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Debate over state budget gets hot
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By Amy Brisson; Staff Writer

With Sunday as the beginning of the new state fiscal year, Pennsylvania legislators are locked in a hot debate in Harrisburg this week.At this late hour they are still bouncing around new ideas, said Rep. Greg Vitali (D-166), although he expects they will have a budget ironed out within a few days of the deadline.

"Everything is in a state of flux right now," he said during a short break from a debate on the House floor last week. "Between now and Friday is going to be crucial."

The legislators could choose to pass a "status quo" budget with more or less the expected funding in it, he said, or they could attempt to tackle the big issues like transportation, health care and the environment.

It's still a little too early to tell, said Vitali.

"It's a developing situation," he said. "Some of the more objectionable ways to fund highways, such as selling or leasing the Turnpike, seem to be off the table, so that's good."

Just yesterday representatives managed to squeeze approval for a mass transit plan in a 101-100 vote. The plan, which would for the first time provide dedicated funding to mass transit and highways, still needs to pass a final vote and approval in the Senate.

The $700 million generated would still be less than what Rendell's 2007-08 budget proposal originally called for, including $965 million to improve safer roads and bridges and $760 million to maintain public transit.

Even through the plan is significantly less than what the governor requested, it's doubtful it will win the hearts of Republican lawmakers.

Todd Brysiak, spokesman for Rep. Mario J. Civera (R-164), the minority chairman of the House Appropriations Committee, said many Republicans see the Rendell legislation as costly proposals that may lead to tax increases.

"This is not a problem or situation that's easily solved," Brysiak said, recognizing the importance of issues like public transportation to Delaware County residents, many of whom rely on SEPTA. Continued...
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Healthcare is another hot topic for this year.

Rendell's "Prescription for Pennsylvania" plan would insure 800,000 additional Pennsylvanians, the governor said in this year's budget address.

But Brysiak questioned whether businesses could afford a tax increase that would necessary to cover the cost. He said that might be detrimental to their growth, expansion, and "flourishing for the future."

There are a lot of ideas on the table, and with Sunday just around the corner, Brysiak said legislators are still working to "hash out the details" with the Governor's office. 
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By Amy Brisson; Staff Writer

With Sunday as the beginning of the new state fiscal year, Pennsylvania legislators are locked in a hot debate in Harrisburg this week.At this late hour they are still bouncing around new ideas, said Rep. Greg Vitali (D-166), although he expects they will have a budget ironed out within a few days of the deadline.

"Everything is in a state of flux right now," he said during a short break from a debate on the House floor last week. "Between now and Friday is going to be crucial."

The legislators could choose to pass a "status quo" budget with more or less the expected funding in it, he said, or they could attempt to tackle the big issues like transportation, health care and the environment.

It's still a little too early to tell, said Vitali.

"It's a developing situation," he said. "Some of the more objectionable ways to fund highways, such as selling or leasing the Turnpike, seem to be off the table, so that's good."

Just yesterday representatives managed to squeeze approval for a mass transit plan in a 101-100 vote. The plan, which would for the first time provide dedicated funding to mass transit and highways, still needs to pass a final vote and approval in the Senate.

The $700 million generated would still be less than what Rendell's 2007-08 budget proposal originally called for, including $965 million to improve safer roads and bridges and $760 million to maintain public transit.

Even through the plan is significantly less than what the governor requested, it's doubtful it will win the hearts of Republican lawmakers.

Todd Brysiak, spokesman for Rep. Mario J. Civera (R-164), the minority chairman of the House Appropriations Committee, said many Republicans see the Rendell legislation as costly proposals that may lead to tax increases.

"This is not a problem or situation that's easily solved," Brysiak said, recognizing the importance of issues like public transportation to Delaware County residents, many of whom rely on SEPTA.

Healthcare is another hot topic for this year.

Rendell's "Prescription for Pennsylvania" plan would insure 800,000 additional Pennsylvanians, the governor said in this year's budget address.

But Brysiak questioned whether businesses could afford a tax increase that would necessary to cover the cost. He said that might be detrimental to their growth, expansion, and "flourishing for the future."

There are a lot of ideas on the table, and with Sunday just around the corner, Brysiak said legislators are still working to "hash out the details" with the Governor's office. 

