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             Ron Simmons 

 

The purpose of this special Christmas Edition of Capitol Comments is to bring you up-to-date on various issues relevant 

to House District 65.  As 2013 draws to a close, I find myself reflecting on all I have learned during my first year in office 

and I am reminded of the honor and privilege it is to serve as your State Representative.  Thank you for this opportunity, 

and I hope you and yours have a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year! 

 

TEXAS ECONOMIC OUTLOOK 

Last week Comptroller Susan Combs  issued her report certifying the 2014-15 state budget.  According to the report, 

Texas is already running a $2.6 billion budget surplus.  This is more than double the $964 million surplus her office 

projected over the summer.   

The budget surplus is due in part to 2013 net revenue collections exceeding estimated amounts and significantly less-

than-expected state agency spending in the 2012-13 fiscal biennium.  Of course, the current oil and natural gas boom in 

Texas is a major contributing factor to the state's recent economic fortunes.  During the first few months of fiscal year 

2014 (which began September 1, 2013), oil and natural gas production tax collections were 40 percent higher than 

during the same period in 2013. 

According to the report, the Texas economy is sustainably expanding and Texas has recovered 100 percent of the jobs 

lost in Texas during the recession.  Additionally, the Comptroller projects the Economic Stabilization Fund (ESF) or "Rainy 

Day Fund" will end the 2014-15 biennium with a balance of $8.07 billion, about $2.5 billion higher than the fund's 

balance at the end of the 2012-13 biennium.  

NAVIGATORS IN TEXAS 

The 83rd Texas Legislature passed SB 1795 requiring the Commissioner of Insurance to set standards ensuring that 

federal health exchange navigators can perform their required duties if federal standards are determined to be 

insufficient.   



Shortly after the bill's passage I joined several other State Representatives in sending a letter to TDI Commissioner Julia 

Rathgeber calling on her to use her rulemaking authority to put in place better privacy protections for consumers who 

choose to use the new health care exchanges.  In response to the letter, Commissioner Rathgeber hosted a stakeholders' 

meeting to solicit ideas for possible navigator rules.   

Since then the Texas Department of Insurance (TDI) has proposed rules to strengthen protections for consumers who 

seek assistance from exchange navigators.   

Under the proposed rules, entities and individuals providing enrollment assistance in the federal health exchange would 

be required to register with TDI and Texas Insurance Code provisions related to privacy and protection of personal 

information would also apply to navigators.  The rules propose criminal background checks, privacy training, proof of 

identity, and evidence of financial responsibility for individuals providing the navigator assistance.  To see the full set of 

proposed rules, please follow this link: http://www.tdi.texas.gov/rules/2013/documents/navproposal.pdf 

Regardless of where one stands on the implementation of the Affordable Care Act, it is important that we do all we can 

to protect Texas consumers who seek assistance from federal health exchange navigators.  TDI will be holding a public 

hearing to consider adopting the proposed rules for navigators on January 6, 2014, and is taking public comment on the 

proposed rules until 5:00 pm on January 6, 2014.  

If you would like to provide comment on the proposed rules, you must submit your comment by email to 

chiefclerk@tdi.texas.gov and simultaneously submit an additional copy of the comment by email to 

NavigatorRegistration@tdi.texas.gov . 

I will continue to follow this matter closely and I encourage anyone interested to take this opportunity to get involved in 

the process by submitting public comments to TDI. 

TOPDD Appointment  

I am honored to have been recently appointed as the legislative member to the Executive Committee of the Texas Office 

for the Prevention of Developmental Disabilities (TOPPD).  This small agency (only three state employees) focuses on 

doing all it can to prevent developmental disabilities in children.  

The mission of TOPDD is to minimize the losses caused by preventable disabilities, especially fetal alcohol spectrum 

disorders (FASD) and brain injury. TOPDD is governed by an Executive Committee whose members are appointed by the 

Governor, Lieutenant Governor and Speaker of the House. 

TOPDD will continue to focus mainly on the reduction of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder which is, of course, totally 

preventable. The care and support of those with developmental disabilities is an issue I relate to on a personal level.  I 

look forward to working hard with my fellow committee members in our effort to effectively monitor and reduce 

developmental disabilities in Texas. 



IN THE DISTRICT 

HB 308: The "Christmas Bill" 

One of the things I am most proud to have taken part in during the 83rd Session was the passage of House Bill 308, 

frequently referred to as the "Christmas bill."  HB 308 permits school districts to educate students about the history of 

traditional winter celebrations, and allows students and district staff to offer  traditional greetings regarding the 

celebrations.  The bill specifically allows students and staff to offer greeting such as "Merry Christmas" and "Happy 

Hanukkah." 

The provisions of this bill, which give public school students the right to say "Merry Christmas" in school, have already 

been put to the test by an elementary school in a neighboring district.  A parent volunteer in charge of organizing her 

child's classroom winter party sent out invitations to students that included a list of party rules.  One of the rules 

stipulated that students were not permitted to say "Merry Christmas" during the party.  A copy of the invitation was 

sent to my colleague Rep. Fallon who subsequently met with the school district super intendant. 

