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The pace of legislation picked up as the Georgia General Assembly completed its second legislative week, particularly at the committee level where the legislative vetting process begins.  

Some bills carried over from last year’s session also made it to the floor this week.  Passing without opposition, the Georgia Senate’s first bill of the 2010 legislative session allows motorists to use hands-free communication devices while driving a vehicle. The legislation erases current law which prohibits drivers from using Blue Tooth® receivers and similar devices.

Health Care/Insurance Reform

While Federal health insurance reform stalled in Washington, the Georgia Senate leadership introduced its own version.  Sen. Preston Smith unveiled SB 330 and 331, which: 

· Prohibit health insurance companies from canceling health insurance based on alleged errors or omissions unrelated to the claim;
· Extend health insurance coverage benefits to dependents up to age 25, even if they are not full-time students;
· Eliminates annual and lifetime caps on insurance policies;
· Allows small businesses to “pool” coverage through association health plans.
Besides these bills, Sen. Smith introduced SB 309 which allows consumers to buy insurance across state lines.  He also authored SB 50 that requires transparency in the use of “rental networks,” which health insurance companies use to pay for claims covered by health insurance contracts.  Sen. Smith says many health insurance companies benefit from intentionally complicated network agreements that makes unclear who should pay a claim and what rate they are required to pay.  

Economic Development

The Senate and House Economic Development committees held a joint hearing to gather input from state economic experts on job creation. Presenters included Economist Robert Pretcher who warned of a slower than expected recovery, Dr. Roger Tutterow, Mercer University professor of economics, noted Georgia’s heavy exposure in construction and real estate as a major factor why it ranks among the top ten states in job loss. He encouraged lawmakers to consider broad-based tax reform that is comprehensive rather than focused on one sector.

Eugene James, director of Metrostudy’s Atlanta region, a leading housing market intelligence firm, said Georgia housing starts are down 86 percent from 2007. Over the past three years, Georgia has virtually stopped building homes. This factor helped the market absorb the over supplied inventory that pervaded the state when the housing market slumped. However, the number of vacant lots remains a problem across the Atlanta market, which continues pressure area banks, according to James. He also noted that in the best case scenario, lot values have declined 50 percent in the metro area.

Michael Toma, professor of economics at Atlantic Armstrong State University, stressed the importance of deepening the Savannah harbor to retain Georgia’s competitive edge and more investment in transportation so cargo can move quickly and efficiently through the area. Losing that market share, he said, could set the state back another five years.

Meanwhile, House and Senate leaders reintroduced economic development legislation vetoed last year by Gov. Perdue as a budget buster.  The authors made changes to address the Governor’s concerns.
The JOBS Act of 2010 incorporate eight initiatives within two bills to spur job creation in Georgia.  HB 1023 contains:

· “Year for Georgia Entrepreneurs”:  Allows Georgians the opportunity to start a new business with no state fees for one year. 

· “Angel Investor” Tax Credit: An income tax credit of up to 50 percent of an investment made in small or start up Georgia businesses with 20 or fewer employees. The credits are available after two years of investment. The total “Angel Investor” tax credit pool is capped at $10 Million per year (adjusted for inflation). 

· Unemployment Insurance Tax Credits: For each eligible employee hired who is receiving State Unemployment benefits, a company earns a quarterly credit towards their unemployment tax. 

· $2,400 Tax Credit for Hiring Most Difficult to Employ: Any Georgia company hiring an individual: 1) categorized as “difficult to employ;” 2) currently receiving unemployment benefits, and; 3) unemployed for at least four weeks, qualifies for a $2,400 tax credit after 24 months of consecutive employment. 

· Elimination of the Net Worth Tax:  Ends the state’s intangible tax 
· A Triggered 50 Percent Reduction of the Capital Gains Tax for all Georgia Taxpayers: 

House Bill 1024 contains:

· Gradual Phase out of the Sales Tax Deposit on Small Businesses: Phases out a tax deposit required for Georgia Businesses. If enacted, this bill will return nearly $200 million of working capital to Georgia’s small business currently on hold by the state. 

Meanwhile, the House passed HB 926 that exempts certain loan restructures from the maximum amount one person or corporation can borrow from a bank after the institution has exercised reasonable efforts to bring the loan into conformance.  The bill now moves to the Senate. 

Other significant bills introduced this week:

Construction Issues:

Lien Laws – Sen. Dan Weber:  We attended a luncheon to hear Sen. Dan Weber discussed his revised plans for lien law legislation this session.    Sen. Weber, who is drafting new lien law says the bill change existing law so that a sub loses its lien right even if not paid unless they file Affidavit of Non Payment within 60-day. 

In addition, he wants to eliminate the AFP since he does not believe lenders actually check for an AFP.  Under his proposed legislation, a subcontractor will be deemed to be paid:  1) if they receive payment; 2) sign form saying you have been paid; or 3) "Deemed to be paid if you fail to file" an affidavit of non-payment within 60 days.   Sen. Weber will draft a bill and get copies to us for review. 

HB 700 – Rep. Bob Smith: The bill that transfers responsibility for contract management on Regents construction projects to the Georgia State Financing and Investment Commission remains in the Senate Finance Committee.   Its primary sponsor in the Senate is Finance Committee Chairman Ronnie Chance, so it could be moved out at his discretion.   Further, this bill was championed by former House Rules Committee Chairman Earl Erhardt, but another co-sponsor of the bill is the current Rules Committee Chairman Bill Hembree.   We will check with Sen. Chance and Rep. Hembree to determine how they plan to handle this bill during this session. 

SB 339 – Sen. Seabaugh: This bill allows any utility contractor holding a valid utility contractor's license can bid and perform work on any utility system in this state without obtaining any additional licenses.   Further, it makes it unlawful for the owner of a utility system or anyone soliciting work to be performed on a utility system to refuse to allow a utility contractor holding a valid utility contractor's license under this chapter to bid for or perform work on a utility system. 
Trucking/Transportation:

HB 990 – Rep. Powell:  Bars motor freight carriers from operating in Georgia unless they certify they meet the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration’s minimum financial responsibility standards.

SB 323 – Sen. Pearson:  Sets aside 30 percent of any privately financed transportation project approved by the Georgia Department of Transportation for in-state contractor and small business participation. 

Utilities: 
S 328 – Sen. Pearson:  Requires electric utilities to provide cable companies nondiscriminatory access to electrical facilities (i.e. poles) at a just, reasonable rate.  This is bill extends an on-going battle between the cable industry and the state’s electric membership corporations (EMCs) on the price cable companies should pay to attach their lines to a utility’s poles.  Years-long negotiations have failed to produce an agreed upon rate, so this bill is designed to supersede those negotiations in favor of the cable industry. 
Water Policy:

SB 321 – Sen. Pearson:  Allows privately owned or operated reservoirs for public water supply and allows private entities to propose construction of a public/private water reservoir to local jurisdictions.
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