfall of more than $600 million and the 
governor and lawmakers are scrambling to figure out a way to fill it. Gov. Mary Fallin has already instituted a 
hiring freeze for executive branch agencies and lawmakers are looking for programs to cut or scale back.

  
Arthur Kane, Watchdog.org
akane@watchdog.org

@ArthurMKane
    

Art Kane is an investigative reporter who covers Oklahoma and Colorado for Watchdog.
org. He has worked as a reporter and editor at the Denver Post and executive producer of 
investigations at the ABC affiliate in Denver. His work has won a Peabody Award, and many 
other honors.
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OREGON

E X T R A

GOV. KITZHABER RESIGNS AMID SCANDAL 
Oregon government was hit by a the political equivalent of a hurricane when Gov. John Kitzhaber resigned in 
an influence-buying scandal Feb. 18 and was replaced by Secretary of State Kate Brown. So far, there’s little 
sign that Brown, also a Democrat, will bring greatly different priorities. But she vowed to push for a stronger 
Oregon Government Ethics Commission and for laws “ensuring the timely release” of government records 
sought through the state public records act.

1. EDUCATION: State Schools Budget Will Face Intense Scrutiny.
School funding is a perennial top issue in the legislature because the state has taken over the majority of school 
costs in the last two decades, after voters approved ballot measures rolling back property taxes. Former Gov. John 
Kitzhaber’s $6.9 billion budget for schools contains money to fund all-day Kindergarten, improve early literacy and 
boost STEM and career technical education. But school districts say it doesn’t provide enough money to absorb 
rising costs and reduce class sizes. Expect a session-long debate that will also affect every other area of the budget.

2. HEALTHCARE: After Stumbles, Oregon Hopes to Get Back on Track as Health 
Care Innovator.
Cover Oregon, the website for the state’s health-care exchange under the Affordable Care Act, was one of the 
biggest Obamacare-implementation flops in the country. The state is shifting to the federal exchange and legislators 
will have to figure out what the state role is in all of this. In addition, legislators will grapple with the continued 
implementation of the Coordinated Care Organizations, which were set up to deliver more cost-effective services  
to Medicaid patients.

3. MARIJUANA: How Much Will Legislators Tinker? 
After Oregon voters passed the marijuana legalization initiative, Measure 91, in November, legislators set up a joint 
Senate-House committee to study implementation of the law. The 38-page law includes a number of provisions 
laying out how the Oregon Liquor Control Commission will regulate the growing and sale of marijuana, but many 
lawmakers want to make some major regulatory changes. Some think the medical marijuana program is no longer 
necessary. Others would like to strictly limit edible marijuana projects, and cities are clamoring to remove Measure 
91’s ban on local taxes.

4. VOTER REGISTRATION: An Innovative Law Speeds Through
Democrats sped through passage of a first-in-the-nation law that would automatically register people to vote 
through their drivers’ license data. These newly registered voters will be given a chance to opt out, but the thinking 
is that it will likely add hundreds of thousands to the voter rolls. Not a single Republican legislator supported the 
measure, which you can think of as the opposite of the voter ID statutes many conservative states have passed.

5. TAXES: A Push to Raise Vehicle Fees for Transportation Projects
Business and transportation interests are pushing hard for an increase in the state’s vehicle taxes to grapple with 
burgeoning traffic congestion and a growing lack of money for both maintenance and new projects. The governor 
and legislative leaders are supportive, but it’s tough to get the three-fifths majority needed and to avoid having the 
issue referred to the ballot (where voters have often opposed vehicle tax hikes). Republicans are threatening to 
block the legislation because they are angry that the Legislature passed a controversial climate-change bill setting 
new standards to lower the carbon content in transportation fuels.
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Jeff Mapes, The Oregonian
jmapes@oregonian.com

@Jeffmapes
    

Jeff Mapes is the senior political writer for The Oregonian and writes the blog Mapes on Politics 
for the OregonLive website. He appears regularly on Oregon Public Broadcasting and is the 
author of “Pedaling Revolution: How Cyclists are Changing American Cities.”

CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE

Did You Know?

Do You Know How We Know?
(We keep track of it in StateTrack, so we never miss a bill.)

2,641
bills were introduced in Oregon  

so far in the first quarter, including 
25 voter registration bills
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PENNSYLVANIA

1. PENSIONS: Solving a $50 Billion Problem 
Thanks to a combination of both bad policy and the bad economy, the state’s two pension systems are 
underfunded to the tune of about $50 billion and the state’s contribution is set to rise by about $466 million in 
fiscal 2015-16. New Democratic Gov. Tom Wolf and Republicans who control the Pennsylvania House and Senate 
both agree that the state needs to do something to tame the exploding cost of public employee pensions. But 
they disagree on how to do it. Republicans want to move new state employees into a 401(k)-style retirement 
program, thus eventually getting rid of the state’s traditional defined-benefit pension system. Wolf opposes the 
change in benefits structure and wants to give a 2010 state law that essentially refinanced the pension debt 
more time to work. Republican Senate Majority Leader Jake Corman has said he wants a pension reform bill 
passed before he’ll consider any of Wolf’s agenda items. -JM

2. EDUCATION: In Search of a Funding Formula
Wolf’s Republican predecessor, Gov. Tom Corbett, was essentially turned out of office thanks in part to the 
public belief that he slashed funding to public education by about $1 billion. Corbett did put more money into 
K-12 education, but it was still lower than 2008 levels. A basic education funding commission created by the 
Legislature is looking for an equitable funding formula for both rich and poor districts. And finding the cash to 
bring Pennsylvania’s share of education funding back to its traditional 50 percent (it’s been about 35 percent) 
for years, will be one of Wolf’s biggest challenges. Wolf and the Legislature must find a way to create a formula 
that drives more money into classrooms. -JM/SE

3. BUDGET: Taming a Major Budget Deficit
Gov. Tom Wolf and the Republican-controlled Legislature must find a way to bring revenue and expenses in 
line to tame a structural deficit, which was years in the making. But the two sides disagree on the size of the 
deficit. Wolf says it is upward of $2.3 billion; the Legislature says it’s closer to $1.6 billion. Finding a way to close 
the giant hole in the state budget — either through cuts or new revenue — will be the big challenge of 2015. The 
fiscal year ends at midnight on June 30, and many are already expecting the two sides to miss the deadline. 
Under the state constitution, Pennsylvania must enact a balanced budget. Thus fireworks will likely be both 
figurative and literal this July 4. -SE/JM

