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Nearly 2/3 of Alabamians support plan  

Grocery tax bill falls short in House  
 

Calendar notes  

 

SUMMER   
MEMBERSHIP  MEETING  

 

Sat., June 13, 10 a.m. ð 2 p.m., St. 
Stephenõs Episcopal Church, 3775 
Crosshaven Dr., Birmingham (off 
Overton Rd. from the north and 
Summit Blvd. from the south,     
1.8 miles north of the Summit 
shopping center). 
 

Come and help us take stock of 
our work on the grocery tax bill, 
health care, the death penalty, etc., 
and discuss where to go from here. 

By Chris Sanders, policy analyst 
 

For a bill that never officially came up 
for debate, the Tax Fairness Amend-
ment got lots of attention this year. 
The measure lost four House procedural 
votes ð believed to be a record ð and    
often was mentioned in debates over un-
related legislation. The plan also garnered 
widespread media coverage and, according 
to one poll, the support of almost two-
thirds of Alabama voters. 
 

The amendment would have ended 
the 4 percent state sales tax on grocer-
ies and capped the stateõs deduction 
for federal income tax. The billõs spon-
sor, Rep. John Knight, D-Montgomery, 
changed the plan several times this year to 
try to gain support. Under Knightõs most 
recent version, all married couples making 
$200,000 or less and all single taxpayers 
making $100,000 or less would have kept 
their full deduction for federal income tax. 
For taxpayers who make more, the deduc-
tion would have phased out on a sliding 
scale and disappeared entirely at $400,000 
for couples and $200,000 for singles. 
 

Knightõs proposal would have phased 
out the stateõs grocery tax over three 
years, starting in 2011 and ending in 
2013. The plan would have required voter 
approval and was revenue-neutral, mean-
ing it would not have added or subtracted 
money from the education budget. About 
95 percent of Alabamians would have 
gotten a tax cut under the bill, according 
to the Legislative Fiscal Office. 
 

House procedural votes fell largely 
along party lines. In the first three     

efforts to bring the bill up for debate, all 
but one of the Democrats participating 
voted yes, and all of the Republicans par-
ticipating voted no. In the final procedural 
vote on May 5, all participating Demo-
crats voted yes, as did two Republicans: 
Reps. Spencer Collier of Irvington and 
Ron Johnson of Sylacauga. 
 

The bill had majority support in all 
four House procedural votes, but it fell 
short of the three-fifths margin needed to  
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Report 

Welcome, McKenzie!  
 

University of Alabama rising 
senior McKenzie Jett is joining 
Arise for a three-week intern-
ship sponsored by the schoolõs 
Montgomery Experience pro-
gram. A native of Decatur, 
McKenzie is a political science 
major, with a minor in religious 
studies. One of his goals for the 
internship is to gain some direct 
experience with advocacy and 
activism at the state level.  
 

òI may want to teach political 
science one day,ó he says, òbut 
Iõm wary of the ivory tower 
view that values and beliefs 
have no place in the classroom. 
I believe we will continue to be 
mired down as a society until 
we treat the systemic causes of 
our problems, and I feel like the 
policies advocated here work 
toward that end.ó 
 

McKenzie, weõre glad youõre 
here! 

 

2011 outlook unclear  

Federal money 
plugs most 2010 
budget holes  
 

By Chris Sanders, policy analyst 
 

Four letters explain how Alabama 
will balance its budgets in 2010: 
ARRA. Next year, the state will spend 
about $1.5 billion in federal money from 
the American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act of 2009 (ARRA), also known 
as the economic recovery package. 
 

ARRA funds will allow the state to 
dodge deep cuts to the Education 
Trust Fund (ETF) and General Fund 
(GF) next year. But the money came 
too late to avoid 9 percent proration for  
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By Ron Gilbert, senior policy analyst 
 

While budgets, ethics, gambling and 
taxes dominated news coverage of the 
2009 Regular Session, legislators ad-
dressed a number of other notable issues 
among the 3,200 bills and resolutions  
introduced during the 30 meeting days. 
 

