Legislative Report – February 23, 2009

This week, the legislature completed legislative day 21 of the maximum 40-day session. There is now discussion about moving away from a March 25 to June 22 recess and simply completing the regular 40-day session by early April without the planned interruption.  The difference?  Finalization of the American Economic Recovery and Restoration Act – the so-called “Stimulus.”  

Georgia is in line to receive approximately $6 billion in new federal funds as a result and President Obama’s signature on the legislation brings clarity to the federal funds available to help the state climb out of a $3 billion budget hole.  Not all $6 billion goes toward items funded in the state budget, but new resources, like $450 million in additional Medicaid funds and other program-related allocations, will shore-up the state budget in areas where dramatic cuts were otherwise expected.   

The House is expected this week to vote on a FY 09 supplemental budget to fix shortfalls in the current year’s budget.  That vote will be followed closely by the FY2010 budget for the fiscal year starting July 1, 2009.

The state will also receive approximately $1.6 billion for transportation, though who will be in charge of spending both the new and existing revenues could change given Gov. Perdue’s new transportation reorganization plan, backed by Lt. Gov. Cagle and Speaker Richardson. 

The 100-page Transforming Transportation Investment Act (SB 200) creates a new Secretary of Transportation and replaces the current 13-member independent DOT board with an 11-member panel.  If approved, Gov. Perdue will make five appointments with the Speaker and Lt. Gov. each appointing three members.   Control of GDOT’s $2 billion budget would move from the GDOT board to the House and Senate appropriations committees.

Yet, while the federal revenue picture clarified, the state’s fiscal situation continued to deteriorate. Gov. Perdue reduced his revenue estimate for the current fiscal year by another $450 million, which means that Georgia’s budget writers have even fewer state dollars available to finance the state’s needs.  

ABC legislation – Tuesday will be a busy time as three pieces of legislation initiated by ABC will all have committee hearings that day.  Rep. John Lunceford’s HR 22 – a state constitutional amendment that guarantees employees the right of a secret ballot in union elections – will be heard by the House Industrial Relations at 4 p.m. February 24 in Room 406, Coverdell Legislative Office Building.   A companion resolution – HR 23 – will also be heard by the committee chaired by Rep. Mike Coan.   In the meantime, while the hearing has not be officially posted, Sen. Eric Johnson called to inform us that SR 273- which calls on federal and state authorities to ban the use of PLAs in government construction - will be heard that day in the Senate Insurance & Labor Committee.   Sen. Johnson said he was informed by Chairman Ralph Hudgens that SR 273 would be on the committee’s agenda when it convenes at 2 p.m., Tuesday, February 24 in the State Capitol’s Senate Mezzanine hearing room.
Technical Education – As requested by Rep. Fran Millar, we have gathered input from several ABC members on HB 400, which requires schools to create a technical education curriculum for students who elect a non-college prep study course in high school.   Reaction has been very positive and the input from any ABC members responding to Rep. Millar’s request will be aggregated and presented to him this week.   Rep. Millar has expressed strong interest in obtaining the association’s ideas on strengthening his bill, which is also being pushed by Speaker Richardson. 

Metal Tracking Legislation – In addition to SB 82 by Sen. Renee Unterman, several other bills have been introduced to help law enforcement track recyclable metals stolen from construction.   Sen. Unterman’s bill hit drew objections from metals recyclers due to its extensive recordkeeping requirements.   The new bills deal with some of the objections to SB 82, though this bill remains the primary vehicle for efforts to curb job site metals thefts.   The unexpected death of Sen. Unterman’s son on Friday likely will keep here away from the session this week and delay discussions on resolving problems with the bill.   (Note:  A graveside service is set for 12 noon, Monday, February 23, 2009, at Arlington Cemetery, 201 Mount Vernon Highway NW, Sandy Springs, GA 30328.  In lieu of flowers, the family requests donations in memory of Zachariah be made to Angela's House and sent to the care of the Juvenile Justice Fund [395 Pryor Street, Suite 1025, Atlanta Georgia 30312]).

Workers Comp Legislation – the Senate Insurance & Labor Committee voted to approve SB 78, a bill that strikes certain reporting information required by workers comp insurers, but states that workers comp rates must be based upon each individual insurer's experience in the State of Georgia to the extent actuarially credible. The experience filed shall include the loss ratios, reserves, reserve development information, expenses, including commissions paid and dividends paid, investment income, pure premium data adjusted for loss development and loss trending, profits, and all other data and information used by that insurer in formulating its workers' compensation premium rates which are used in this state and any other information or data required by the Commissioner.  The bill now moves to the Senate Rules Committee to be scheduled for a floor vote. 