4. ENERGY: A Severance Tax on Natural Gas Drillers 
Pennsylvania is the only major, gas-producing state that doesn’t tax Marcellus shale gas at the wellhead. 
And Gov. Tom Wolf ran on a promise to impose a 5-percent tax on drillers to pay for schools, environmental 
protection and infrastructure, raising about $1 billion. Republicans like to point out that the state already 
imposes a per-well impact fee on drillers to cover the public infrastructure cost of drilling. It raises about $200 
million a year. This fee, and other corporate taxes, would have to be dealt with to get a severance tax. They also 
warn drillers would be scared out of the state by such a tax. Another wrinkle: Because of low natural gas prices, 
Wolf will likely only get about $695 million, rather than $1 billion. The tax will likely be the keystone of any grand 
bargain in the coming budget debate. -JM

5. LIQUOR: Will the State-Run System Prevail?
Pennsylvania is only one of two states will full control over wine and spirits sales. Republicans who control 
the House want to get Pennsylvania out of the state-run booze business. Their colleagues in the Senate favor 
making the existing state-run system more consumer friendly, but stop short of full privatization. Privatization 
backers say they can raise about $1 billion by selling off the state-owned stores and realize tax revenues from a 
privatized system. Like Republican Senate Majority Leader Jake Corman, House Speaker Mike Turzai has said he 
won’t consider any of Wolf’s agenda items until he gets a privatization bill. Such an effort eluded three previous 
GOP governors. Powerful forces, including labor and social conservatives and a  Pennsylvania oddity known as 
“beer distributors,” have ended up allies in stopping such efforts. Wolf is no fan of privatization, but he may have 
to trade it to get something he really wants. -JM
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PENNSYLVANIA

E X T R A

COMPROMISE: Giving Up Sacred Cows 
Democratic Gov. Tom Wolf and Republican Legislature are going to have to find common ground to accomplish 
any or all of the state’s major agenda items, and that means giving up some sacred cows. For example, does 
Wolf agree to privatize the state liquor store system, as some GOP lawmakers want, in exchange for his 
severance tax on gas drillers? Or does the Legislature agree to change state income taxes to force higher 
earners to pay more, in exchange for liquor privatization or pension changes? -SE

  
Steve Esack, The Morning Call
sesack@mcall.com

@sesack
    

Steve Esack is The Morning Call’s Harrisburg correspondent, covering government and life in 
Pennsylvania’s State Capitol building. In 2010, he received the Scripps Howard Foundation’s 
Ernie Pyle Award for Human Interest Writing.

John L. Micek, PennLive, The Patriot-News
jmicek@pennlive.com

@ByJohnLMicek
    

John L. Micek has served as the Opinion Editor of PennLive/The Patriot-News of since 2013. 
Before that, he spent more than a decade covering Pennsylvania government and politics, 
primarily for The Morning Call. He regularly contributes commentary and analysis to NPR 
stations in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia and is a commentator on WHP-TV’s “Face the State.”
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RHODE ISLAND

1. ECONOMY: Can Democratic Gov End Economic Struggles?
Improving the state’s long-suffering economy is job number one for Gina Raimondo, who last year became the 
first Democrat elected governor in Rhode Island in more than 20 years. Better job numbers are vital both for 
Raimondo’s narrative as a rising Democratic star and for Rhode Islanders exasperated by the state’s decades-
long economic struggles. The governor has managed expectations by warning that improvements will take time. 

2. BUDGET: Governor and Lawmakers Face More Red Ink Ahead
As usual, Rhode Island elected officials face a mass of budgetary red ink that detracts from the state’s ability to 
make long-term investments. Not only is there a $190 million deficit for the fiscal year starting July 1, but there’s 
also a structural deficit projected to exceed $400 million by fiscal 2019. The legislative branch is particularly 
powerful in Rhode Island, and lawmakers have for years used a series of short-term fixes to balance annual 
budgets. Yet Gov. Gina Raimondo and Democratic House Speaker Nicholas Mattiello, who rose to power in 
March 2014, now say they want to gradually eliminate the state’s structural deficit. Raimondo unveiled her first 
budget in March; the General Assembly traditionally tweaks the spending plan before passing it in June.

3. PENSIONS: Court Case Could Decide the Fate of Reforms
A jury trial to determine the legality of a far-reaching 2011 overhaul of Rhode Island’s pension system is due to 
start in April. As state treasurer, Democratic Gov. Gina Raimondo spearheaded the overhaul that cut benefits, 
suspended cost-of-living adjustments, and moved workers from a defined-benefit to a hybrid defined-
contribution plan. A decision in favor of the public-employee unions challenging the overhaul would represent 
an economic catastrophe for the state. Yet it remains to be seen if the case will actually move to trial. Raimondo 
has said she hopes to settle the dispute out of court, a move that would require legislative approval. A proposed 
settlement was narrowly scuttled last year. 

4.  GAMBLING: Revenue Expected to Drop by $100 Million 
Rhode Island’s third-largest revenue source is expected to take a $100 million hit due to the looming advent of 
casino gambling in neighboring Massachusetts. The state’s largest gambling venue has responded with plans for 
a hotel. Yet the best-case scenario so far involves trying to cut Rhode Island’s losses.

5. DEVELOPMENT: What to Do With 20 Acres?
The relocation of an interstate highway a few years ago created close to 20 acres of land available for 
development near downtown Providence. Preliminary efforts have focused on preparing the infrastructure 
needed for the area, and two residential projects have been proposed. Democratic Gov. Gina Raimondo 
campaigned on the idea of creating an “innovation institute” to help spur development. State officials are also in 
the early stages of considering a proposal to use part of the former highway land to build a ballpark for the top 
minor league team, now based outside Providence, of the Boston Red Sox.

  
Ian Donnis, Rhode Island Public Radio
idonnis@ripr.org

@IanDon
    

Ian Donnis has been the political reporter for Rhode Island Public Radio since 2009. Donnis 
previously worked for the Providence Phoenix, the Worcester Telegram & Gazette, and The 
Associated Press. 
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SOUTH CAROLINA

1. TRANSPORTATION: Spending Billions to Repair Roads
Republican Gov. Nikki Haley and state lawmakers have made transportation funding the top priority for the 
year. Transportation officials say the state faces an annual shortfall ranging from $400 million to halt the 
decay of the state’s existing infrastructure to $1.5 billion for repairs and growth. Haley has proposed raising 
the state’s gas tax, the lowest in the Southeast, by 10 cents over three years while cutting income taxes by 
$8.5 billion. That would, according to optimistic budget forecasts, slow the growth of the state’s budget. 
State senators and representatives have their own plans for funding roads but have pledged, along with 
Haley, to work toward a compromise.

2. EDUCATION: Following a Court Order to Improve Public Education
Legislative leaders in both chambers of the General Assembly have formed committees to study the state 
of public education and propose reforms. The push comes after the state Supreme Court ruled that the 
state’s public-school system was unconstitutional because children in poor, rural districts were not receiving 
the quality education the constitution obligates the state to provide. The court ordered the Legislature and 
school districts that sued the state more than 20 years ago to work together on solutions. The court order 
comes after Gov. Nikki Haley and lawmakers approved more than $160 million in new education spending, 
much of that aimed at children in poverty.

