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2007 Legislative Session is scheduled to end April 20…finally
     April 20 is scheduled to be the final day of the 2007 Legislative Session.  It has been one of the longest Sessions in recent memory, marked only by its lack of controversy, lack of federal government timely cooperation on PeachCare funding, and lack of perceived teamwork between the state Senate and House by the mainstream media over the FY 2007 Amended Budget.  Hopefully this week will yield a speedy resolution of the FY 2008 Budget. 

     Many legislators were disappointed in the final FY 2007 Amended Budget, but it was either agree with the negotiated outcome or continue in a Special Session.  No one wanted a Special Session.   Last week in conference committee, both the Senate and the House agreed to return $142 million to the homeowners of Georgia rather than spend it on projects “not deemed to be emergencies” by the Lt. Governor. 
     Each homeowner will either get a check or a credit for $100 on next year’s property tax bill.  That was the good news; the bad news is the list of things that will be put off until July.  The state FFA camp in Covington has a failing sewage treatment facility which will cost about $900 thousand to replace.  EPD is on the verge of closing the facility, and many young students may not get to attend summer camp because this was not deemed an emergency.

     The Georgia Academy for the Blind, the Georgia School for the Deaf, and the Atlanta Area School for the Deaf lost $600 thousand for needed repairs and renovations.  Additionally, the Academy for the Blind lost $100 thousand for textbooks and instructional materials.  There were cuts of $250 thousand in adapted sports programs for children with disabilities and $450 thousand in elder day care services.   
     Funding just those items alone would make me forgo my $100 rebate; but let me mention a few more things that will not happen any time soon.  The GBI’s Regional Investigative Services will not get 30 new agents needed for drug enforcement, the Child Safety Initiative, and the Georgia Secure ID program.  The Hazardous Waste Trust Fund for local governments and for abandoned site clean-up was cut $6.3 million.  The $500 thousand needed to repair the failed dam at Arrowhead Environmental Education Center was cut.  Once repaired, that lake will be used for hands-on aquatic education.  Another cut failed to put almost $1 million collected through lifetime hunting and fishing licenses into the Wildlife Endowment Fund.

     The approved FY 2007 Amended Budget did not contain the $1.8 million needed to fund adult literacy instructors for May and June; but the Lt. Governor said on Friday that the money would be found.  “We are committed to adult literacy and we are not going to see individuals have to go without services.”  He also promised to find $700 thousand for Prosecuting Attorneys.  If these things are so important now, why did he wipe them out of the FY 2007 Amended Budget in the name of “cutting pork?”  Nothing I have written about looks like pork to me.     

     The FY 2008 Budget will have to plug holes created by items removed from the FY 2007 Amended Budget.  

     As a member of the K-12 Education Subcommittee of House Appropriations Committee, I have been able to help our local school systems.  Over the last three years we have reduced austerity cuts of over $300 million to just over $100 million for FY 2008.  We have reduced austerity cuts by over $80 million this year alone.  That’s a $200 million add-back for school systems.  We have fully funded all components of capital outlay for the last four fiscal years.  This year the Governor recommended funding at only a 40 percent level.  We disagreed and funded at 100 percent for FY 2008 at a cost of an additional $27 million.
     The most far reaching state benefit to local school systems has been the ability to set their own class sizes for grades 9-12.  Where necessary, we have delayed implementation of certain legislative requirements that placed hardships on local school systems.  Every legislative decision has focused on high flexibility and high accountability at the local level.  We have been very careful not to pass unfunded mandates on to local school systems.

     April 20 will be the last day of the 2007 Session; and it will probably last until Midnight.  Therefore, I plan to stay in Atlanta Friday night.  I will not be at the Wagon Wheel Restaurant next Saturday morning for our regular Session get together.  I will return to the Wagon Wheel Restaurant on Saturday, April 28 from 8:15 to 9:45 a.m. for an End-of-Session Wrap Up.  I have also been invited to speak at the Dahlonega Lumpkin County Chamber of Commerce Legislative Wrap Up on May 1 at noon in the Chestatee Regional Hospital Cafeteria.

     After this Legislative Session ends, I can be reached at 689 N. Chestatee Street, Dahlonega, Georgia 30533, 706/864-6589, e-mail <hamerson@alltel.net>.  Or, call Gerald Lewy, my Communications Director at 706/344-7788.  He’ll know how to get your message to me.  Remember, the secret of good government is a well-informed electorate.

-end-
