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Teachers pay in Georgia ranks #1 in southeast, #2 nationally
     As a former educator and current member of the House Higher Education Committee and Appropriations (K-12 Education) Committee, I have a natural interest in seeing that our teachers are some of the best paid in the southeast and the nation.  

     In some of my previous columns about the FY 2009 Budget, I wrote about holding firm on the 2.5% pay raise for teachers ($160 million).  This pay raise is in addition to 3% salary increases awarded to more than half of the teachers through normal progression on the teacher salary schedule.  Georgia consistently ranks #1 in highest average teacher salary in the Southeast, and this pay raise will ensure that Georgia maintains this ranking.  According to the John Locke Foundation, Georgia ranks #2 nationally in average teacher salary when adjusted for cost of living, pension contribution, and teacher experience.

     The 2008 Georgia General Assembly added $50 million to reduce the austerity reduction from $143 million to $93 million.  This equates to an additional $31 per student.  For the school systems, it is an additional $111 thousand for Dawson County, $923 thousand for Forsyth County, and $120 thousand for Lumpkin County.  The per-student funding formula for new student growth has been and continues to be fully funded—no austerity reductions.  With a projected growth in public school students of 1.23%, this comes to about $200 million.
     One of our must popular and fastest growing programs is the Georgia Virtual School.  Students will have 6,500 class slots offered through this program so they can take 75 Advanced Placement and other courses online that are not offered or not convenient at their local schools.  Public and non-public school students are eligible—this includes home-schooled students.

     Currently 56% of all four-year olds attend Pre-K, which is funded by the lottery.  We added another 1,000 slots for FY 2009.  Next year we expect 80,000 children to attend lottery funded pre-kindergarten classes.

-more-

     There is an interesting dichotomy in how the Georgia General Assembly and the United States Congress look at budgets.  Both the President and the Governor present their proposed budgets in January.  Our Georgia Constitution gives the Governor authority to determine the amount of the state budget; yet, only the House has authority to appropriate monies.  The proposed budget is considered as the starting point.  After the Legislature receives the proposed budget, it is never again referred to it as the Governor’s budget.  The Governor proposes, but the Legislature disposes.
     Congress takes the President’s proposed budget, and no matter how much is changed, it is still considered the President’s budget.  To me that is the height of hypocrisy.  A recent issue of Mandate Monitor reported that “the 110th Congress has shifted $31 billion in costs to states by enacting at least 13 laws containing new mandates and reducing or inadequately funding existing state-federal partnerships.”   To some extent you could blame the President for over spending when he led the majority party, but for the past two years, budgets have truly belonged to Congress.  Come re-election time, every Congressman will blame the President for not balancing the budgets.
     Healthcare leads the way in Congressional unfunded mandates.  For the past two years, Georgia has had to make up differences in funding Medicaid and Peachcare.  The federal government has never fully funded congressionally mandated parts of education.  Some Georgia school systems have refused federal funds because of mandates associated with them.
     As Chairman of the House Science and Technology Committee, I get a first-hand look at new technologies that are supposed to lower our exploding energy prices.  For the past four years I have been writing about the foolishness of turning our food crops into fuel.  The prices of corn, wheat, and soybeans have more than doubled during the last two years.  Higher prices of bread, milk, chicken, pork, and just about everything else in your grocery store show what happens when we burn food for fuel.  Food prices and the overall cost of living will continue to climb if we turn more farmland into above ground “fuel wells.” 

     Although the United Nations had been a chief promoter of biofuel technology, it now predicts food shortages throughout the world will result in “massacres” unless the use of food products for biofuel is halted.  Recent studies show that burning biofuels for energy may be just as detrimental to the environment as petroleum products.  
     What’s the solution?  Conservation must come first.  New and improved technologies continue to be developed for using wind and solar in many parts of the world.  Drilling techniques have improved considerably and every year more oil reserves are discovered.  Additional oil refineries must be built.  Options are out there and it’s time we started taking advantage of them.  
     High prices at the grocery store, gas pump, and everywhere else should be laid at the feet of a President and Congress who continue to show no leadership in solving this most important problem.     
-more-
     Let me know what you think about solutions to our high energy costs.  I can be reached at 689 N. Chestatee Street, Dahlonega, Georgia 30533, 706/864-6589, e-mail hamerson@alltel.net.  Or 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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