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Senate swallows hard in passing
austerity budget but relents a little
in how deep to trim social services

The Senate put the finishing touches on its version of a $14.62 billion state budget for fiscal year that begins July 1 and sent the spending plan to the House, where Republicans and some conservative Democrats say they will attack it for including $190 million in new taxes. The spending plan, S. 1005 Appropriations Act of 2001, was approved by the Senate Pensions & Retirement and Aging, Appropriations and Finance committees earlier in the week before hitting the floor Thursday and Friday, when it was approved on a party line vote of 35-15.  See a line-item summary of the spending plan on page 4.

As we reported to you last week, the Senate’s spending plan doesn’t cut education as much as was feared but does cut more than a thousand jobs from the state payroll and slashes several social services programs run by the Department of Health and Human Services. The Appropriations Committee backed away from some of the HHS cuts by delaying the proposed closings of Dorothea Dix Hospital, the state psychiatric hospital in Raleigh, from July 2002 until January 2003; the closing of two schools for the deaf from July 2002 until July 2003; and closing of a facility for the mentally retarded. The committee took the action after a chorus of complaints arose that the state was balancing its budget on the backs of the handicapped and the mentally ill. See the May 25 Bulletin, page 1.

The Finance Committee adopted a provision that would give the state a one-time windfall of $66 million by changing the way most small businesses remit employee withholding taxes. Under current law, businesses that withhold less than $500 a month in state income taxes from workers’ paychecks may remit the money on a quarterly basis. The Finance Committee’s provision would lower the threshold to $100 a month. Finance Committee member Sen. Scott Thomas (D-Craven), who proposed the change, said it would mean that many businesses that now file fourth-quarter payments in July, the first month of a new fiscal year, would make April and May payments before the end of the previous fiscal year, moving about $66 million from the 2003 fiscal year to the 2002 fiscal year. He suggested that the extra revenue should go toward replenishing the Rainy Day Fund. 

Senate Minority Leader Patrick Ballantine (R-New Hanover) said requiring monthly payments of small amounts of employee withholdings would be burdensome to small businesses, but Thomas countered that it would be no different than paying the monthly telephone and power bills.

The only real fireworks during the Senate’s budget debate came from a heated exchange between the panel’s powerful co-chair, Sen. David Hoyle (D-Gaston), and the head of the State Employees Association of N.C. (SEANC). Testifying to the committee, Dana Cope, executive director of SEANC, said the Senate’s “so-called leadership, and I use that term loosely” was showing “utter contempt” for state workers by including in the budget a relatively small pay increase for them while also raising insurance premiums by 30 percent. The budget offers state workers a $625 raise – which is about a 2 percent increase to most state employees, who earn on average $31,500 a year.

Cope’s remarks infuriated Hoyle, who was already mad at being called a “cockroach” during a SEANC rally at the General Assembly two weeks ago. "I don't appreciate being called a cockroach by you or any of your colleagues. And I've been waiting for an apology. I haven't gotten one yet," Hoyle said to Cope’s back as Cope stormed out of the room.

Small raises also are in store for classroom teachers, who get a pay increase of 2.86 percent (1.86 percent to move teachers up one step on the salary schedule plus a 1 percent raise) instead of the 6-8 percent raises they have had each of the past four years. There would be no raises at all for the governor, legislators, members of the Council of State and cabinet secretaries. 

Testifying to the Senate Finance Committee, NCCBI Vice President of Governmental Affairs Leslie Bevacqua thanked the committee for their work in trying to address concerns that were raised about several of the Finance Committee provisions. She pointed out NCCBI’s opposition to the 6 percent tax on out-of-state phone calls. “Fewer than half the states charge an out-of-state fee,” she said. “We feel this will put us at a competitive disadvantage. It will raise the cost of doing business for many businesses.”

Also during the Finance Committee meeting, former senator Sandy Sands, now with the Womble Carlyle Sandridge & Rice firm as a lobbyist representing Philip Morris and several other major firms, charged that a change in the way the budget taxes royalty income from trademarks used in North Carolina could be unconstitutional. Sands said the change “gives a tax advantage to in-state companies over out-of-state companies” and is therefore as unconstitutionally suspect as the state’s discredited intangibles tax. However, the Finance Committee staff said they were confident the royalties tax provision is legal. 

As expected, the Senate’s budget bill levies $190.8 million in additional taxes next year and $232.9 million the following year, mainly from a new 6 percent tax on interstate long-distance phone calls and by closing several so-called tax loopholes.

Also left intact were the cuts in education we told you about last week. Spending on existing programs by the Department of Public Instruction will be trimmed by $95 million, the UNC System budget was cut by $4 million and tuition will go up 9 percent. Tuition also will go up at the community colleges, which had been asked to identify $40 million in possible cuts but received only a $4 million reduction in appropriations. But after accounting for new appropriations to handle increases in enrollment and support for other programs, the K-12 budget actually grows by 1.7 percent from last year under the Senate plan, while the UNC and community college budgets shrink by less than 1 percent. Fifty-seven percent of the total budget goes for education.


