Legislative Liaison Talking Points (June 20)
· For many years, one of the priority goals of the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners was to obtain authority from the General Assembly for counties to raise revenue through means other than the property tax, such as a local-option sales tax and land transfer tax.

· During the 2007 legislative session, counties achieved that goal, receiving authority to give citizens the right to decide if a quarter-cent local-option sales tax or a 0.4 percent land transfer tax would be a good way to relieve counties’ reliance on the property tax to fund infrastructure and services.
· Now a move is afoot to take away one of those options. Senate Bill 1951, which would take away our right to hold a referendum on the 0.4 percent land transfer tax, was passed by the full Senate on Thursday and now goes to the House of Representatives.
· This is a prime example of the state taking away a county authority.

· We have a lot of needs in our county. As our population grows, we will need additional resources and facilities to educate our children – and the cost of materials to build those facilities is increasing. We will need additional law enforcement personnel and equipment. We will need additional capacity for water and sewer services. Gas prices are increasing. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.

· Our county’s needs are not going away, and neither should this revenue option.

· The only option we currently have to generate the additional revenues required to meet our citizens’ needs and to continue to provide critical services is by raising the property tax. This land transfer tax option simply gives counties – with voter approval – an alternative to increasing property taxes.

· Now, more than ever, we need additional sources of revenue to keep property tax rates reasonable.
· An example of groups that would benefit through this balanced approach to taxation is the elderly and those on fixed incomes. By having additional means of raising revenues, a county can lessen the pressure on its property tax. This allows these citizens to remain in their homes without fear of losing them to increasing tax rates or tax values.

· The land transfer tax helps in this regard. In ________________ County, the tax could generate roughly $________________ dollars to help us meet these needs.
· Lobbyists for special interest groups representing homebuilders and realtors have funneled millions of dollars into counties across the state to convince citizens that the land transfer tax is a deterrent to home ownership.
· If you do not sell your house or land, however, you will not pay this tax. Property taxes must be paid annually.

· Now one of those special interest groups is pledging an additional $10 million to help convince legislators to take away this option for counties. And that is all it is: an option.

· Six counties that received permission from the Legislature in the mid- to late-1980s to levy a 1 percent land transfer tax have not suffered adversely from the implementation of these taxes.
· For each of these counties, home values remain affordable, job and retail growth remains robust, residential growth is vibrant, schools are benefiting immensely, and property taxes remain stable.

· We have been asked to contact our senators and representatives and request that they do not take away our ability to fund our needs.
· The House Local Government II Committee voted down a bill Wednesday that would have required counties to provide payroll deduction for union dues for employees if the employee groups met certain membership criteria. Senate Bill 1271, Firefighter/EMS Payroll Deductions, passed the Senate last year and was the focus of an intense lobbying effort from pro-union groups, which have targeted North Carolina’s 50-year-old ban on collective bargaining for public employees. The bill failed to be approved by an announced vote of 6-9. There is already speculation that the vote on the bill may be reconsidered at the committee’s next meeting.

· The Senate approved its spending plan for 2008-09 Thursday, setting the stage for the House and Senate to begin negotiating the differences between the two proposals this weekend. The Senate and House both announced their budget conferees on Thursday. Several items in the Senate budget impact counties.

· The Senate does not accept the House’s recommendation to appropriate $21.3 from the lottery reserve to give all counties the same ADM allotment of lottery school construction monies on a one-time basis.

· The Senate also included a special provision (Sec. 7.22) that requires the State Board of Education to identify the “10 counties that provide the lowest funding per student for public schools and prepare a letter to parents” in those counties, indicating the funding level, its impacts, other counties’ public school funding levels, and the county’s relative funding in light of ability to pay.

· The provision does not specify what funding would be measured (current expense, capital, etc.). Furthermore, the boards of county commissioners in the 10 counties would be required to forward the letter to their schoolchildren’s parents.

· The Senate restored recurring funding for the Criminal Justice Partnership Programs (CJPP) and the Juvenile Crime Prevention Councils (JCPC), but only appropriated an additional $200,000 for each program. The House budget included an additional $1 million for JCPC and an extra $500,000 for CJPP.

· The Senate includes an additional $63 million in mental health funding, most directed at improving local crisis services. The Senate agreed with the House to repeal the special provision in last year’s budget that makes counties responsible for courthouse telephone systems.

· Two county-supported efforts to delay implementation of legislation passed last year may be running out of time. House Bill 2541, Delay Solid Waste Tax Effective Date, has not been heard in the House Finance Committee yet and has not yet been scheduled. The $2 per ton tipping fee is scheduled to go into effect July 1.

· Senate Bill 1876 makes several technical changes to the circuit breaker program that was passed last year, but does not grant a delay for implementing the program that was sought by the N.C. Association of Assessing Officers. The bill has passed the Senate and was approved by the House Finance Committee on Thursday.

