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June 6, 2007

BUDGET

Recently revised revenue estimates indicate that for the current fiscal year the Governor and lawmakers are facing a $803 million 2007 budget deficit with only four months left in the current fiscal year.  If the tough political decisions necessary to handle the structural deficit are not decided now it will put off these decisions until 2008 . . .an election year.

During a debate at the annual Mackinaw Island Public Policy Conference last week Senate Majority Leader Mike Bishop and House Speaker Andy Dillon appeared to be near a resolution on finding a new business tax.  The two leaders said that the major issue holding up the resolution of the new tax proposal was the size of the personal property tax that would be enacted.

PART-TIME LEGISLATURE

The Senate Government Operations Committee began discussion this week on the issue of a part-time Legislature.  Senate Majority Leader Mike Bishop indicated the meeting was to begin the process of researching and discussing whether a part-time Legislature would be one of reforming government rather than acting on a specific measure before the committee.  The committee plans to take the part-time Legislature and election reform debate across the state in a series of public hearings.  Repeal of term limits may also be involved in these discussions.  Recently the Governor indicated she could support a part-time Legislature in exchange for an expansion in the state’s term-limit law.

A two-thirds vote in the House and Senate could put the issues on the statewide ballot.  Minus that it would take a petition drive to put the question before Michigan voters possibly in 2008.

REGIONAL PLANNING

Though some units of local government are making an effort to become regional forces, the state has a long way to go to becoming a regionalized unit, according to the first report issued by MSU's Land Policy Institute.  The Land Policy Institute was established in February 2004 to help institute the 212 recommendations to improve land use policy that were made by the Michigan Land Use Leadership Council in 2003.  Gov. Jennifer Granholm put the council together. Former Gov. William Milliken and former Attorney General Frank Kelley were the council's co-chairs. 

The first follow up report shows that the state has made some progress, but is still behind other states, said Bill Rustem with the Public Policy Institute. The Public Policy Institute is working with MSU on the land use planning issue.  The state has passed a law allowing local governments to participate in joint planning and zoning. Though this is a step in the right direction, it doesn't mean that all local governments are doing this or moving toward regionalization.  The idea behind regionalization is that geographically close local units of government identify themselves as a region and work together with promotion, zoning and planning. From a land planning perspective, this concept would prevent sprawl and help communities move up rather than out.  Areas of the state that have embraced this concept include 

Traverse City and its surrounding areas and Holland and Muskegon, Rustem said. These efforts are usually started by business groups rather than the locals because regionalization benefits business interests. 

One thing that would help this effort is if revenue sharing and other state funds — Renaissance grants, Brownfields, etc. — were tied to a regional rather than a specific local government. This would force local governments to think regionally, he said.  "Unfortunately, in Michigan we're too parochial about lines that were drawn more than 100 years ago on what political boundaries are," he said. "We were so successful for so many decades there wasn't really a push to change. Now that we're battling with Mississippi for the bottom of the barrel, this is the time when you can discuss changes and people's attitudes start to change.  If we're going to grow economically, we can't have 1,800 units of government making decisions as if they were kings," he said.
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