3. ETHICS: Making Lawmakers Reveal More of Their Income, Stop Policing 
Themselves
The House and Senate took up bills quickly this year requiring lawmakers to disclose more of their income 
sources and ending a system in which lawmakers police themselves following complaints. The House passed 
the reforms, but the Senate balked at handing investigations to non-lawmakers. Ethics-reform backers, 
including Gov. Nikki Haley, hope they can resurrect proposals before the session ends in June. An ethics bill 
died on the last day of the legislative session in 2014.

4. CRIME: Getting Tougher on Domestic Violence 
A series in The Post and Courier of Charleston examining how the state ranked among the nation’s worst 
in the number of women killed in domestic abuse cases spurred bills in the General Assembly to tackle 
the problem. The Senate passed a bill in February to take guns away from suspects convicted of criminal 
domestic violence for 10 years, which mimics federal law. The House is weighing a version that could stiffen 
punishment even for first-time offenders, but does not ban those convicted of abuse from owning firearms.   

5. SOCIAL SERVICES: Improving the State’s Child-Safety Net
Lawmakers expect the new leader of the state’s embattled child-welfare agency to enact sweeping reforms. 
Gov. Nikki Haley’s new appointee has been tasked with lowering high caseloads and turnover rates among 
child welfare caseworkers. Those problems are putting children in harms way, a Senate investigation and a 
year-long, state-led audit of the agency found. Haley’s previous appointee resigned last year amid mounting 
questions about children who died from abuse or neglect while under the agency’s watch. State senators also 
are working on legislative proposals to improve the agency’s services and plan to release a report soon.
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Andrew Shain, The State 
ashain@thestate.com

@andyshain
    

Shain covers the Statehouse, politics and higher education for The State in Columbia, S.C. 
Previously, Shain worked as a reporter and editor at The Charlotte Observer and The Sun News, in 
Myrtle Beach, S.C.

Jamie Self, The State
jself@thestate.com

@jamiemself
    

Self covers the Statehouse, politics and K-12 education for The State in Columbia, S.C. The former 
college writing instructor was a government reporter for The Herald in Rock Hill, S.C.. She has won 
first-place awards from the South Carolina Press Association for government beat reporting.

CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE

Did You Know?

Do You Know How We Know?
(We keep track of it in StateTrack, so we never miss a bill.)

1,359
bills were introduced in South Carolina

 so far in the first quarter, including 
18 domestic violence bills
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SOUTH DAKOTA

1. TRANSPORTATION: Competing Proposals to Raise Taxes
Republican Gov. Dennis Daugaard is supporting a bill that would raise $50 million a year in new revenue for 
state and local roads. His proposal could be middle ground for fiscal conservatives, who are balking at a 
competing bill sponsored by lawmakers that would raise more than $100 million a year. Both proposals rely 
on increases in the gas tax, vehicle registration fees and a state excise tax. But the bigger measure also closes 
loopholes for farmers and ranchers, which makes it a nonstarter for the powerful agriculture industry.

2. HEALTHCARE: Will the State Stand Firm on Medicaid Expansion?
The state’s considerable health care lobby is pushing lawmakers to adopt Medicaid expansion under the 
Affordable Care Act. It would extend the program to 48,000 adults. Gov. Dennis Daugaard has asked the federal 
government for a waiver to expand the program to only those at 100 percent of the poverty level (as opposed 
to those at 138 percent), but the federal government has declined. Daugaard says the additional costs to the 
state – $36 million a year – is too much. Democrats and some Republicans say the state is losing more than 
$200 million a year in federal funds.

3. EDUCATION: Pressure Building to Increase Teacher Pay
By some measures, South Dakota teachers are paid the lowest salaries in the nation, and the public school lobby 
is looking to Pierre for more funding. Gov. Dennis Daugaard has asked lawmakers for more money than required 
under the state’s funding formula, but advocates for teachers say it’s not enough. Republicans, including 
Daugaard, argue that local school boards can increase property taxes if they want to pay their teachers more. 
Meanwhile, some are suggesting that the state raise the sales tax by one penny during the summer to boost 
salaries.

4. ELECTIONS: Lawmakers Want Restrictions on Ballot Measures
South Dakota was the first state in the nation to allow its citizens to initiate laws or refer laws to a public vote. 
But a group of Republican lawmakers introduced legislation that would require more signatures for initiatives 
and referenda to qualify for the ballot. Rather than requiring 5 percent of signatures from the last governor’s 
election, the new hurdle to qualify for the ballot would be 5 percent of all registered voters. The idea has 
angered Democrats and Republicans.

5. PRISONS: Prison Reform Moves From Adults to Juveniles.
Gov. Dennis Daugaard and Chief Justice David Gilbertson have unveiled a reform package that would result in 
fewer youths being detained in state-funded facilities. This comes after the state in the last couple of years has 
reformed adult prison sentences to exclude prison time for minor drug offences. Reforms to the juvenile system 
would focus on placing youths in facilities only when they pose a risk to the public and preventing low-level 
offences from deeper involvement in the system.

  
Jonathan Ellis, Argus Leader
jonellis@argusleader.com

@argusjellis
    

Jonathan Ellis is a projects reporter for the Argus Leader and a correspondent for USA Today. 
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TENNESSEE

1.  EDUCATION: Fight Expected Over ‘Common Core’ Standards
Lawmakers continue to decry Common Core even after Republican Gov. Bill Haslam’s promise for a comprehensive 
review of the controversial standards. With several bills proposing a complete overall of the standards and Haslam 
opposing any significant changes, fights are expected over any changes.

2. EDUCATION: Can Governor Deliver Teacher Pay Raises This Year?
Teachers cried foul in 2014 when Gov. Bill Haslam promised a pay raise and then reneged after a miscalculation left 
Tennessee with a $160 million budget hole. This year, he promised $100 million for pay raises, but teachers aren’t 
fantasizing as to how they’ll spend that money just yet.

3. HEALTHCARE: Advocates Look for Answers After Medicaid Expansion Attempt
Supporters of extending health insurance to hundreds of thousands of Tennesseans were left a bit shell-shocked 
after state Republicans quickly killed Gov. Bill Haslam’s Medicaid expansion alternative. Now the governor and those 
who favored the plan are trying to find new ways to provide care to the roughly 470,000 Tennesseans who could’ve 
qualified under the plan.

4. EDUCATION: Lawmakers Set to Change Teacher Evaluations
Gov. Bill Haslam quickly pivoted to education after the failure of his health care expansion plan, calling for 
standardized tests to play less of a role in a teacher’s employment evaluation as the state adopts new testing. 
Although he isn’t officially pushing a bill to allow school vouchers this year, supporters say there could be enough 
momentum to get the proposal through the historically skeptical House of Representatives.

