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When the Georgia General Assembly returns for its 2010 legislative session on January 11, it arrives on the cusp of a leadership change in the Governor’s office, a new Secretary of State and a revamped leadership team in the House.   Nevertheless, the challenges facing the legislature are familiar and unchanged over the past two sessions.

The new House leaders will likely reflect a less confrontational leadership style than their predecessors.  While a couple of key committee chairs are likely to change to ensure the new Speaker has more direct control over the functioning of important committees, a wholesale change in committee leadership is unlikely. 

This step will provide much needed stability in the House as it enters into another session where state revenues continue to trend downward. 

The new Speaker, David Ralston, is a contrast in personalities to his predecessor.  While Speaker Richardson was a big picture guy with a passionate, sometimes confrontational leadership style, Ralston is more of a detail oriented, cool-calm-collected leader.  He will be a lower profile individual who will eschew the limelight in favor of finding workable solutions and will be more cooperative with the Governor and the Senate leadership in working on compromises.

The new Speaker Pro Tem Jan Jones is new to this job, but not to leadership.  She moved up two slots within the hierarchy from her position as majority whip.  She is also a cool head, but with strong opinions about policy.  While a good listener, she is hard to persuade after she has made up her mind on an issue.   

Jones’ replacement as whip is Edward Lindsey, who like Jones is a Fulton County legislator and signals the continued shift of legislative power away from rural Georgia to the urban/suburban sphere.   Lindsey is also a cool, thoughtful leader, looks for workable solutions and has taken the lead on property tax reduction legislation in the past – an issue he will again push this session. 

Other House leadership positions remain the same, though, again,  some key committee chairs will likely be shuffled as the new Speaker installs key lieutenants at a couple of key committee chair positions, but wholesale House committee leadership changes are unlikely. 

Traditionally, legislators prefer that a session prior to an election deal only with the budget and a few non-controversial issues.   However, reality typically forces legislators to confront some issues they would like to defer.  One controversial issue that can’t be deferred is the budget. 
The most severe economic downturn since the Great Depression enters its third year and recovery still isn’t in sight.  Georgia, which has escaped the severe impact of previous recessions, has been hit harder than most areas and will recover more slowly due to the state’s long reliance on the interlinked financial services and real estate markets to drive its economy.  Both apparently will take even more time to recover than manufacturing and the other hard-hit industries.

As a result, the state’s budget will take another big hit this session with the Governor’s revenue estimate expected to be in the $14-15 billion dollar range – a dramatic decrease from the almost $22 billion budget three fiscal years ago.

Every aspect of state government has been touched by the cuts, but education and healthcare have been protected compared to other segments of the budget.   For example, the Department of Administrative Services, which oversees procurement, contracting and other administrative programs, has lost approximately 80% of its funding since the recession began. 
The legislature will definitely try to buffer education from the severest cuts where possible, but additional teacher furloughs and some cuts will be unavoidable.  Healthcare is an open question that will be significantly affected both by the state’s revenue picture and a federal rewrite of national healthcare policy.

How healthcare reform affects the state’s budget depends upon the compromises made in the Congressional House-Senate conference, which could last well into this legislative session.  So, major healthcare decisions will be deferred as long as possible so the legislature can adapt to national funding and programmatic changes. 

Transportation is a major issue that legislators, all of whom face re-election this year, have said will be addressed this year.   Before the change in House leadership, legislative leaders in both chambers reportedly reached a compromise that would fund a blended regional and statewide transportation initiative.  For two years, the Senate held fast to a regional funding plan, while House leaders wanted a statewide transportation solution.

The new House leadership probably will abide by the compromise given the Republican leadership’s past failure to address this issue and with the Republicans’ entire slate facing the voters in November.  Nevertheless, the new transportation plan requires additional funding, which will force legislators to approve new taxes, a challenge for old and new leaders – particularly in an election year.
We will closely monitor the on-going conversations and related legislation regarding GSFIC and the Regents construction programs as well as their impact on other state agencies.   This includes participating in coalition efforts with other construction, engineering, architectural and related fields to move the state toward a more uniform contracting schema.

While our constitutional amendment resolutions on the union check-off initiative remain alive in the Senate, our primary sponsor, Eric Johnson, resigned from the Senate to pursue full-time his race for governor.  We will look for new sponsors in the Senate and urge our House sponsor Rep. John Lunceford to reintroduce his resolution that narrowly missed obtaining the 67% supermajority needed to pass a constitutional amendment.  

However, the federal check-off bill seems dead for the moment, so there may be less pressure within the legislature to pass these resolutions going forward.   The legislature went on record last year opposing the federal bill and our resolutions added strength to the General Assembly’s position by making check-off unconstitutional in Georgia by guaranteeing the right to ballot secrecy in any employee election.

Other key issues we will be watching for ABC are any bills that affect construction, construction licensing, technical education and employee training, liens, construction financing and bonds as well as issues affecting the general business environment. 
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