Legislative Liaison Talking Points (July 11)

· Several items of importance identified to the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners were addressed in the 2008-2009 state budget.
· County commissioners from across the state worked diligently with their state legislators to make sure these items were addressed. We thank our state representatives and senators for including funding for these particular items in the spending plan that was presented to the governor on July 8 after two weeks of deliberation and compromise by legislative conferees.
· State funding for Juvenile Crime Prevention Councils was restored to the tune of $22.7 million dollars statewide, in addition to a half million in additional funding. Recurring funding for the JCPC program was removed in last summer’s budget, and the program was the subject of a continuation review – which it passed with flying colors.

· Our Juvenile Crime Prevention Council is important to our county because it allows us to develop our own unique juvenile delinquency and substance abuse prevention strategies, and implement these programs in our county as an alternative to youth development centers.

· State funding for the Criminal Justice Partnership Program was also subject to a continuation review after losing its recurring funding in last summer’s budget. It too had its funding restored, to the tune of $9.2 million dollars, plus a quarter-million in additional funding.
· Through the Criminal Justice Partnership Program, our county receives grants for community correction programs that we develop to help reduce recidivism, reduce the number of probation revocations, and cut back on alcohol use and other drug dependencies among offenders.
· The programs are not only more effective than reforming offenders in prisons, they also save the county money because it is less expensive to treat offenders in the community than it is to keep them in jail.

· The budget also repealed a provision in last summer’s budget that required counties to assume funding for court telephone equipment and operations. This unfunded mandate from the state would have cost counties statewide $3.4 million dollars annually.

· For mental health services, the budget directs $60 million in additional state resources toward improving local crisis and state psychiatric services. In particular, additional mobile crisis units, walk-in crisis centers and local hospital psychiatric beds should spur local capacity and response. No additional funds are provided for substance abuse services, but a special provision directs $8 million dollars to regionally purchased, locally hosted services.

· Special provisions also strengthen the management capacity of the local management entities, directing the Department of Health and Human Services to develop a plan to return service authorization and utilization review to nationally accredited LMEs, among other directives.
· All four of these items were identified as priorities by counties prior to the legislative session. Through a unified effort by county officials through the Association, we are happy to see they have been resolved to the benefit of our citizens.

· The budget also appropriated money from lottery proceeds to go to counties for school construction. Of the appropriated $154.2 million dollars, $140 million is distributed through a formula that officially determines the number of students in a school system.

· The remaining $14.2 million dollars – if realized – goes to those counties with effective tax rates that fall below the statewide average. Another provision sets aside lottery revenues in excess of 2007-08 appropriated levels for all educational purposes for school construction, but the state budget office is reporting that the overage slightly exceeds only $12,000 dollars.
· We believe that the inclusion of these items in the state budget is further indication of an improving relationship that exists between counties and the Legislature. Creating a partnership with the state is one of five strategic goals being pursued by county officials and staff of the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners. It’s good to see we are making progress.