5. EMPLOYEES: No More Extra Pay for Extra Years?
Gov. Bill Haslam wants to do away with a state benefit that provides a small amount of additional money to state 
employees for every year they’ve worked for Tennessee. The proposal falls in line with a new merit-pay system 
Haslam wants to promote. State workers obviously dislike the idea, but skepticism from fellow Republicans and 
Democrats could make the plan a heavy lift for Haslam.

  
Dave Boucher, The Tennessean
dboucher@tennessean.com

@Dave_Boucher1
    

Dave Boucher covers state government and politics for The Tennessean. He arrived in Nashville after 
reporting stops in West Virginia, Western Kentucky and Michigan. His work has repeatedly appeared 
in national broadcast and online outlets.
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TEXAS

1. BUDGET: Lawmakers Want to Reduce Property Taxes 
State lawmakers have expressed a strong interest in finding a way to reduce property taxes this session. The 
Texas Constitution prohibits a statewide property tax and empowers local governments, schools and special 
districts to levy those taxes. Most property tax revenue goes to public schools. Proposals likely to draw interest 
include capping how much local entities can increase property taxes and increasing the homestead exemption. 

2. GUNS: Enhancing Gun Rights 
Since 1995, Texans have been able to carry concealed handguns if they undergo training and obtain a license. 
Today, it is one of six states that specifically prohibit the unconcealed display of handguns. Multiple bills have 
been filed targeting handgun restrictions, and one calls for lifting licensing requirements altogether. 

3. EDUCATION: Another Shot at School Choice and Vouchers
 In the 2013 session, legislation that would allow students to receive public money to attend private schools died 
with barely a whimper. Now, a skirmish over private school vouchers is brewing again, but it’s unclear whether 
2015 will see a different outcome. A state senator has re-filed legislation that would allows businesses to receive 
a tax credit if they contribute to a fund set up to pay for low-income students to attend private schools. 

4. BUDGET: Reforming Contracting and Procurement
 Legislative scrutiny of state contracts with private companies is increasing, spurred by investigations into state 
agencies that are picking up momentum. Attention could come as much from legislative oversight as from 
legislation on the subject, which in the early days of the session has been sparse. 

5. EDUCATION: In-State Tuition for Undocumented Students
 When Texas adopted a law in 2001 allowing undocumented students to pay in-state tuition rates to attend 
public universities, it was the first state to do so. Despite pushback from within his own party, former Gov. Rick 
Perry has stood by the decision, and the policy has remained in effect. But following Perry’s departure, the 
future of what is often referred to as the Texas DREAM Act is in doubt. The lieutenant governor has vowed to 
repeal it, and Republican Gov. Greg Abbott has indicated that he would not veto a bill that does so. 

  
Emily Ramshaw, The Texas Tribune
eramshaw@texastribune.org

@eramshaw
    

Emily Ramshaw is the editor of The Texas Tribune, a nonprofit news organization that  
promotes civic engagement and discourse on public policy, politics and government. Under  
her leadership, the Tribune has won three national Edward R. Murrow Awards, IRE’s Gannett 
Award for Innovation in Watchdog Journalism and a general excellence award from the  
Online News Association.
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UTAH

1. HEALTHCARE: Utahns With No Coverage Waiting on State to Act
Tens of thousands of people in Utah were left with no option for health insurance after the Supreme Court ruled 
mandatory Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act was unconstitutional. Estimates of the number 
of people in the coverage gap range from 54,000 to 87,000. There are two alternatives to Medicaid expansion 
on the table. Republican Gov. Gary Herbert’s Healthy Utah Plan would provide private insurance plans for an 
estimated 126,000 people over two years. The plan passed in the Senate, but failed in the House. A competing 
plan known as Utah Cares, which would cover about 60,000 people, passed the House and is on its way to 
the Senate. Supporters of Healthy Utah argue it covers more people at a lower cost. Supporters of Utah Cares 
suggest it’s more sustainable. All sides insist they are committed to finding a solution. -GM

2. CIVIL RIGHTS: Mormon Church Backs Anti-discrimination Law, With Caveats
An endorsement from the Mormon Church prompted widespread support this year for a landmark measure 
protecting gay and transgender Utahns from discrimination in housing and employment. Church leadership 
campaigned publicly for such a law, but only if it also protected the rights of religious groups. The result was 
a measure that would attempt to do both, banning employers and landlords from discriminating against 
individuals based on sexual orientation or gender identity, but exempting any religious organizations or their 
affiliates. It would also bar employers from taking action against workers who voiced opposition to same-sex 
marriage or otherwise spoke out against homosexuality based on religious beliefs. -DD

3. EDUCATION: Small Increases Don’t Close Per-Pupil Spending Gap
With a unique combination of large family sizes and little developed taxable land, Utah has long has some 
of the largest class sizes and the lowest per-pupil spending in the nation. With a budget surplus in excess of 
$700 million, there were calls this year for the Republican-led Legislature to pump more money into schools, 
but lawmakers were uncertain as they worked through their annual session, with many adamant about 
socking away some of the money in a rainy-day fund. The Legislature was expected to adjourn having passed 
something in between, with modest increases in education funding and some of the money put into reserve. 
-DD

4. AIR QUALITY: Republicans and Democrats Team Up to Clear the Air
Poor air quality during winter is a threat to the quality of life and economic growth in Utah. The impact 
varies from year to year, but air quality legislation is consistent at the Capitol. This year, a bipartisan group of 
lawmakers presented more than 20 bills and appropriations requests. The proposals address vehicle emissions, 
cleaner fuel, new school buses, the ability to enact new standards and more. However, clean air advocate groups 
are disappointed in the results so far this session. -GM

5. TRANSPORTATION: Rapid Growth Steering Plans For New Roads, Buses 
and Trails
Rapid population growth also drove a debate over ways to fund future transportation needs, with state road 
planners releasing a report that forecast a shortfall in excess of $11 billion in coming decades. There are two 
competing plans in the state legislature to raise the gas tax to fund future projects. One plan in the Senate 
would increase the current gas tax by a flat 6 cents per gallon in the first year and gradually increase it, with a 
cap at 9 cents per gallon. Another proposal in the House would adjust the rate to a percentage of the average 
yearly cost of a gallon of gas, which is more like a sales tax. -DD/GM
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UTAH

E X T R A

WATER: Nation’s Second-Driest State Also It’s Fastest-Growing
Demographers forecast the population in Utah, the country’s second-driest state, to nearly double to 5.4 
million people by 2050. Trying to prepare for future demands, lawmakers considered a variety of ways to pump 
funding into ambitious new water projects, including the controversial Lake Powell Pipeline, which would send 
water 140 miles from the Colorado River to the desert of the state’s southwest corner at a cost of at least $1 
billion. There was little headway in establishing a mechanism for such funding as the Legislature convened for its 
annual session this year, although some lawmakers were proposing the creation of a new fund to house future 
allocations. -DD

