L.A. Democrat sworn in as first black woman to lead Assembly
SACRAMENTO – Los Angeles Democrat Karen Bass was sworn in Tuesday as speaker of the California Assembly, the first black woman to lead either house of the state Legislature. 

Bass told her fellow lawmakers and the California political and cultural figures who attended the ceremony that she feels the weight of history on her shoulders. 
“If we could only harness the power of our common humanity, I don't think there's anything we couldn't do for the people of this state,” she said in prepared remarks. 

The 54-year-old becomes the 67th speaker, succeeding fellow Los Angeles Democrat Fabian Nunez. He is relinquishing the post because he will be termed out of office at the end of the year, after leading an unsuccessful ballot drive in February to extend lawmakers' terms. 

Former Assembly speakers Cruz Bustamante, Herb Wesson, Antonio Villaraigosa, Willie Brown and Robert Monagan attended the ceremony, as did Oscar-nominated actress Alfre Woodard and soul singer Cuba Gooding Sr. 

Bass takes over the 80-member house as lawmakers are turning their attention to the state budget. Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger will release his revised spending plan for the coming fiscal year on Wednesday and has estimated a deficit as high as $20 billion. 

A former community activist, Bass will be one of the so-called “Big Five” who try to broker agreements on the budget and other major policy issues. The others are Bass' counterpart in the 40-member state Senate, the Republican leaders in both houses of the Legislature and the governor. 

The budget negotiations will be the first test for Bass. Democrats and Republicans are far apart about how to solve the deficit before the start of the new fiscal year on July 1. 

Democrats have said taxes must be raised to pay for critical state services, while Republicans have refused to support tax hikes. In the Assembly, Bass needs the support of at least six Republicans to pass a budget, which requires a two-thirds majority. 

California's revenue is running far behind its projected spending, in large part because the downturn in the housing market has rippled through the wider economy. The state has the second highest rate of home foreclosures in the nation, and its industries have been hit by rising fuel costs and the soaring costs of living and doing business in California. 

Bass said she has met with Silicon Valley leaders who are planning to move their operations overseas and Central Valley farmers who say they can't afford to plant crops, leading workers to abandon surrounding communities and hurting local economies. 

Rising college costs have saddled graduates with crippling debt, she said. 

“California is a giant in crisis, and now it is up to us to solve that crisis. It is up to us to take the fear out of California's future,” Bass said in her prepared statement. 

She told her fellow lawmakers they need a sense of urgency in solving the state's budget crisis, not only for the coming year but also for the future. In an interview with The Associated Press last week, she proposed forming a bipartisan commission to explore revamping California's tax code. 

Raising income taxes on the wealthy, closing tax loopholes and levying sales taxes on services should all be considered, Bass said. 

California's Assembly becomes the first state legislative body in the nation to be led by a black woman. In Washington state, Rosa Franklin holds the largely honorary title of Senate president pro tem. 

Bass also becomes just the second woman to lead either house of the California Legislature. Republican Doris Allen briefly became Assembly speaker – from June 5 to Sept. 14, 1995 – before being recalled from office. 

In his last address as Assembly speaker, Nunez referred to the historic nature of Tuesday's change in leadership. 

“Turning over the speakership is never an easy task. But for me it has become not only a joy, but a point of pride to turn the speakership over as we write a new chapter in California history,” he said. 

The Los Angeles native was a physician's assistant before being elected to the Assembly in 2004 and is known for writing legislation on child welfare and social justice issues. As speaker, she will hold what is regarded as the second most powerful post in state government behind the governor. 

She will appoint chairs to legislative committees, set staff budgets and largely control what legislation reaches the Assembly floor. 

In a rare midyear appearance in the Assembly, Schwarzenegger gave a brief address, thanking Nunez and praising his successor. He said Bass had earned her way to the top of the Legislature. 

He also joked about her early exposure to politics at age 19, when she distributed fliers for Robert Kennedy. 

“It is something that we have in common. Both of us were told by Kennedys what to do,” Schwarzenegger said, a reference to his wife, Maria Shriver, niece of former President John F. Kennedy. 

In her inaugural speech, Bass paid tribute to her deceased parents and to her only child, Emilia Wright, and son-in-law ,who were killed in a car crash in Los Angeles in 2006. Both were 23 and students at Loyola Marymount University. 
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