ABC Legislative Report – March 11, 2009

GEORGIA FEDERAL STIMULUS UPDATE

ABC’s legislative team met with the Georgia Environmental Facilities Authority (GEFA) to discuss plans for Georgia’s use of federal energy stimulus funds. We met with Phil Foil, Executive Director, GEFA, David Gipson, Director of State Energy Programs,  GEFA and Shane Hix, GEFA Public Info Officer.   GEFA hasn’t gotten all the details yet from US Department of Energy on how the energy money will flow.   They do know that one pot of funds – approximately $82 million – will, at least partially, be designated for state government energy savings projects.  In addition to these funds, another $90 million targets energy savings projects in counties and cities. 

Under stimulus statutes, 60 percent of this $90 million program will flow directly to large cities and counties for local projects.  Meanwhile, GEFA is developing a competitive grant program to fund small community projects with the remaining 40 percent.  The state-retained funds will go toward meeting the Governor's goal of reducing state government energy consumption by 15% by 2020.   
About $130 million should come to GEFA for weatherization of homes of folks up to 200% of the poverty level.  

Cities under 35,000 and counties under 200,000 population will compete for the 40 percent in the small communities program with communities larger than this receiving direct federal assistance for energy projects.  In developing the small communities’ competitive program, GEFA does not plan a tightly drawn RFP where each community has to comply with a certain set of specs.  Instead, it will be a "let a thousand ideas flower" approach where they will ask communities to put forth their best ideas and GEFA will choose what they think will work best under the parameters set up by the Feds.  
ABC members with expertise in these fields may want to start contacting larger and smaller jurisdictions to help them develop ideas on how to use and, for smaller communities, ideas for projects that can compete for these funds.  Obviously, green is in.   Expect emphasis on bio- and sustainable/renewable fuels, innovative approaches to energy savings, all focused on saving energy in buildings-not transportation.   
HR 22 & SR 108 UPDATE

GEORGIA ANTI-EMPLOYEE FREE CHOICE LEGISLATIVE ACTION THIS WEEK:
With the legislative session reaching an important milestone, sponsors of two Georgia constitutional amendments requiring secret ballot union elections are searching for a few key votes to achieve passage this session.   HR 22 and SR 108 – sponsored by Rep. John Lunsford and Sen. Eric Johnson – are stalled on the eve of all-important “crossover day” with each sponsor needing a handful of Democratic votes to ensure passage.

One of these resolutions, both introduced at ABC’s request, must pass either the House or Senate by Thursday, March 1 – the 30th legislative or crossover day.  Legislative rules require a bill to pass at least one chamber and cross over to the other by the 30th legislative day in order to be enacted in that session. 

Since this is the first year of a two year session, bills that do no succeed this year are automatically held over until next year’s session.  Also, failure to pass them this session is not a major problem since they could not be ratified until the General Election of 2010 any way.

If the sponsors fail to get the necessary 2/3s vote in each chamber, they will have the summer and fall to work their colleagues to get the votes in next year’s session.   However, both bills are very close to the necessary 120 House votes and 36 Senate votes to pass this year.

In the Senate, Sen. Johnson reports he needs two more Democratic Senators to commit to SR 108, while Rep. Lunsford needs five additional Democratic votes to ensure House passage.  Lobbying from both parties is intense.  These are the most important of six different bills and resolutions in the General Assembly opposed to the federal Employee Free Choice Act.
OTHER KEY BILLS:

HB 400 – one bill that easily survived the dreaded crossover day is the ABC-endorsed BRIDGE Act of 2009.   This bill by Rep. Fran Millar requires school systems to create technical training courses for students who are not on a college prep track.   The bill is designed to lower Georgia’s high school drop out rate and direct more students into technical careers such as construction.   The bill passed the House and is in the Senate Education & Youth Committee.   Prospects for passage this year are very good.
HB 405 – Sponsored by Rep. Joe Wilkinson creates a tax credit for contractors who install energy or water efficient devices during construction.  Prospects for passage are uncertain. 
SB 155 – By Sen. Chip Pearson amends state law to allow contractors more flexibility in working within the 25-foot buffers along state streams and rivers by exempting what are basically wet weather springs or natural channels that primary move only rainwater from the definition of “state waters.”  The bill passed the Senate and is pending in the House Natural Resources and Environment Committee.   Prospects for passage this year are good.
SB 82 – By Sen. Renee Unterman requires scrap metal buyers to record drivers licenses, vehicle license plates, vehicle descriptions and other information when buying scrap metal.   The goal is to deter resale of metals stolen from construction, utility and other sites and to give law enforcement more information when tracking metals thieves.  The bill passed the Senate.  The bill was amended in committee to deal with scrap dealer concerns over burdensome record keeping requirements and now requires the state revenue department to develop a standardized form that dealers will complete with every transaction and dealers must photograph with a date and time stamp the materials received at the time of purchase.  This is the most likely bill to pass this session among the eight bills dropped to deal with the rising problem of construction site metals larceny.   Prospects for enactment this year are good.
SB 76 – By Sen. Ralph Hudgens removes the requirement for workers comp insurers to file an annual report of expenses and costs with the Department of Insurance.  These reports are costly to produce, provide no real benefit to the department and only drive up the cost of workers comp insurance in Georgia.  The bill passed the Senate and has been approved by the House Insurance Committee.   It is in the House Rules Committee ready for floor action before the end of the session.   This bill is almost certain to pass.
HB 330 – Rep. Mike Coan’s bill waives employee confidentiality in certain situations to give employers more access to information regarding a worker’s job related injury or illness. The House passed this bill and it is currently pending in the Senate Insurance & Labor Committee.  This bill will likely be enacted this year.
OTHER LEGISLATIVE INFORMATION:

When the legislature recesses for the week on Thursday, ten legislative days remain.  The Supplemental 2009 budget conference report was approved this week by both chambers and work now begins on the 2010 budget which goes into effect July 1, 2009.  The Senate has agreed to waive the 30-legislative-day rule and the House expects to pass its version of the budget on legislative day 34, which gives the Senate only six days to push its version through.   However, like the supplemental budget, Senate and House leaders are currently meeting to work out differences ahead of time and avoid a protracted conference that could hang up the budget as the session winds down.

The Governor cut the state revenue estimate by $1.6 billion for FY2010, which results in a $4 billion cut in state spending in the last 12 months. The state is using federal stimulus funds to fill holes in the budget, but the Governor’s revenue estimates are designed to keep what is likely one-time money from becoming a long-term commitment in the state budget.   The governor is still likely to recommend $1.2 billion in capital construction bond-financed projects in the final budget – which is double the normal amount of state construction spending.   Much of the bond projects will go to school, university and other state construction as well as transportation and other infrastructure.