PRISONS: Not in Our Backyard
There’s no denying Utah needs a new prison, but no one wants it to move into their neighborhood. Every single 
site that has publicly been considered by the Prison Relocation Commission has faced strong opposition. Right 
now, five sites are being considered in Salt Lake, Tooele and Utah Counties, as well as the site of the current 
prison in Draper. There’s also a debate on where the final decision lies. The commission, the governor, the 
legislature or all three? A bill that would clear that up is working through the legislature now. -GM

  
David DeMille, The Spectrum & Daily News
ddemille@thespectrum.com

@SpectrumDeMille
    

A reporter with more than eight years of experience covering Utah politics, David DeMille heads 
the political news team at The Spectrum & Daily News in St. George, the state’s fastest-growing 
metropolitan area.

  
Glen Mills, ABC 4 Utah
gmills@abc4.com

@ABC4Glen
    

Glen Mills is the chief political correspondent and an anchor at ABC 4 Utah. A Utah native, he 
previously held on-air and management positions with NBC affiliates in Pocatello, Idaho; Green 
Bay, Wisconsin; and Grand Junction, Colorado.
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VERMONT

1. BUDGET: Lagging Revenues, Increasing Costs
Democratic Gov. Peter Shumlin, politically-weakened following a near-loss to a Republican political outsider 
in last year’s election, will need to work with the legislature to close a looming budget gap of more than 
$100-million.  Neither chamber, both controlled by the governor’s party, has much of an appetite for cutting 
services or raising taxes.

2. HEALTHCARE: Single-payer Transition Shelved, Exchange Problems Persist
Gov. Peter Shumlin pulled plans for the state to cover healthcare for all of its residents and workers in 2017. 
He based the decision on economic modeling performed by controversial MIT Professor Jonathan Gruber, 
indicating the plan would prove too expensive. Payment reforms and a proposed payroll tax to fund an 
increase in Medicaid reimbursement rates remain on the table. Vermont’s health exchange web portal still 
lacks significant function. Fixes are promised by April, but the state has missed multiple previous deadlines.

3. EDUCATION: Taxpayers Buckling Under Weight of Costs
Vermont spends more per pupil to educate its K-12 students than any other state in the nation, according to 
data from the National Education Association. Budgets are voted on locally, but property taxes are collected 
by the state and redistributed to schools based on a flat, per-student rate.  Tax revolts from ballooning costs 
led to the rejection of budgets across the state last year. In order to trim costs, the legislature is considering 
school and governance consolidation, as well as increasing student-to-staff ratios. But, the teachers’ union, 
arguably the most powerful lobbying group in Vermont, stands in the way.

4. WATER: State Must Act or EPA Will
Vermont’s tourism economy thrives on the state’s pristine environment. But runoff from development and the 
state’s agricultural industry are polluting the state’s bodies of water, most notably the idyllic Lake Champlain. 
State reforms over the last two decades nibbled around the edges of the problem. Lawmakers have renewed 
impetus to act this year because if they do not, the Environmental Protection Agency has threatened 
unilateral action.

5. SOCIAL SERVICES: Reforming the Child Protection System
Legislative leadership says they hope one of the year’s first bills to become law will be a measure reforming 
the state’s child protection system. Lawmakers spent time in the summer, fall, and winter, when the legislature 
is out of session, working on draft proposals. The bill’s progress slowed recently when administrators at the 
Department for Children and Families voiced concern over some provisions, complaints the bill’s primary 
sponsor argued should have been raised earlier.

  
Kyle Midura, Channel 3 News 
midura@wcax.com

@WCAX_Kyle
    

Kyle Midura joined the Channel 3 News team in September of 2011 after beginning his career 
with the NBC-affiliate in Billings, MT. The move represented a homecoming for Kyle, who 
grew up in the Southwestern corner of Vermont.  He is now WCAX’s Capitol Bureau Chief.
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VIRGINIA

1. ETHICS: Still Wrestling With Reform
In the wake of former Gov. Bob McDonnell’s conviction on federal corruption charges, and loud public demands 
for reform ,Virginia’s General Assembly is still struggling with how to change the state’s ethics laws. So far, 
both the legislature and Democratic Gov. Terry McAuliffe are focusing on limits on the gifts that elected 
officials receive, with lawmakers balking at the governor’s suggestion for an independent ethics commission 
with investigatory powers. Still unaddressed: Virginia’s wide open campaign finance laws, conflict-of-interest 
oversight, elected officials’ pension- and benefits, and gaps in the state’s financial disclosure laws. -DR

2. BUDGET: The Sequester Sets In
For decades, Virginia’s proximity to Washington, D.C., has meant a steady flow of federal spending and 
contracts. Now, sequestration’s automatic spending cuts have taken a heavy toll on the portion of the state 
economy that relies on federal funding, be that in the military or elsewhere. In December, Gov. Terry McAuliffe 
proposed a budget to fill a $439 million shortfall by ending tax credits for coal companies, doubling the amount 
of money he can use to attract economic development and giving raises to teachers and state employees. 
Republicans didn’t give McAuliffe everything he wanted, but improving revenue projections and a bit of 
compromise helped the General Assembly finalize the state budget and wrap up a day early, avoiding the 
legislative gridlock that’s driven negotiations into overtime in recent years. -MA

3. CRIME: Sexual Assault on Campus
Though heavily questioned, Rolling Stone’s story about a gang rape at the University of Virginia ignited a storm 
of debate about the culture at state universities. On the last day of session, legislators passed a bill requiring 
mandatory reporting for campus sexual assaults, as well as a requirement that notations be made on the 
transcripts of people who violate campus codes, to keep them from transferring in anonymity. The General 
Assembly is also going to require universities to sign agreements with local counselors so victims have a place 
to turn -- privately -- that is not connected to the university. Some of these changes were controversial, and the 
governor’s team is sure to go over this legislation carefully. -TF

4. ENERGY: What’s the Right Balance?
Virginia’s central location on the East Coast has presented it with a series of energy quandaries. President 
Obama has proposed opening the coast from Virginia to Georgia for offshore drilling. Virginia also sits along 
the path between the Marcellus and Utica shale formations—where there’s now a surplus of natural gas thanks 
to hydraulic fracturing technology—and a massive potential market in the Southeast. No fewer than three 
natural gas transmission pipelines have been proposed to connect the two. The proposals have been welcomed 
by Gov. Terry McAuliffe and a bevy of state lawmakers, but they’ve also fired up landowners along the routes 
and created a political issue. Throw in questions over whether to remove a moratorium on uranium mining; 
the federal push to cut carbon emissions, which sparked argument over a tax credit for miners and regulatory 
changes to ease the closing of coal-fired plants; and last year’s derailment of an oil train that spilled into the 
James River, and policymakers face a dizzying array of energy questions. -MA

