It came a little later than expected but a bipartisan agreement emerged on the two-year state budget in the final 48 hours of the 2023 legislative session, producing the first income tax cut in more than three decades. 
The 2024-2025 budget was approved in the House of Representatives 139 to 12 around 2 a.m. Tuesday, and 35-1 in the Senate a little later in the day. No, the budget isn’t perfect.  Naturally, a massive, $51.1 billion plan negotiated between Republicans and Democrats is bound to include individual items that will rankle just somebody. That includes me. With that said, the overall positive impact of the top-line achievements in this plan—particularly, $800 million in tax relief—greatly outweighed concerns I had over some components of the 832-page document (H.B. 6941). 
On the income tax, the bill reduces the two bottom marginal tax rates: 3 percent drops to 2, and 5 percent to 4.5. The budget also smooths the much-maligned benefits cliff for retirees by adding a tax deduction phase-out schedule for retirement income for single filers earning between $75,000 and $100,000 and joint filers earning between $100,000 and $150,000. 
Not only did the income tax cut a fulfill a top Republican priority, it’s a huge step forward in a state known more for tax hikes than affordability. Recently, The Wall Street Journal gave a nod to Gov. Lamont and my caucus for presenting tax cut proposals. 
Another key provision of the budget not only saved taxpayers $200 million, it put the state on a long-term path to control the size and scope of state government. Believe it or not, the state historically budgets for all open employee positions—roughly 3,500 right now—it simply hasn’t been able to fill. In the new adopted budget, however, we keep the open positions in place but instead budget only for those we can reasonably expect to hire according to real-world trends. 
This provision, a proposal by one of my colleagues, Republican Rep. Tammy Nuccio of Tolland, is a major step forward in state budget practices. And common sense. 
Decisions such as that allowed us to supply more money for local education funding, including fully-funded special education grants—moves that will hopefully allay a bit of pressure of local property taxpayers in many communities statewide. 
Things I’m not thrilled about? Naturally, there’s a bit of pork spending likely used as a tool to entice some Democrats who weren’t thrilled about the structural and sustainable income tax cut to support the budget. Steadily-increasing spending on our bloated higher education systems remains a concern for me, though I am happy that through the adopted budget we installed a new mandate for the state university system and UConn: present a strategy for right-sizing operations, or risk losing funding in the second year of the two-year budget cycle. 
As I said, everyone can find at least one thing they don’t like in this plan. 
For me, though, one of the most important aspects of the adopted budget doesn’t reside in a specific line item, but rather an overall change in conversation.  Nationwide, it’s unusual for minority parties in legislatures to issue their own budget proposals. Yet, here in Connecticut, I’m part of a Republican team that has done just that on several occasions over the years. Our latest plan, balanced and under the Spending Cap, became the center piece of trilateral negotiations after its release in early May. It contained a variety of proposals to cut taxes, all of them paid for in true ways-and-means fashion. Suddenly, both parties, with the Governor, were talking together about how to make our state more affordable. 
Now, with the bipartisan budget behind us, the challenge becomes keeping that conversation going.
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