Legislative Liaison Talking Points (July 17)
· The General Assembly wrapped up its 2008 short session on July 18, and I am happy to report it has been a successful session for counties on a statewide basis, despite multiple attempts to chip away at the county property tax base and local autonomy.

· Bills that would have repealed counties’ authority to place a 0.4 percent land transfer tax referendum before voters and would have provided the first step toward unionization of public employees – a move that would likely drive up the cost of government – each passed the Senate but stalled in the House thanks to countless elected and appointed county officials across the state who voiced their opposition to the bills to their legislators.

· Alas, some bills had significant momentum entering the session and passed into law, but not before the Association was able to negotiate down their impacts on county government.

· One such bill sought to force all counties to reappraise their real property base every four years rather than every eight years. In its final form, the bill only applies to counties with populations of 75,000 or greater, requiring reappraisal if a county’s sales/assess ratio falls below 0.85 or rises above 1.15.
· Another bill would have resulted in significant revenue losses to counties by providing property tax breaks equivalent to that of family farmers to landowners whose property is used primarily to protect wildlife habitats.
· In order to mitigate the number of developers who would be able to qualify their investments for this tax break, the Association worked with legislators to increase the minimum lot size from 10 acres to 20 acres, require that the land be owned by the same person for the previous five years, and include a stipulation that a business entity that is a corporation whose shares are traded publicly or has a member that is a corporation whose shares are traded publicly would not be able to qualify for the wildlife conservation benefit.
· The land must be managed under a written wildlife habitat conservation agreement with the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission, and must protect an animal species that lives on the land and is on a North Carolina protected animal list published by the Commission, or protect a priority animal wildlife habitat, such as a longleaf pine forest or stream and riparian zone.
· Several bills that have made their way to the governor’s desk for signature passed the General Assembly without language that would have harmed counties.
· One of these bills would have hampered counties’ ability to deal with growth issues by limiting our authority to enact a building moratorium to provide us with time to update or adopt a local ordinance.

· A bill that expanded on items included in 2007 legislation that allowed counties to voluntarily participate in financing road infrastructure at one time included language that would have allowed the State Board of Transportation to base its project funding decisions on whether a local government had elected to participate in financing a road project. Substitute language added in a House committee stipulated that voluntary participation by a county cannot cause any disadvantage to another project elsewhere.

· Counties were able to have a provision that was included in the 2007-09 budget that passed last session repealed. That provision forced county personnel, including Protective Services social workers who can require emergency court action at non-business day hours in order to protect a child, to pay their court costs up front. In these emergency situations, the social workers do not have time to have a check cut through the county finance department.
· The Association was able to achieve one of its major environmental legislative goals this session with the passage of a bill that would provide counties that run programs to remove and dispose of abandoned manufactured homes with state reimbursement grants to help fund removal and disposal of the structures.
· In addition, a technical corrections bill included language that helped to advance the combined motor vehicle registration and property tax collection system that is estimated to generate an additional $80 million in revenues for local governments. North Carolina is one of the few states in which property taxes on automobiles are not collected when the vehicle’s registration is renewed. As a result, property tax collections on automobiles in North Carolina are low.

· The law that creates a combined system of collection passed in 2005. Once implemented, it will increase efficiency through the use of technology and greatly reduce collection costs.

· All elected and appointed county officials across the state are to be commended for their efforts in advocating for counties to be able to retain their ability to decide how to best appropriate taxpayer dollars, deal with growth, and maintain a fair tax base.