5. HEALTHCARE: Can Virginia Expand Medicaid?
After massive battles over whether to expand Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act in Gov. Terry McAuliffe’s 
first year in office, the issue remains unresolved. Virginia hasn’t expanded the program, primarily because of a 
Republican majority in the House and Senate (the later of which tilted Republican, thanks to a key resignation). 
Now, Democrats are hoping for some election-year magic to change the status quo. Meanwhile, there have been 
nips and tucks to the public health system, with more free clinic funding promised and a reinvigorated focus on 
helping people with mental illnesses, an issue brought to the forefront in late 2013 when a state senator’s son 
attacked him, then committed suicide.-TF
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VIRGINIA

E X T R A

REDISTRICTING: Renewed Attention on Gerrymandering
Virginia is one of the most gerrymandered states in the nation, with only a handful – by some counts, barely 
a dozen – of its 140 state Senate and House of Delegates districts truly competitive. A successful recent court 
challenge to the majority minority Congressional district anchored in Newport News and stretching from 
Richmond to Norfolk has put the question of redistricting back on the table in an election year for the Senate 
and House. Another challenge to House of Delegates districts is pending. Legislators who have in the past called 
for an independent, non-partisan redistricting commission are trying again, with a bit more hope than usual. -DR

  
Mason Adams, Freelance
mason.j.adams@gmail.com

@MasonAtoms
    

Mason Adams has covered politics, government and business in Virginia and North Carolina for 
15 years, including nearly a decade at the Roanoke Times. He currently works on a freelance 
basis from his home in Floyd County, Virginia.

Dave Ress, Daily Press
dress@dailypress.com

@daveress1
    

Dave Ress covers politics for the Daily Press. He was previously a correspondent for Reuters in 
Montreal, London and Nairobi before settling in Virginia. Ress is also the author of The Burundi 

Ethnic Massacres, 1988 and Gov. Edward Coles and the Vote to Forbid Slavery in Illinois.

  
Travis Fain, Daily Press
tfain@dailypress.com

@travisfain
    

Travis Fain is a statehouse reporter at the Daily Press, in Newport News, Va.
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WASHINGTON

1. EDUCATION: Lawmakers Face Supreme Court Sanctions
Washington lawmakers are in contempt of the state Supreme Court over school funding. They have until the end 
of the 2015 session to satisfy the court or face possible sanctions. In the 2015-17 biennial budget, Washington 
lawmakers are expected to make the second of three down payments on this multi-billion dollar judgment. They 
also have to decide what to do about a new voter-approved class-size reduction measure that comes with a $2 
billion price tag over the next two years.

2. TRANSPORTATION: Will Year Three Be The Charm?
It’s been a decade since the Washington legislature last approved a multi-year, multi-billion dollar gas tax 
package for roads and transit. Since 2013, Democratic Governor Jay Inslee, along with business, labor and 
even environmental interests, have been pushing lawmakers to approve a new transportation package. The 
Republican-led Senate has approved a gas tax increase of almost 12 cents per gallon to fund a $15 billion, 16-year 
transportation package. But it has a “poison pill” provision designed to scuttle Inslee’s low carbon fuel standard. 
The measure has gone to the Democrat-controlled House, and negotiations are expected. Transportation 
leaders in both chambers are signaling they expect to have the votes to approve a package eventually. However, 
negotiations could bog down over several controversial provisions that Republicans are pushing.

3. MENTAL HEALTH: Pressure From Court Rulings, Lawsuits
The state of Washington is under a Supreme Court order to end the practice of “boarding” mentally ill patients 
in hospital emergency rooms and other non-psychiatric settings. A previous legal settlement requires the state 
to improve access to mental health care for children. And a class-action lawsuit is set to go to trial over delays in 
state competency services for those in jail. Also back again this year: a proposal to let family members petition 
courts to involuntarily commit individuals.

4. TAXES: Governor Proposes $1.4 Billion Tax Package
Washington state expects to bring in an additional $3 billion in revenues over the next two years, thanks to a 
recovering economy. However, Democratic Governor Jay Inslee says that won’t be enough to maintain current 
levels of spending and fully fund schools, cost-of-living increases and “highest priority policy needs.” In December, 
Inslee unveiled a proposed $1.4 billion tax package that includes a new capital gains tax, a cap-and-trade system 
and a hike in the cigarette tax. Republicans say taxes should be a “last resort.”

5. MARIJUANA: ‘Harmonizing’ Medical and Recreational Pot
In 2012, Washington voters approved Initiative 502, legalizing recreational marijuana. However, the ballot measure 
did not address Washington’s largely unregulated medical marijuana marketplace. Now, the two systems exist 
side-by-side and there is broad, bipartisan agreement that the situation is untenable. But lawmakers face a tough 
balancing act and fierce lobbying from the recreational businesses, the medical cannabis providers and patients.

  
Austin Jenkins, Public Radio Northwest News Network
ajenkins@kuow.org

@austinjenkinsN3
     Since January 2004, Austin Jenkins has been the Olympia-based political reporter for the 

Northwest News Network. In that position, Jenkins covers Northwest politics and public policy, as 
well as the Washington State legislature. You can also see Jenkins on television as host of TVW’s 
Emmy-nominated public affairs program, “Inside Olympia.” Jenkins has also worked as a television 
reporter in Seattle, Portland and Boise. 
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WEST VIRGINIA

1. JOBS: State Faces Multiple Economic Challenges
West Virginia’s economy has seen steady but slow growth. Pockets of the state are doing well, but coal mining—
particularly in southern West Virginia—is off significantly, with competition from cheaper natural gas and tighter EPA 
regulations putting the squeeze on coal. Whether there is more the state can do to promote economic diversification 
remains to be seen. Meanwhile, the U.S. Labor Department reported recently that West Virginia’s labor participation 
rate is just 49.8 percent, well below the national average of 62.7 percent. Dr. John Deskins, head of West Virginia 
University’s Bureau of Business and Economic Research, says, “This is one of the most serious economic challenges 
we face. If we don’t have enough healthy and properly educated and trained workers, then we’re unattractive from an 
economic development perspective.” -HK

2. TRANSPORTATION: How to Pay for Ailing Roads?
West Virginia has 36,000 miles of state-maintained roads, and many of them are crumbling. A report by Democratic 
Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin’s Blue Ribbon Commission on Highways determined it would take another $1 billion a year 
for the next 20 to 25 years to fix existing roads and build new ones that are needed.   Neither the Governor nor 
lawmakers have found a way to meet the significant needs. -HK

