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Colorado’s 68th General Assembly got off to a real “western flavored” start with Governor Hickelooper’s inauguration theme of barbecue and swing dancing.  The inaugural affair was quite opposite to previous governors – no pomp and circumstance, and Coloradans just may have seen their first glimpse of things to come from their new Governor.  


The new Governor is known for what often has been referred to as “quirky” but there was nothing “quirky” in his state-of-the-state speech last Thursday.  Hickenlooper left nothing to the imagination about his leadership style.  Notable throughout his speech was just how nonpartisan an administration it would be.  (Several of the new Governor’s cabinet/team are Republicans.)  Hickenlooper’s budget team, Henry Sobanet and Todd Saliman, worked for Governor Bill Owens and Governor Bill Ritter, Jr., respectively.  


Governor Hickenlooper acknowledged during his opening remarks the roughly $1 billion budget shortfall Colorado is facing for the next fiscal year, and said, “This is not my first time at the deficit rodeo.”  As Denver’s Mayor, Hickenlooper gained significant practice with recurring budget deficits as the recession descended on Colorado.  


Missing from the speech (and perhaps ignored on purpose) was the numerous tax increases brought to the voters of Denver – one “tally” placed the number at 14 during Hickenlooper’s two terms as Mayor, and all passed.  

Listening to Hickenlooper, it becomes quite apparent with his humbleness and his mannerisms that he did not grow up with a political agenda, and still, after serving eight years in political office, has not fallen into the pompousness so prevalent of today’s typical politician with the insatiable ego.  


The new Governor made great effort to put front and center his philosophy to solving the “big problems” of Colorado – creating jobs has top priority, the economy, education, health care, water and efficiency.  Efficiency is almost foreign to such a list, and certainly not often spoken by a politician.  


Hickenlooper was implicit throughout his state-of-the-state address that collaboration would be the mainstay of his administration.  He explained that collaboration was “a process of working together for shared goals,” and left no doubt just how much solving Colorado’s problems will be a collaborative effort.  He said, “We need everybody in this room, everybody who is listening to this speech, every state employee, every farmer, every rancher, every small business owner and every worker across the entire state of Colorado to decide that we need each other, and we are going to pull together.”  


Jobs will have top priority in the new administration.  Hickenlooper’s business background will in and of itself be welcomed by Colorado’s business community, and his collaborative abilities were instrumental in turning Denver’s dire economic situation around with amazing results.  

Hickenlooper will pursue a “bottom-up, community-based initiative” meant to reflect the priorities of legislators’ constituents as he explained it, not the typical top-down government mandated scheme.  


Demonstrating further willingness to reach out to business, Hickenlooper explained he would like to see new legislation have an additional aspect:  just as every new bill is required to have a fiscal note that estimates the costs to state government of implementation, an estimation of cost to businesses of the additional regulations could be included.  Hickenlooper designated the idea as “adding a regulatory impact statement.”  


Hickenlooper expressed willingness to work with legislators on several bills being considered that would establish a venture capital fund for small businesses, and said, “We invite you to participate in the process we are charting to develop a new state economic strategy.”  


Colorado’s budget shortfall for the fiscal year is roughly $1 billion which Hickenlooper referred to as “daunting.”  To deal with the shortfall, Hickenlooper has created a bipartisan budget team:  Henry Sobanet (from the Owens administration) will be budget director, and Todd Saliman (from the Ritter administration) will be senior advisor in the Hickenlooper administration.  


Governor Hickenlooper is proposing a change to budget policy.  Colorado’s Constitution requires a balanced budget annually, but Hickenlooper’s team is working on proposals to “look at the state budget challenge from a multi-year perspective just like any business would do,” and that would “span more than one fiscal year.”  


Hickenlooper emphasized that all of Colorado’s budget problems cannot be fixed in this first year or in the Capitol building itself, but said, “A long-term plan is critical to Colorado’s future.”  


Just as Hickenlooper did in Denver, analyses to determine efficiencies and effectiveness of how and where government works are already under way by the Hickenlooper Cabinet.  Combining jobs and consolidating others will mean a leaner, smaller, more efficient state government.  


