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Legislative “Recess” is no vacation
      Many of you have read that the Legislature is in “Recess” for the next two weeks.  Those of you who believe that it will be vacation time for Legislators might also believe that we only work 40 days each year.  The truth is that we can only “vote” as the General Assembly for 40 days.  We have already used 27 of those days, during which time we passed out of the House less than 100 bills.  Personally, I believe “less” is better.
     Committees will spend the next two weeks evaluating bills dealing with seatbelts in pickup trucks, increasing sales tax by 1 cent to pay for transportation improvements, payday lending, and many other controversial issues.  The necessary good ones may see the light of day.  The bad ones, hopefully, will never make it out of Committee.  Additionally, subcommittees of the Appropriations Committee will be finalizing the Amended FY 2007 Budget and the FY 2008 Budget.  
     This session is being stretched out—we will adjourn sometime in April—for two reasons.  First, we are trying to give the Federal Government time to work with PeachCare.  Second, bills need time to go through the committee process.  If the Federal Government fails to redistribute unused monies for the State Children Health Insurance Plan (SCHIP), Georgia will fund PeachCare for the remainder of FY 2007.  That will require that monies planned to go elsewhere be reallocated.  If that becomes necessary, the currently drafted budgets are out the window, and we will most certainly be burning the midnight oil.
     When the General Assembly is in Session, it is a “rat race” trying to get from committee to committee and hear all the people who wish to speak.  It really is impossible.   During the next two weeks we will try to slow the process down to focus more on the bills being heard in committees.  The committee hearings may run longer than their normal time limits so that stake holders can be heard.  Those wishing to speak on a particular bill will be notified of the schedules.  The intent is to enact better legislation.
     The Senate has a rule that House bills received after Day 30 will not be considered this Session.  The General Assembly will reconvene on March 19 and 20 for Days 28 and 29 of the Session to pass bills on to the Senate.  We will then adjourn until March 27—Day 30 when we will complete the votes on House bills.  
     All three of these voting days demand full attention of the Legislators and will last close to midnight.  I invite all of you to come, watch and listen to us vote.  If you think I should be aware of something, write out a note and have a House Page deliver it to me.

     We will again take breaks between Days 33 and 34 and between Days 36 and 37.  Day 34 is scheduled for April 10 and Day 37 for April 17.  The schedule for Days 38, 39, and 40 has not been set.   
     While the House passed over 40 bills last week, only a few were of general interest:
     HB 69 would allow a personal check of driver’s record on-line without a fee.  It currently costs $10 to check your record on line.

     HB 225 would improve the current state income tax deduction for the Georgia Higher Education Savings Plan (GHESP).  This savings plan encourages families to save for future higher education expenses of their children, grandchildren, or other beneficiaries.  However, Georgia is the only state that places an income test and tax filing status limitation on qualifying for the deduction.  This legislation would eliminate the income-based qualification and restriction.  The amount of deduction remains at $2,000 for contributions to a college savings plan.

     When HB 225 is enacted, grandparents can take the income tax deduction for contributions.  Grandparents can currently contribute to accounts in the program held by a parent, but they are not eligible for the state tax deduction unless they are the legal guardian of the beneficiary.  

     HB 243 removes the HOPE Grant cap for technical and advanced placement courses taken in high school.  Students who graduate and go on to further their education will start with a zero base—they will have a full HOPE Scholarship or HOPE Grant to help pay the way.

     Last week I was invited to read to two first grade classes at Chattahoochee Elementary School in Forsyth County, and I thoroughly enjoyed the interaction with the students.  They are our future.
     Keep in touch with me.  I need to know what you think about the issues.  During the Session I can be reached at 401 State Capitol, Atlanta, Georgia 30334, 404/657-8534, fax 404/463-2044, e-mail <amos.amerson@house.ga.gov>.  Or, you can call Gerald Lewy, my Communications Director at 706/344-7788.  He’ll know how to get your message to me.

     I am also available for you to talk with me most Saturday mornings from 8:15 to 9:45 a.m. during the Session at the Wagon Wheel Restaurant, 1108 Grove Street North in Dahlonega.  My next Dawson County Saturday morning gathering is this coming Saturday, March 10 from 8:15 to 9:45 a.m. at Champions Café (Thunder Road) in Dawsonville.  Remember, the secret of good government is a well-informed electorate.
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