3. ABORTION: Another Push to Limit Abortions
Last year, the legislature overwhelmingly passed a bill that would ban abortions after 20 weeks. The legislation was 
halted by a veto from Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin, who said the bill was unconstitutional. A similar bill was introduced this 
year and handily passed both chambers, which are now controlled by Republicans. The governor vetoed the bill this 
year, but the legislature overrode his action. The bill will become law and is expected to face a court challenge. -JE

4. LABOR: Unions, Contractors Worried About Changes Proposed by GOP
Several labor topics have been discussed throughout the legislative session, ranging from repealing the state’s 
prevailing wage laws to making West Virginia a right-to-work state. Although the window has passed to advance 
right-to-work legislation, a compromise was negotiated over the prevailing wage law. Several other bills have been 
advanced by Republicans that have caused great consternation among labor unions and contractors. -JE

5. EDUCATION: GOP Aims to Repeal Common Core, Build Charter Schools
There have been several challenges to the state’s education system, which has been described as broken and bloated. 
Many Republicans are hoping to create a charter school system while others are also seeking to repeal the state’s 
Common Core standards. West Virginia is also struggling to attract new teachers. Low-paid teachers often leave 
border communities for higher pay in Maryland, Virginia and Ohio. But with a tightening budget, no new money is 
being allocated to increase teacher salaries. -JE/HK

Joel Ebert, Charleston Daily Mail
joel.ebert@dailymailwv.com

@joelebert29
    

Joel Ebert is in his first year of covering the West Virginia Legislature for the Charleston Daily Mail. He 
previously covered the statehouse and local government for the Capitol Journal in Pierre, S.D. 

  
Hoppy Kercheval, West Virginia MetroNews Network
hoppy.kercheval@wvradio.com

@HoppyKercheval
       The radio “dean” of West Virginia broadcasters, Hoppy Kercheval is a founder  

of Metronews, where he has served as both news director and vice president  
of operations. He is the creator and host of Metronews Talkline, the network’s  
signature program.
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WISCONSIN

1. EDUCATION: School Vouchers, Accountability and Funding
Republican Gov. Scott Walker has already entered a showdown with the Republican-controlled legislature over 
both the expansion of school vouchers in Wisconsin and how to grade -- and potentially sanction -- both public 
and private schools. Walker and GOP leaders agree that they’d like to expand vouchers, but can’t agree on 
some of the funding involved. They also agree they’d like to grade schools, but not on whether failing schools 
should face sanctions.  There’s also concern among Republicans and Democrats that funding remains largely 
flat for K-12 public schools over the next two years. Look for these issues to be debated, both in the context of 
the budget and in separate legislation.

2. EDUCATION: Campuses Face Steep Cuts, Organizational Changes
The budget proposed by Gov. Scott Walker seeks the largest cuts in the University of Wisconsin System’s 
history at $300 million over two years. But it also breaks the college system away from the state as an agency, 
creating a “public authority” and allowing some new freedoms in purchasing and hiring. Walker also wants the 
two-year tuition freeze he promised in the 2014 campaign. Democratic and Republican lawmakers express 
concern over both the magnitude of the cuts and the oversight lost, and will have to grapple with funding for 
the state’s 26 colleges and universities.

3. INFRASTRUCTURE: Borrowing for Roads and a Stadium?
Gov. Scott Walker’s budget borrows some $1.56 billion for two major issues: transportation and a new Milwaukee 
Bucks stadium. It puts on hold borrowing for preserving public spaces and for any building projects that 
haven’t yet been approved. Many legislative leaders say they’re uncomfortable with the changes and levels of 
borrowing, and will seek to potentially increase fees to help pay for roads.

4. ELECTIONS: Republicans Target Government Accountability Board
Republicans were vocal at the outset of the legislative session that changes needed to be made at the 
Government Accountability Board, the state’s elections and ethics management agency. An audit late last 
year showed issues with administrative rule and campaign finance compliance, and conservatives have been 
concerned about the Board’s participation in an investigation of Gov. Scott Walker’s campaign and conservative 
groups. The board’s director defends the agency, saying it was overwhelmed with recall election and recount 
administration in the last few years. The board is non-partisan and made of retired judges, but some GOP 
lawmakers have indicated a willingness to return to a more partisan structure and are working on legislation to 
that end. The legislature has already moved to make more of the board’s records open to state auditors.

5. LABOR: Unions Continue Battle Over Right to Work
Wisconsin is now the 25th right-to-work state in the nation after conservative Republican leaders fast-tracked 
a bill and the governor, who had previously said the issue was a “distraction,” signed it into law in early March. 
But unions aren’t giving up. Just one day after the bill’s signing, the AFL-CIO and two local unions sued, arguing 
that the bill is unconstitutional. It’s the same tactic used after “Act 10” in 2011, when lawsuits dragged out full 
implementation of the law restricting public employee union bargaining for years. The issue is one that will 
reverberate in the economy and elections in years to come, as unions wait to see if membership drops off and 
republicans hope the move generates the job creation they promised.

  
Jessica Arp, WISC-TV
jarp@wisctv.com

@news3jessica
    

Jessica Arp is the political reporter for WISC-TV in Madison, Wisconsin.  She won  
an Edward R. Murrow Award for her coverage of the recall of Gov. Scott Walker  
and an Emmy for coverage of the Vice Presidential candidacy of Rep. Paul Ryan.
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WYOMING

1. BUDGET: Revenues Falling With Energy Prices 
Lawmakers are declining or slimming down many funding requests due to lower-than-projected energy prices 
in Wyoming. The state is heavily dependent on revenues from fossil fuels extraction, such as coal, uranium, 
oil and gas. State revenues drop $35 for every $5 decrease in the price of a barrel of oil, according to state 
economists. Those economists reduced revenue projects by $217 million for the current two-year funding cycle, 
in a $3.5 billion general fund and reserve account budget. Lawmakers in the part-time Legislature, however, are 
considering giving themselves a $25-a-day pay raise.

2. HEALTHCARE: Legislature Rejects Medicaid Expansion
The GOP-dominated Legislature again this year rejected expanding Medicaid, after Republican Gov. Matt Mead 
and his Wyoming Department of Health negotiated with the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services on 
a program that encourages work programs, job training and healthy lifestyle choices. Of Wyoming’s 580,000 
residents, roughly 17,600 would benefit if the state expanded Medicaid.

3. CIVIL RIGHTS: Legislature Rejects Protections Bill
A bill that would have added “sexual orientation or gender identity” to laws protecting people at work from 
discrimination based on race, age and other classes failed in the House this year. While the business community 
and the Wyoming Education Association widely supported the bill, along with some religious groups, opposition 
came from the Catholic Diocese of Cheyenne and a different set of religious groups. At one point, a Republican 
got kicked out of his committee by the Republican chairwoman for trying to propose an amendment changing 
the bill’s effective date to when “hell freezes over.” The Senate had previously passed it. A federal judge tossed 
out the state’s 100-year-old ban on gay marriages in October. Since then, couples have been tying the knot and 
same-sex marriages performed outside Wyoming have been recognized.