The positions of Chief Medical Officer and office of Executive Director in the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment have already been combined.  Lieutenant Governor Joe Garcia will take on two jobs – Lieutenant Governor and leading the State’s Department of Higher Education.  


Hickenlooper pointed out that a state’s quality of life and the excellence of its schools outrank tax incentives and public subsidies when a business leader is considering relocating a business to another state.  


The work in education reform begun by the Ritter Administration was acknowledged by Hickenlooper, a strategic plan completed by a citizen’s panel which outlined the stark choices that must be made for higher education in Colorado.  Lieutenant Governor Joe Garcia will be taking up where that report left off.  


The new health care law is looked on by Hickenlooper as an opportunity for 
innovation and redesign of our local health care systems, in ways that can both save the state money and improve the health care of our citizens.”  An option proposed by the new administration is “Health Care Homes” for individuals with chronic diseases.  Hickenlooper credits such strategies and the passage of last year’s hospital provider fee as ways to improve the system and reduce financial burden.  


Republican legislators differ with the Governor on the hospital provider fee bill, and have already introduced a bill, House Bill 11-1025 to repeal the provisions of the “Health Care Affordability Act of 2009.”  That Act was created by House Bill 09-1253 passed in the 2009 legislature.  


In the wild, wild West, “black gold” is actually that clear, clear liquid we all know as WATER.  Hickenlooper said water may have the greatest impact on Colorado’s economic growth, and that water is a top priority in his administration.  A “status quo” approach to water is not acceptable to Hickenlooper, who noted such an approach “will inevitably lead to pressures that harm our environment and dry up previous agricultural land.”  

Acknowledging last year’s Clean Air Clean Jobs Act has not been without controversy, Hickenlooper expressed belief that Colorado is on the right path in implementation of the legislation, and said, “This law placed Colorado at the forefront in reducing pollutants and creating jobs.”  


Efficiency is not an idea ordinary citizens recognize as occurring in government – far from it.  The Governor referenced his business background and experience throughout the state-of-the-state speech, and acknowledged, “Government is not the same as running a restaurant, but there are lessons from the private sector that have an application here.”  Hickenlooper explained that what he meant by that is making government more effective, efficient and elegant.”  


Effective government will be determined by measuring every aspect of government to see if it’s doing what it’s supposed to be doing and if outcomes are successful.  


Efficient government will be determined by seeing if services are being delivered in timely and effective ways, but reviews will be conducted to “identify waste and duplication and measure efficiency.”  


Elegant – not as in fashion – delivery of state services should be in a way that elevates both the state employee and person receiving the state services.”  Customer service means no one goes away feeling disrespected.  


Hickenlooper plans to visit state offices throughout Colorado to meet with state employees to listen to their ideas on making government more effective, efficient and elegant, and for suggestions to “re-design the delivery of services.”  During his campaign, Hickenlooper referred to progress being made simply by government just “getting out of the way.”    


In closing, Hickenlooper emphasized the foundation of his administration would be nonpartisan, identifying “our” transition effort as “Partners in Colorado” for a reason.  Each and every Coloradan is seen as a member of the Hickenlooper administration, “with a stake in our decision-making and an invitation to share good ideas.”  


“Citizen” John Hickenlooper turned politician may just prove to be the type of politician who can reverse at least some of the cynicism that pervades American today.  His recognition of what the politician’s role/job is will go a long way in persuading the citizens of Colorado to support the many tough solutions that must be made if the state is to fully recover from the recession and create a sustainable economy.  His power of persuasion in getting Denver citizens to agree to tax increases was quite successful.    


Closing remarks included this statement:  “Together, we can work to show the people of Colorado that we are here to serve them, and that our efforts reflect the Western values of hard work, honesty and respect.”  


Yes, Hick!  Thank you for having the guts to remind those at the state house, government does not exist for the politicians, their personal agendas and their cronies!!  Without the people, you have government governing government.  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.  
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