The issue has since been resolved as the school district's super intendant assured Rep. Fallon that prohibiting students 

from saying "Merry Christmas" was not district policy.  And as it turns out, the parent volunteer was not aware of the 

recent change in state law before she sent out the invitations.  The classroom holiday party will go on as planned, but 

with no rules prohibiting students from wishing each other a "Merry Christmas." 

As someone who is passionate about protecting our freedoms of speech and religion, I am happy that this new law was 

tested early and shown to be a reasonable but necessary protection of our students' First Amendment rights. 

Camelot Update 

Earlier this month I met with Senator Jane Nelson and officials from the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality 

(TCEQ) to get an update on the status of the Camelot landfill expansion permit. 

The permit is currently under technical review, and is at least 60 days away from being considered "technically 

complete."  After this occurs, there is a 30 day time period for the public to submit comment and request a public 

meeting.  Given TCEQ's purview, public comments should be limited to how expanding the landfill would impact public 

health and the environment, as opposed to the impact on property values.   

If a negative impact on public health or the environment can be demonstrated, the permit will not be approved. 

After the public comment period ends, the commission must respond to all of the public comment they receive.  This 

can take several months and, during this time, a contested case hearing can be requested by any affected party.   

As things stand now, it looks as though the final approval for the permit to make the Camelot landfill the highest point in 

Denton County will not be in front of the commission for at least the next 13 months.   

Constituents of House District 65 can rest assured that Senator Nelson and I will be doing all we can as State Legislators 

to ensure the permit to expand Camelot is not granted.  I will be sure to keep you all up-to-date as things progress. 

Lake Ralph Hall: Sustainable Water Supply for Denton County 

Speaking of TCEQ, the commission recently approved construction of the Lake Ralph Hall reservoir, the first major water 

supply reservoir authorized in the state in almost 30 years.  



The Lewisville-based Upper Trinity Regional Water District, which supplies water to more than 25 municipalities and 

utilities in Denton County and parts of Dallas and Collin counties, began the permitting process for Lake Ralph Hall nearly 

a decade ago. 

The population in Denton County is projected to nearly triple in the next 50 years, which will mean accommodating the 

expected water demand needs of almost 2 million residents by 2060. Lake Ralph Hall will not only provide substantial 

economic benefits to the region, but it will serve as a reliable, sustainable, water supply to ensure that Denton County 

and its economy continue to flourish. 

The reservoir will cover more than 11,000 acres in southeastern Fannin County, about 80 miles northeast of Dallas, and 

is expected to be completed by 2025.  When that time comes Lake Ralph Hall, named after the longtime Texas 

Republican congressman from Rockwall, will supply 30 million to 45 million gallons of water a day for the region. 

 

The Lake Ralph Hall reservoir is an example of the kinds of projects local communities could access funding for thanks to 

the passage of Proposition 6 in November.  Shortly after TCEQ approved the construction of the reservoir, I joined 

Governor Perry in promoting the transformation water plan provided for in Proposition 6. 

Concerns with DART Para-Transit Services 

Recently I have heard concerns regarding para-transit services (for our disabled citizens) provided by DART.  An article in 

the newspaper claimed unsanitary conditions in some cars and vans as well as inappropriate conduct by some of the 

drivers.  

There is very little that upsets me more than the mistreatment of our fellow citizens who truly cannot advocate for 

themselves, whether it is our senior citizens, unborn babies, or in this case - the disabled.   

My office contacted DART as well as some of the other State Representatives whose districts are served by DART.  

Representative Toni Rose and I then met with key DART executives to voice my strong concerns and learn more about 

their program and game plan for improvement.  

While time will tell us all if DART's strategy will work for these most vulnerable of our fellow Texans, I am committed to 

staying informed on this issue and doing all I can to hold DART accountable and help them meet their goals, while at the 

same time utilizing tax payer money efficiently and productively.  



If anyone knows of or hears of any issues with DART para-transit services please contact DART at (214) 749-3333 and my 

office at (512) 463-0478 immediately. 

Staff Changes 

As many of you know, my District Director Mark Yarbrough has accepted a position as the Chief Deputy District Clerk for 

Denton County.  Mark has been a valuable member of my team since the day I took office, and I wish him all the best in 

his new endeavors serving the people of Denton County.   

Hayley Orr, a long-time District Office intern, has since been promoted to District Associate.  Hayley is currently a full-

time student at the University of Texas at Dallas, so she will take over District Office responsibilities on a part-time basis.  

Ben Lancaster continues to serve as my Chief of Staff. 

------- 

I hope you found this edition of Capitol Comments informative and useful.  As always, please stay in touch with me and 

feel free to drop by my District Office, follow me on Facebook, or find me on the House Website to hear about upcoming 

events.   

 

Thank you.  It is truly an honor and a privilege serving you. 

Best regards,  

   
Ron Simmons 

State Representative 

House District 65 
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E2.420         1029 W. Rosemeade Pkwy 

P.O. Box 2910        Suite 108 

Austin, TX 78768-2910      Carrollton, TX 75007 

Ph:   512.463.0478       Ph:  972.492.2080 
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Chief of Staff:       District Associate: 
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