4. CRIME: Governor Vetoes Asset Forfeiture Bill
Gov. Matt Mead vetoed a bill that would have eliminated civil asset forfeiture in Wyoming, allowing forfeiture 
only in cases involving a felony conviction in a drug crime. The bill received overwhelming bipartisan support: 80 
of 90 legislators voted for it. Mead is a former federal prosecutor. His top cop offended many lawmakers after 
the veto, by saying on Facebook that they were bought by a libertarian group in Wyoming. An attempt in the 
Senate to override the veto failed.

  
Laura Hancock, Casper Star-Tribune
laurathancock@gmail.com

@laurahancock
    

Laura Hancock a political reporter for the Casper Star-Tribune.
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AK   273     747    37%                
      
AL       451        1850   24%              
        
AR                 1,544    2,662    58%            
          
AZ      323              1,254   26%               
       
CA           2,335         4,800 49%        
              
CO       525   711 74%                
      
CT      509       3,091    16%           
           
DC     556         2,274   24%             
         
DE      469       920   51%                
      
FL      315          1,898   17%              
        
GA        697                 4,935    14%        
              
HI         837                   6,730 12%    
                  
IA       301               3,012  10%            
          
ID        429 624 69%                
      
IL      1,189                       13,172  9%  
                    
IN      303            1,601  19%               
       
KS                  518   1,637  32%               
       
KY       545   1,228    44%               
       
LA     1,141    1,744   65%              
        
MA        695                6,972   10%   
                   
MD        784    2,618    30%            
          
ME       1,675         1,949 86%             
         
MI             1,510         4,114   37%         
             
MN       332                     6,735 5%    
                  
MO     185    1,682    11%               
       
MS         810       3,152    26%           
           
MT        605           3,251    19%           
           
NC        604     2,162    28%             
         
ND       567         920 62%                
      
NE       408       1,825    22%              
        
NH       639          1,554  41%               
       
NJ*        516                       8,382 6%  
                    
NM       514     1,656    31%               
       
NV        641  1,127  57%                
      
NY        2,600                 18,123 14%  
                    
OH   202    1,226   16%               
       
OK      1,234             5,152    24%       
               
OR          862     2,685   32%            
          
PA        381              5,594   7%      
                
RI             1,514       4,914   31%        
              
SC        341            3,793    9%          
            
SD      274           652 42%                
      
TN                3,428                  7,703  45%  
                    
TX                       6,683          11,721 57%  
                    
UT      535     757   71%                
      
VA*       1,697         5,449    31%       
               
VT     226       1,778   13%              
        
WA        714          3,699   19%          
            
WI       482         1,892   25%              
        
WV         435      2,252   19%             
         
WY      211       429  49%

Totals          45,564 State Bills Passed       180,808 State Bills Introduced         25% 

*Data for Virginia and New Jersey represents sessions that began in 2012 and ended in 2013.                              Note: Numbers include count both bills and resolutions.  
     

Passed in 
113th Congress   352         

State Bills vs Federal Bills

        Federal Bills Introduced    9,252   4%

State Bills Passed
(Both Chambers)

State Bills Introduced 

Percent Passed

Sources: 
CQ Roll Call and 
StateTrack data

Check out the next 3 pages to see how much action 
took place in the state capitals versus on Capitol Hill 
in 2013 and 2014. The numbers might surprise you.

How did your state measure up?
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About This Project
CQ Roll Call’s 50 State project began in January with a simple question: what are the most 
important issues being debated in the states? 

While much attention is focused on Washington, far more legislation is passed in the states.  
It seemed only fitting to find out more about the concerns that are driving all of those bills.

To answer that question, we decided to reach out to the reporters who cover state legislatures 
and governors in all 50 states and Washington DC. There was nothing scientific about it. Rather, 
we sent a survey asking these reporters to identify and rank the top five issues, focusing on policy 
over pure politics and to write a bit about each.

The resulting dispatches are published here. We also asked reporters to label their issues -- 
healthcare, education and so forth -- and tabulated the data. To do so required some subjective 
decisions. Is a proposal to raise gas taxes to repair roads a taxation issue or a transportation 
issue? When these issues arose, we took them case by case and, working with the reporter, tried 
to remain true to the spirit of the debate as it was taking place in the state. 

In some cases, teams of reporters worked on a single state, and this often yielded a few extra 
items. However, those extra items were not used when we tallied the data.

Overall, 72 reporters from more than 60 publications participated in the project.  They represent 
newspapers, television, radio, blogs, universities, watchdog groups and news services. They 
include winners of the Emmy, Peabody and Livingston awards, the Neiman Fellowship – even the 
Pulitzer Prize.
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STATETRACK

Delivering 
legislative 
intelligence 
state by state.
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Giving easier access to clients’ profiles,  
events and reports, the new site includes:

— State dashboards, providing state-by-state  
session statistics and links to important  
government information

— News from top media outlets in every state 

— An interactive calendar, showing convene/ 
adjourn dates and hearing schedules

— Includes Federal Register to follow regulations 
proposed and implemented by Federal government

http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/products-services/statetrack/?src=pdf


WE KNOW CONGRESS. 
WE KNOW ADVOCACY. 
WE ARE NONPARTISAN.

About CQ Roll Call 
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News, Analysis & 
Schedules

CQ.com and RollCall.
com, powered by our 

alerts and tools, makes 
your organization the 
authority on Congress 

and public policy.

Legislative 
Tracking

Track, understand and 
get alerted on every 

legislative action (without 
exception) that occurs to 
the issues and bills that 

matter most to you.

Advocacy &  
Engagement 

Solutions
Revolutionary advocacy 
tools to grow, manage 

and increase engagement 
among your membership.

CQ Roll Call is the nation’s leading source of news, analysis, data and 
software tools on Congress and government, As the pioneers of online 
legislative tracking and advocacy solutions, CQ Roll Call is the only 
organization that can:

• Keep you informed on all your issues at both the federal and state level;

• Help you win legislative battles on the Hill and in the states;

• Help organize and mobilize your stakeholders to act on your behalf, and

• Enable you to achieve record levels of member engagement
 
Since 1944, Congress, the White House, Fortune 500 companies, and 
leading law firms, associations and universities have relied on us daily.  
Our tradition of innovation dates back to 1843 and the origins of our  
global parent, The Economist Group.

cqrollcall.com

Our client list includes:

22 of the top 25 U.S. Law Firms
•

1,200 associations
•

Fortune 500 companies
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