Arise legislative priorities for 2009 met 
with mixed results. Senate Bill 93, ena-
bling creation of the Individual Develop-
ment Account Program within the De-
partment of Agriculture and Industries, 
passed both chambers and awaits the 
Governorõs approval. House Joint Resolu-
tion 592 creating the Statewide Public 
Transit Commission gained approval on 
the final legislative day and is on the Gov-
ernorõs desk. The Commission is charged 
with developing the framework for estab-
lishing and funding public transit systems 
to respond to changing mobility needs in 
both urban and rural communities. The 
Commission must make its recommenda-
tions to the Legislature before the 2011 
Regular Session. 
 

Joint Resolutions were introduced in 
both chambers calling for a referen-
dum on whether to convene a consti-
tutional convention to rewrite the stateõs 
1901 Constitution. The Senate never con-
sidered its resolution, and the House Joint 
Resolution was carried over on the 27th 
Legislative Day when it became apparent 
the measure lacked sufficient support. 
 

A number of bills this session ad-
dressed Alabamaõs use of the death 
penalty, but none gained final passage. 
Measures calling for a three-year morato-
rium on the imposition of the death pen-
alty were introduced in both chambers; 
the House version failed to receive com-
mittee consideration, and the Senate bill 
passed committee.  
 

None of Ariseõs endorsement issues 
were successful this year. A proposal to 
regulate individual tax preparers gained 
Senate approval but died on the final leg-
islative day in the House because of sub-
stantial opposition. House Bill 13, which 
would have required the Alabama Depart-
ment of Environmental Management 

(ADEM) to identify areas of high-impact 
toxic contamination, failed to come up in 
committee. A number of bills dealt with 
campaign finance reform, including the 
ban on PAC-to-PAC transfers. Only   
Senate Bill 205, which requires the        
reporting of campaign contributions 
whether or not a candidate has opposi-
tion, gained approval by both chambers. 
 

Arise and other advocacy groups 
strongly opposed removing the       
remaining minimal regulation of land-
line telephone services, although both the 
House and the Senate approved the   
measure, and the Governor has signed it 
into law.  

   

Were we on the right track with 
our grocery tax bill? Now that 
the legislative session is over, itõs 
time to assess. For some of us, 
this yearõs compromise was pain-
ful. We gave up provisions that 
would lift the income tax thresh-
old; instead, the plan allowed 92 
percent of taxpayers to keep their 
state deduction for federal income 
tax. (Last yearõs version ended that 
deduction altogether.) 
 

The public liked the new ver-
sion. A whopping 2/3 of regis-
tered voters said they liked lower-
ing the grocery tax by 4 percent, 
even if it increased state income 
taxes for couples making over 
$200,000 a year and singles mak-
ing over $100,000. About 1/4 
opposed it. We did pretty well in 
the Legislature, too, recruiting 63 
supporters out of 104 House 
members. With results like that, 
do we really need to keep chang-
ing the bill, or should we simply 
redouble our outreach efforts in 
the districts of the opponents? 
 

The opponentsõ primary claim 
was that it would hurt small 
business. In fact, most small 
businesses would pay less under 
the plan. Consider this: If a dad 
owns a small business that makes 
enough profit to pay him $200,000 
to support his family of four, he 
would get a tax reduction of $158 
after counting his grocery tax sav-
ings. If the business made enough 
to pay him $300,000, his net tax 
bill would increase by $801 ð cer-
tainly not enough to òput him out 
of businessó!  
 

Look again at our two-year  
trajectory: Last yearõs bill would 
have increased taxes for 20 per-
cent and lowered them for 80 
percent. This yearõs version would 
lower taxes for 95 percent. If we 
do our legwork between now and 
2010, itõs hard to believe that the 
opponents will continue to protect 
the tax breaks of the 5 percent. 
 

Yours in peace and hope, 
 

 
 

 A few words  
 from Kimble ð  

More than 3,000 bills and resolutions  

Other legislative hits and misses 2009  

Grocery tax bill  
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consider it before state budgets passed. A 
Senate committee approved a version of 
the bill sponsored by Sen. Hank Sanders, 
D-Selma, but it did not reach the floor. 
 

