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QUINLAN -- The legislators who represent Hunt County in Austin believe the upcoming special session on public school finance could rank among the most contentious debates ever undertaken by the Texas Legislature.

"It may make redistricting look like a Sunday School picnic," said State Sen. Bob Deuell. 

"It will be the challenge of our lives," noted State Rep. Dan Flynn. "It is going to be an issue that is very controversial."

Deuell and Flynn were the guest speakers at Tuesday's meeting of the Hunt County Alliance for Economic Development. The theme for the lunchtime session at First Methodist Church was "Recent Legislation Affecting Hunt County and Economic Development" and while both of the lawmakers recounted the milestones of last year's session and three special sessions of the 78th Legislature, it was the special session scheduled for this spring which drew the most attention.

Deuell said trying to find a solution to the school funding boondoggle would be difficult enough, but he explained that other issues regarding education are also expected to be addressed.

"We may put vouchers on the table, we may put teacher credentials on the table, we may put curriculum in, accountability, facilities," Deuell said.

Gov. Rick Perry has said he will ask the Legislature to overhaul the state's share-the-wealth, or "Robin Hood" system during a special session in April -- if legislators can come to an agreed upon alternative before then.

But as Deuell and Flynn both pointed out, there are no shortage of alternatives being considered.

"Some people think a state income tax should be on the table. I don't think that passes," Deuell said. "Do we increase the sales tax on what we tax now? Do we increase the sales tax and expand it to services and how do we do that?"

Business activity taxes and closing the "Delaware" loophole which allows Texas businesses to incorporate in the "Liberty and Independence" state are also among the suggestions.

"I'm not advocating any of these, I'm just telling you this is what we hear," Deuell said, pointing to a Senate bill which passed 31-0 last year, but which did not reach the House for consideration, which would have cut the $1.50 school district property tax cap to 75 cents and made it a state property tax, then raised the state sales tax one penny and expanded it to include services such as haircuts, advertising and real estate commissions.

"It would have given us additional monies for schools and given us some property tax relief," Deuell said.

A House proposal would have raised sales taxes to 12 cents and eliminated the school property tax altogether.

Flynn said public school finance has been the subject of continuous study by state officials during the past year, and that officials are no closer to a definitive answer.

"If it was simple, it would have been solved a long time ago," Flynn said, adding what makes the issue so difficult is how literally everybody in the state would be impacted by whatever plan is ultimately adopted.

"If you own property it affects you, if you have children it affects you, if you have grandchildren it affects you, if you are in the education profession it affects you," Flynn said.

He fears, however, that lawmakers may settle for a quick fix.

"I don't want us to go to one of these things where we have a property tax, then we cut it back, and then in a couple of years we still have it there, so we increase it again," Flynn said.
