Florida’s Next Legislative Session-Closer then You Think

By Melaney Cordell
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Next month Florida Legislators will meet to begin the Committee week process. This is where Legislative Committees vet bills and issues that will be considered in the 2010 Legislative session that begins the first week in March.

One of the major drivers of the Legislature’s agenda is the budget. In a bad year, cuts occur and new legislation is stifled due to a lack of funding. Good years translate into program funding increases and new programs. Florida economist, Amy Baker spoke before the Legislative Budget Commission last month and noted that there are 2 factors contributing to the sluggishness of the economy in Florida, slow population growth and the recession. She feels that these 2 factors will hold the state back at least until next Spring. 

Florida lawmakers are going to need to come up with an additional $2.8 billion in general revenue for the next budget year to help close the gap and to have money for the critical programs in the state. This is a conservative estimate and could jump much higher if lawmakers want an increase in spending. Ms. Baker noted that the economy in Florida is very dependent on growth and until people in other parts of the country feel financially secure enough to sell their homes and retire in Florida or seek new jobs here in our state, our economy will remain stagnant. 

Because of the federal stimulus money that Florida was able to receive, we have been able to plug some holes in Medicaid, however, that money is very short-lived and will be gone soon. This will leave us with a rise in Medicaid costs predicted to be $1.8 billion next year and $1.1 billion in 2011. Even with slow population growth, a national recession and the crash of the housing market, Ms. Baker did say that they are still very optimistic that recovery is around the corner.

Ms Baker lays out a scenario where this session will be similar to ones we have had over the last three years…but not as severe. While the economy is not in free-fall and the budget is $6 billion smaller from previous year cuts, we can expect to see more belt tightening and a resistance to any new program that will add to state spending.
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