When the state’s new fiscal year begins July 1, the FY25 budget will be out of balance and over the spending cap by $30 million. It’s the legislature’s obligation to address the issue now.
A couple of weeks ago, though, Democrats who lead the Appropriations Committee made the choice to do just that. They will not adjust the budget and will instead spend—outside the budget—whatever remains of federal American Rescue Plan Act dollars to provide funding for their priority initiatives, such as giving more money to the state’s higher education system. You might be shocked to know that neither Democrat leaders nor Governor Lamont have pinpointed how much of that money is left. Estimates have ranged from $100 million to $400 million. To call their plan a gimmick would be an understatement. To me, it’s a violation of the fiscal guardrails. 
Not settling for simply telling Democrats their approach is wrong, my House Republican caucus developed a plan (visit repcandelora.com) to show it’s possible to balance the budget. We unveiled it April 25th. I hope it will be enough to kickstart fresh conversation on the topic and cause our indifferent General Assembly colleagues to act before session ends on May 8th. If we don’t, that will leave Gov. Lamont to make budget changes as he sees fit later in the year. 
The House Republican budget process didn’t start with the concept of using federal money first—those dollars, we contend, should be applied judiciously after structural spending reforms are made to the regular budget. Our plan does that. We offer savings with proposals such as cutting enhanced (and free) communications tools provided to inmates ($10 million), eliminating “free” healthcare to undocumented immigrants (a $45 million), and budgeting only for the vacant state employee positions we can realistically expect to fill (a $26 million).
These types of structural spending reforms would enable us to install new spending priorities and focus on issues that put pressure on municipal budgets—and local property taxpayers—such as providing ($3 million) to help towns run early voting. Top among them is maintaining the promises we made to municipalities a year ago by providing excess cost grants—a total of $80 million—to cover surging special education costs. In fact, by reprioritizing spending, our plan delivers $230 million more for local education funding. What’s more, our focus on supporting children at the start of their educational journey includes increased Medicaid reimbursement rates to critical Birth to Three programs, which are having problems keeping staff due to low pay. Additionally, our plan keeps a promise to educators by maintaining a scheduled $42 million payment into the Teachers’ Retirement Fund. 
Crucially, our proposal also includes an elimination of the highway use tax on trucks that’s contributing to the high cost of goods, services, and groceries. 
Overall, our combination of structural spending reforms and reprioritization of budgetary allocations leaves our proposal $43.5 million under the spending cap. 
Where do we go from here? For me, failure to act is unconscionable. I’m working on changing the minds of my Democrat colleagues, to convince them of the danger of gaveling out of session and handing the Governor the responsibility of cutting the budget as holes grow bigger. For Democrats, forcing him to make the unpopular decisions might seem like a good idea now, but what if he turns his eye toward repealing the tax relief we enacted last session? Or, if what if he looks at state funding to local school districts?
My gut tells me they will wish that they had acted now. 
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