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Risks are lurking
in tax proposals

“Don’t eat that,” I said. “Your food is over 
here. See?”

“You realize that you’re trying to reason 
with a 2-year old,” my husband noted with a 
grin.

Yes, I know. Well, Molly isn’t exactly a 
2-year old. She’s more of a 12-year-old cat 
with a mind of her own.

Of course, come to think of it, using the 
words cat and mind in the same sentence is 
sort of an oxymoron to begin with. Cats don’t 
mind. They don’t even care much.

The new kitchen cabinets are in and the 
flooring put down, so I moved the cat food 
back upstairs.

I had moved it to the basement about a 
month or so ago when I realized that the bowls 
would be in the workmen’s way and the cats 
would be skittish around all the strangers com-
ing and going in the kitchen.

The cats did not like the new arrangement 
one little bit. They had been having their 
breakfast and supper in the kitchen ever since 
I took the all-day buffet away and exchanged 
their single serving bowl for four separate yel-
low plastic bowls on the kitchen floor about 
six months ago.

After Molly developed diabetes and required 
a shot every day, the vet told us to only feed 

the cats once a day. That way we’d always be 
sure to have Molly on hand when it was time 
for her shot.

We later decided to start Molly on some spe-
cial diabetic food, so her bowl has her name on 
it in big black letters. 

Unfortunately, neither she nor any of the 
other three cats can read.

And if they could read, they probably 
wouldn’t care. After all, they’re cats.

We also went to two shots a day and twice-
a-day feedings.

It’s great on work days. I don’t have to set an 
alarm; the cats come get me if I’m late. Not so 
great on Saturdays.

Anyway, each morning and evening between 
6:30 and 8, I put food in the four bowls. Mol-
ly’s goes near the ’fridge. She knows that’s her 
bowl and growls at any other cat that tries to 
eat out of it when she’s around.

April Alice and Frank, also known as the 
sand cats, due to their light tan coloring, have 
bowls along the bottom of the breakfast bar 
and Jezebel has hers over by the sink, since 
she’s afraid of all the other cats and they tend 
to beat up on her or not let her eat.

Each morning, the routine is the same. I lay 
out the bowls and give Molly her shot as she 
and the sand cats chow down. Then Molly 
traps Jez under Steve’s roll-top desk. I throw 
Molly outside and Jez has her breakfast. 

I let Molly back in and she tries to eat out of 
one of the other bowls. I yell at her, pick her 
up and put her in front of her bowl. She growls 
and grumbles and eats out of it for a few bites, 
then wanders off.

Ten minutes later, she’s back and we go 
through the “move the cat, grumble and eat” 
routine. 

This is repeated each night.
Steve just laughs. He knows you can’t rea-

son with a 2-year old, and he knows I’m going 
to keep trying.

Cynthia Haynes, co-owner and chief finan-
cial officer of Nor’West Newspapers, writes 
this column weekly. Her pets include cats, 
toads and a praying mantis. Contact her at 
c.haynes @ nwkansas.com

Kids, eat from your own bowls!

Last Monday, the 2012 legislative session 
officially began. Last year at this time, I was 
sworn in and finding my way around. The state 
was in a difficult financial situation, with a def-
icit of $550 million. 

This year I am happy to report that with con-
servative budgeting, Gov. Brownback along 
with the Legislature shrank the state govern-
ment, cut spending by $880 million (first time 
since 1972) and without raising taxes turned a 
$550 million deficit into a surplus of over $100 
million to start 2012.

Budget
Last Wednesday, Gov. Brownback gave his 

annual State of the State address. The gover-
nor laid out an aggressive agenda for the leg-
islature, including a budget for the fiscal year 
beginning July 1. The proposed budget has an 
ending balance of $465 million and meets the 
7.5 percent ending balance requirement for the 
first time in several years. 

Taxes Reform
Gov. Brownback asked the legislature to 

consider his tax proposal to lower individual 
income tax rates from 6.45 percent to 4.9 per-
cent for the higher bracket and lower the bot-
tom tax bracket to 3 percent from 3.5 percent. 
For those earning $15,000 or less their tax rate 
would fall to 3 percent. For those earning over 
$15,000 the tax rate would fall to 4.9 percent

A key part of this proposal would be the 
elimination of itemized deductions, certain tax 
credits and individual income taxes on non-
wage business income. Low-income will see 
increased benefits through the doubling of the 
standard deduction for heads of households. 

Presently, Kansas has the second highest tax 
rate in the region with data showing we are 
losing workers to states with lower tax rates. 

School Finance Formula Reform
Last year, Gov. Brownback indicated over-

hauling the state education finance formula 
would be one of his primary policy proposals. 
He introduced a plan that aims to keep educa-
tion dollars in the classroom, providing greater 

flexibility and greater control to the local Kan-
sas school districts. 

The plan is designed to provide stable, pre-
dictable and fair funding to all Kansas school 
districts. This is achieved through:

• Providing the statutory $4,492 base state 
aid per pupil.

• Offsetting local property tax inequity 
though the Property Tax Equalization Fund.

• Further equalizing district budgets through 
Supplemental Equalization to ensure that each 
district has stable funding year after year.

• Allowing for unlimited local control of 
property taxes for education.

