Legislative Liaison talking points (May 23)
· As county commissioners, we represent the level of government closest to citizens. We are in the best position to understand and respond to local needs. We do not need the state to take away our ability to decide what is best for our citizens. For this legislative update, I wanted to mention two proposals that concern counties’ ability to make their own decisions.

· The provision of mental health services and the management of water resources are currently big issues for counties that the General Assembly is considering this session. One proposal, on changes to the mental health system, returns to us authority to make the best decisions for our citizens. The other, which concerns water resources, erodes that authority.
· Legislation that would implement changes to the mental health system as recommended by a Joint Legislative Oversight Committee was introduced May 14. Senate Bill 1610 would provide nearly $60 million dollars in new spending and greater service oversight for the Local Management Entities.

· The oversight committee has placed a priority on increasing resources for local crisis services, and to that end the recommendations include $6 million dollars to support Local Management Entities in establishing local substance abuse programs and $30 million dollars to pay for beds in local hospitals for mentally ill citizens.

· The bill would also return the service authorization, utilization review and utilization management functions to Local Management Entities on July 1, 2009, and would prohibit any forced consolidation of Local Management Entities prior to January 1, 2010, with the exception of Local Management Entities that do not meet catchment area requirements.
· Companion bills introduced in the House and Senate during the second week of the legislative session would take our local authority to manage our water resources during times of drought. House Bill 2499 and Senate Bill 1879 incorporate many of the proposed changes recommended by Governor Mike Easley.
· One of those recommendations involves giving the Governor’s Office authority to declare a water emergency and providing the Secretary of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources with the power to order one local system to divert water to another local system.
· Another change would direct the Environmental Management Commission to adopt minimum conservation measures that local governments must follow if they are classified as being under a severe, extreme or exceptional drought.

· These intrusions erode our ability to protect our water resources and we must impress upon our legislators that we are opposed.
· I also wanted to mention that a bill that was introduced in the House on the opening day of the session that calls for a repeal of counties’ land transfer taxing authority has been sent to the House Rules Committee.
· That committee is chaired by Representative Bill Owens, who is a former Pasquotank County commissioner and a past president of the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners.
· We would like House Bill 2097 to progress no further. Representative Owens is a frequent ally of counties. A similar bill, Senate Bill S1830, was introduced May 21 and sent to the Senate Finance Committee.

· As you can tell, for counties, defense is an overriding theme to this short session. In committee meetings and throughout the halls of the General Assembly, the county property tax is being touted as THE tax that has the capacity to grow and absorb the cost of services that the state is talking about mandating counties to help finance.
· The Medicaid relief package that passed during the 2007 session is being called a gift. It was not a gift; the property tax cannot sustain the rapid growth experienced by programs such as Medicaid.
· I doubt our citizens will agree with our legislators that county property taxes are too low and are the best way to fund high-dollar projects such as roads.
· County commissioners from across the state will storm the halls of the General Assembly on June 10 for County Assembly Day. Our legislators need to hear that county property tax revenues are already stretched thin. We recognize that counties have responsibility for carrying out policies formulated by the General Assembly, but legislators need to recognize the limitations of the county property tax base.
· We hope they receive the message loud and clear on June 10.