House discussion of the bill was lively 
at times. Before one procedural vote, 
Knight rolled a cart of groceries onto the 
floor to underscore his description of ris-
ing food prices. Before another, Rep. Du-
Wayne Bridges, R-Valley, lit a candle for 
òthe small businesses in Alabama weõve 
taxed to death.ó (Nationwide, about 90 
percent of tax filers with small business 
income report incomes of $200,000 or 
less, according to the Tax Policy Center.) 
Last week, the grocery tax bill received the 
Shroud Award, an annual gag House reso-
lution given to the sessionõs òdeadest bill.ó 
 

Shrouds aside, almost two-thirds of 
Alabamians support the Tax Fairness 
Amendment, according to an April poll 
by the Capital Survey Research Center. 
The poll found Alabamaõs registered vot-
ers favor the plan by a 66 percent to 26 
percent margin. Majorities of Democrats, 
Republicans and independents support the 
measure, according to the poll, as do ma-
jorities of both black and white voters. 
Knight has promised the grocery tax bill 
will return next year. 



 

Arise Citizensô Policy Project Report                                                                                             May 21, 2009    Page 3  

 

Energy & hope mark Arise gatherings  

More than 300 health care consumers 
and providers, social workers, educators, 
civic and faith leaders and others gathered 
for the Health Care Access Conference, 
presented by ACPP and Alabama Appleseed 
on Feb. 10 at Birmingham-Southern College. 
òKnowledge, Strategies & Hope for a 
Healthier Alabamaó was the third Arise  
biennial conference but the first to focus on 
a single policy area. Presenters for the three 
plenary sessions and 20 workshops ranged 
from national health reform experts to    
innovative grassroots leaders.  
 

Arise held its annual Lobby Day at the 
State House on Feb. 26. Some 150 òcitizen 
lobbyistsó began the day with a legislative 
prayer breakfast, followed by policy briefings 
from Arise staff and the always unpredict-
able òfind-your-legislatoró scramble in the 
State House halls.  

Health Care Access Conference 2009 
(above), photos by Mark Gooch. Lobby  
Day 2009 (below), photos by Jamie Martin. 

Budget wrap -up 
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the ETF and 10 percent cuts for many GF 
agencies in 2009. 
 

About 40 percent of the money in next 
yearõs $2.5 billion General Fund budget 
will come from the economic recovery 
package. The budget uses $446.6 million in 
ARRA money to increase Medicaidõs total GF 
allocation by $137.5 million, or 22.3 percent, 
over this yearõs actual funding level. 
 

The GF budget preserves Medicaid 
money for 505 home- and community-
based care waiver slots, adult prosthetics 
and a fifth brand-name prescription drug. 
It also prevents major cuts to mental health, 
courts and state-subsidized child care. 
 

The budget extends health coverage to an 
estimated 14,000 more children under ALL 
Kids, the stateõs Childrenõs Health Insurance 
Program. Eligibility now is limited to children 
from families making between 100 and 200 
percent of the federal poverty level. The 
budget will increase that limit to 300 percent 
of the poverty level, or about $66,150 for a 
family of four. 
 

The General Fund budget did not pass 
without controversy. Gov. Bob Riley ob-
jected to the measure because it provides 
$12.5 million for special projects in legislative 
districts while cutting indigent defense by 12.7 
percent and offering only a slight increase to 
the Department of Corrections. Riley also 
objected to the ALL Kids increase. The Leg-
islature overrode Rileyõs veto and approved 
the budget last week. 
 

Far less controversy surrounded the 2010 
ETF budget, which sailed through the Legis-
lature without a dissenting vote and received 
Rileyõs signature. The $6.24 billion budget, 
which includes $513 million in ARRA funds, 
is 7.2 percent larger than the prorated 2009 
budget but 7.3 percent smaller than in 2008.  
 

The ETF budget likely will prevent job 
cuts among K-12 teachers and preserve 
funding for pre-Kindergarten, the Alabama 
Reading Initiative and the Home Instruction 
for Parents of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) 
program. Federal money also will help two-
year colleges and four-year universities avoid 
most cuts. 
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