Legislative Update – 1/18/2010

Typically, legislators ease into each year’s session with a week of mostly ceremonial activities followed by a week off around the King Day festivities so House/Senate appropriators can interrogate department heads about their budget requests.

Atypically, this week produced momentous activity that will profoundly impact on how legislators will attack this year’s business.   It began quickly with the Monday morning election of David Ralston as Speaker and Jan Jones as Speaker Pro Tem.

On Wednesday, Governor Perdue delivered his final State of the State speech which was much more valedictory than normal.  Traditionally, governors use this speech to outline their budget and legislative agenda.  However, Perdue delayed the budget release until Friday and only mentioned two initiatives:  a new teacher “pay for performance” salary structure and additional for the state’s mental health programs.

Then, late on Friday, both the Governor’s budget and Speaker Ralston’s much anticipated reshuffling of House committee chairs were revealed.

Ralston made changes in key committee posts, highlighted by the replacement of Rep. Earl Ehrhart as Rules Committee with Douglasville’s Rep. Bill Hembree.  The House Rules chair schedules bills for floor action and is considered one of the three most important House chairmanships.  Rep. Ehrhart used his position as Rules Committee chairman to champion HB 700, which substitutes the Georgia State Financial & Investment Commission (GSFIC) as the supervisory agent for the Board of Regents in all university and college construction.
This committee change lessens his leverage in obtaining Senate approval of this bill.  It still bears watching since he will be involved in higher education issues as chairman of the House Appropriations Higher Education Subcommittee. 
Other key changes included:

· Rep. Penny Houston - Appropriations Human Services Subcommittee Chairman (previously Mark Butler) 

· Rep. Terry England - Appropriations Education Subcommittee Chairman (previously Edward Lindsey – now House Majority Whip) 

· Rep. Len Walker - Higher Education Chairman (previously Bill Hembree) 

· Rep. John Meadows - Insurance Chairman (previously Tom Knox) 

· Rep. Mark Hamilton - Governmental Affairs Chairman (previously Austin Scott) 

· Rep. Richard Smith - Budget & Fiscal Affairs Oversight Chairman (previously Penny Houston) 

· Rep. Clay Cox - Human Relations Chairman (previously Len Walker) 

· Rep. John Lunsford - Special Committee on Small Business Development Chairman (new committee) 

The last major event of the first week was release of the Governor’s budget.   While some legislators predicted the Governor’s revenue estimate would be as low as $14.5 billion, it was slightly more optimistic, coming in at $15.5 billion.   

With the addition of reserves and projected program savings, the total budget for FY 2011 (which begins July 1, 2010) will be $17.4 billion compared to $18.5 billion last year.   Thus, program cuts, though substantial particularly compared to the $22 billion budget three years ago, will be less draconian than anticipated.
Key bills introduced in the first week include:

Employment:

HB 887 exempts from civil liability any employer who, upon request of a prospective employer or a current or former employee, provides accurate information about a current or former employee's job performance or reasons for separation.  It also exempts any employer who relies on this information in hiring decisions from civil liability in hiring.  Finally, any employer who performs a background with the written consent of a prospective employee is immune from civil liability if that information is disclosed, including failure to hire, wrongful termination or invasion of privacy. 
Financial Services

HB 926 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. 
State Contracts:

SR 821 is a constitutional amendment allowing the Georgia Department of Transportation to enter into multiyear construction contracts. 

