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Legislative Session ends with still more work to do next year
     The 2008 Session of the Georgia General Assembly finally ended at midnight on Friday with the House and Senate agreeing on the FY 2009 Budget, which was the only constitutional mandate placed on the Legislature.  Last year the Governor line-item vetoed the $142 million rebate for homeowners.  That money automatically went into the reserve fund which is now at $1.6 billion.
     The FY 2009 Budget sent to the Governor is within his revenue estimates, but both the House and the Senate took exception to some of his suggestions on where to cut.  While Perdue wanted to limit teacher pay raises to 2 percent, the Legislature held firm at 2.5 percent beginning this September.  We did compromise with him by delaying a portion of the pay raise for other state employees until January 1, 2009. 
     A main sticking point between the two chambers was how much to restore of austerity cuts made by Gov. Perdue to the K-12 school funding formula.  A compromise agreement restored $50 million of the $141 million in austerity cuts and put back $10 million in equalization grants. 

     If the Governor accepts the FY 2009 Budget as written, House District 9 will have done well in capital projects.  There is $2 million for a Forsyth County library; $1.5 million for a Lanier Technical College auditorium in Forsyth County; and $5 million for Lanier Tech expansion in Dawson County.  Last year North Georgia College & State University in Lumpkin County did well by getting $20+ million for its new library and $5 million for renovation of the Education Building.
     The FY 2009 Budget does provide us with two Local Assistance Grants.  One is to the Lumpkin County Water and Sewage Authority for $15,000 to aid with the expansion of existing water sources and leak prevention.  The other is to the Dahlonega Downtown Development Authority for $10,000 to help install interpretive history markers in the Historic District.

     Unfortunately, statewide tax relief and funding for trauma care and transportation all failed.  We reformed Georgia's antiquated certificate of need (CON) laws for hospitals, but were unable to provide long-term funding for trauma care.  We provided almost $500 million in property tax relief in the budget, yet were unable to stop backdoor tax increases.                                   
     While the Senate and the House may not have agreed on statewide issues, it was a different story for local needs.  Sen. Pearson and I worked with Rep. Ralston and Rep. Collins to pass local legislation that will provide tax relief in the form of increased Homestead Exemptions for the elderly and disabled from city, county and school ad valorem property taxes in both Dawson and Lumpkin Counties.  We passed local legislation allowing the Lumpkin County manager to hire a clerk for the Board of Commissioners.  For the Dawson County Board of Elections, we passed local legislation allowing them to hold their regular monthly meetings at the location of their offices rather than at the location of the Board of Commissioners. 

     Agriculture and tourism are the two biggest industries in our state.  In Lumpkin County we have a single industry which combines the two.  That is the wine industry.  We have four operating wineries producing some of the finest wines found anywhere.  Tourists visiting the Welcome Center continually ask where the wineries are located.
     Last week we passed legislation that allows wineries to ship intrastate without requiring the consumer to first visit the winery.  It still needs to get past the Governor; he vetoed our last effort.  I have high hopes because this time the Department of Revenue did not try to block the legislation.

     If these become law, we’ll have our foot in the door.  Our next step will be to fund research experts in the UGA School of Agriculture so that our vines and wines can continue to be improved.  One day we may even have tasting booths at Gold Rush in Dahlonega.  It’s a long journey to become a world-class provider of fine wines.  We are well on our way to challenging Napa Valley in California for the title. 
    Over 2,000 bills are introduced in a Legislative Session.  Only about 200 of them make it through. I will give you a more detailed analysis of the bills that passed and those that didn’t in my upcoming columns. 
     One project I’ve taken on is to bring fiber optic technology from south Forsyth County up SR 400 through Dawson and into Lumpkin County and beyond.  This will open up north Georgia to high-tech companies and their high-paying jobs so our children won’t have to leave home to find work.  As Chairman of the House Science & Technology Committee, I have been working with NGCSU President David Potter and the Development Authorities of Forsyth, Dawson, and Lumpkin Counties to get state assistance to help accomplish this very possible dream.  I learned as a freshman legislator eight years ago that the key committee assignments I now hold don’t go to freshmen legislators.  I intend to use my seniority and experience to move this process along rapidly in my next term.
     Now that the Session is over, I can be reached at 689 N. Chestatee Street, Dahlonega, Georgia 30533, 706/864-6589, e-mail hamerson@alltel.net.  Or you can contact 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.
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