• Under the proposal, the new finance for-
mula would take effect in FY 2014 and sunset 
after four years.

• No district would receive less under the 
proposal; about half would receive more.

• The proposed formula would include an 
additional $45.1 million in fiscal year 2014.

• One of my concerns is making sure financ-
ing does not fall on local taxes in years three 
and four.

Funding the Kansas Public Employee 
Retirement System

One of the more critical issues we face this 
session is addressing our chronically under-
funded Kansas Public Employee Retirement 
System. The economy hit pension programs 
nationwide hard in recent years and this has 
compounded the structural deficiencies within 
our own system. Unless substantive reform 
measures in Kansas are taken to improve the 
stability of the pension fund, the issues will 
only worsen.

We need to make sure we have equitable 
treatment of all retired public employees and 
preserve and protect the retirement system as-
sets. It is underfunded by $8 to $12 billion.

Water Policy Changes
Impacting communities in the western half 

of the state, Kansas water policy has become a 
main focus of the 2012 legislative session and 
is one of the governor’s priorities. The Ogal-
lala Aquifer is the primary source of water in 
the western third of Kansas. Counties above it 
account for two-thirds of the state’s agriculture 
economy and preserving it is key to the eco-
nomic future of the state. Of particular concern 
is the current “use it or lose it” concept. This 
does not promote conservation of our water.

The House will be working on several bills. 
The first is Caylee’s law which would require 
legal guardians and parents to notify law en-
forcement when their child is missing. 

The second is a review of mandatory report-
ing laws to make sure we are providing protec-
tion on college campuses. 

Finally, an Arts Commission Check Off on 
the state tax return form would be included 
and would allow income taxpayers the oppor-
tunity to support the arts.

I have tried to briefly highlight some of the 
governor’s proposed policy changes. As you 
know there will be many pros and cons and 
the devil is in the details. I will try to keep you 
informed as to the particulars as the session 
progresses. It has been an honor and privilege 
to represent the 121st District. Thank you for 
all your support and encouragement. If there 
are any issues or concerns I can help with, 
please contact me at (785) 899-4700 or rick.
billinger@house.ks.gov.

Rick Billinger is the state representative 
from the 121st District. He currently serves on 
the Commerce and Economic Development, 
Education Funding, Insurance and Local 
Government committees. 

Gov. Sam Brownback’s proposal to shrink and maybe elimi-
nate the state’s income tax is a tantalizing proposal, but it con-
tains some red flags. 

The Legislature is advised to study it well before rushing to 
ease our tax burden.

For one thing, the governor is proposing to make up for 
income tax relief by, among other things, ending (on state 
returns) all itemized deductions, including the one on home 
mortgages, pretty much a sacred cow in this country.

What will voters think when they hear that? 
And the governor wants to keep the extra cent tacked onto 

the sales tax two years ago, leaving the state’s average rate 
(including city and county levies) at 7.66 percent, about aver-
age for this part of the country but nearly a penny more than 
neighboring Nebraska.

The governor says our income tax system puts Kansas at a 
disadvantage compared to states such as Texas and Florida, 
which have no personal income tax. The system is driving peo-
ple out of Kansas, he says, providing figures to back that up.

His proposal calls for making the income tax structure “fair-
er, flatter and simpler” by going from three rates to two, 3 per-
cent for people making under $15,000 a year and 4.9 percent 
(down from 6.25 percent or 6.45 percent) for everyone else. 
That would make Kansas more competitive with nearby states, 
the governor says.

The plan would help small businesses by eliminating the 
income tax on non-wage income of limited liability and Sub-
chapter S corporations and sole proprietorships. Low-income 
Kansans would benefit from doubling the standard deduction 
from $4,500 to $9,000.

Corporate rates would be unchanged, and the state would 
keep the sales tax rate at 6.3 percent, the level it reached with 
an “emergency” increase under former Gov. Mark Parkinson.

There will be a lot of questions about the sales tax. Many 
believe it’s the hardest tax for low-income people to pay, but 
the governor’s office says it has the least negative impact on 
economic growth. Many businesses, including farmers and 
manufacturers, do not pay sales tax on equipment they buy, 
but we all pay it on food and medicines.

Tax reform has its appeal, but it’s a minefield. Someone ben-
efits from all the credits and exemptions the governor would 
eliminate. And every adjustment the state requires from fed-
eral income figures could make state returns a little more com-
plicated, not easier to file.

When the money is counted, many groups will oppose any 
change. The Democratic party already is having a field day 
picking apart the proposal, but then the Democrats already 
have said they want more money for the state to spend. 

In the more liberal Senate, the leadership has named a com-
mission to study the state’s tax system which may come up 
with a competing plan. Meanwhile, conservative groups have 
announced plans to run candidates against a list of “moderate” 
Republicans who run the Senate.

It should be an interesting session in Topeka as the senators 
and representatives try to figure all this out. – Steve Haynes

Legislature program outlined

We encourage comments on opinions expressed on this page. Mail 
them to the Colby Free Press, 155 W. Fifth St., Colby, Kan., 67701, 
or e-mail colby.editor @ nwkansas.com.  Opinions do not necessar-
ily reflect those of the Free Press, its staff or the owners.
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