As the chamber was wrapping up its work on the budget, Senate President Pro Tem Marc Basnight, reacting to the outcry over the proposed cuts in the Department of Health and Human Services, suggested that the state could collect $100 million a year in new revenue by raising the tax on alcohol and directing the money toward human services. Basnight said that just raising the tax on a can of beer from five cents to eight cents would produce about $51 million a year – money that could be devoted to programs for mental health, substance abuse and the developmentally disabled. However, the budget bill passed without including Basnight’s idea.
 
Many senators talked about how difficult it has been to write a budget amid the state’s worst fiscal crisis in a decade. The slowing economy has produced roughly a 2 percent growth in state tax revenues at a time when expenditures were rising by 8 percent. Making matters worse has been the fact that, as a result of natural disasters and court-ordered tax refunds, the state’s reserves were dangerously low. Just how tough the job of drafting a new budget has been can be seen by looking at where the Senate assumes the state will end its current year – essentially without a dime to its name. The budget for the new year assumes that the state will have zero in its checking account on June 30, can expect nothing in excess revenue collections, not one dollar in reversions returned by agencies and a beginning unreserved credit balance of exactly zero.

Senate leaders said the budget eliminates 1,360 state jobs, although Republicans said the actual job cuts were much smaller. The legislation abolishes the Department of Crime Control and Public Safety and collapses the state Division of Motor Vehicles into a unit of the DOT. The budget also cuts the state's contribution rate to the teachers' and state employees' retirement plan from 5.33 percent to 1.82 percent and gives retirees a 1.6 percent COLA.

Although the budget reduces some education spending, it does include $93.1 million in bonuses for teachers at schools that meet or exceed academic expectation, $11.4 million to reduce class size in schools with a lot of at-risk students, $25 million to reduce class size in all kindergarten classes, $45.3 million to hire additional teachers to meet enrollment growth, and a $200 stipend for each teacher to make up for their out-of-pocket expenses buying classroom supplies. The budget delays replacing many older school buses, saving $23.9 million. Tuition at UNC campuses would go up 5 percent, on top of a 4 percent hike in tuition already approved for next year by the Board of Governors. The budget eliminates 324 non-teaching university positions plus 33 positions in UNC General Administration.

The Department of Environment and Natural Resources would lose 35 positions, but the Clean Water Management Trust Fund would get a $10 million infusion. The Department of Commerce would gain two new economic developer positions, the Industrial Recruitment Competitive Fund would get $1 million, the N.C. Technology Development Authority $2 million and the N.C. Minority Support Center $200,000.

Senate’s Proposed
General Fund Budget
2001-2002
2002-2003


Community Colleges 
$643,560,167 
$643,010,167

Department of 

Public Instruction
5,893,107,574 
5,930,005,558

UNC Board of Governors

  Appalachian State University
85,675,242
85,938,242

  East Carolina University

     Academic Affairs
121,351,949
122,615,017

     Health Affairs
46,304,621
46,304,621

  Elizabeth City State University
21,763,052
21,763,052

  Fayetteville State University
30,955,888
30,955,888

  N.C. A & T
59,833,778
59,833,778

  N.C. Central
44,621,691
44,621,691

  N.C. School of the Arts
16,497,831
16,771,450

  North Carolina State University

     Academic Affairs
267,290,298
267,775,250

     Agricultural Extension Service
37,526,948
37,526,948

     Agricultural Research Service
47,967,114
47,940,998

  UNC Asheville
25,615,037 
25,771,136

  UNC Chapel Hill

     Academic Affairs 
201,509,167
202,018,681

     Health Affairs 
155,830,419
157,310,635

     Area Health Education Centers
46,094,558
46,094,558

  UNC Charlotte
96,161,797 
96,633,023

  UNC Greensboro
93,738,103 
93,815,427

  UNC Pembroke
24,719,084 
24,660,397

  UNC Wilmington
59,898,259 
60,249,641

  Western Carolina University
52,162,159
52,430,418

  Winston-Salem State
28,245,873
28,669,462

  General Administration
42,937,551
43,932,975

  University Institutional Programs
38,600,964
38,350,964

  Related Educational Programs
103,637,912
103,637,912

  N.C. School of Science and Math      
11,487,156   
11,839,342

  UNC Health Care
40,587,322
40,587,322

UNC System Total
$1,801,013,774
$1,808,048,829

Department of Health and Human Services

  Office of the Secretary
41,441,585
44,074,849

  Division of Aging
29,756,535
29,506,535

  Division of Child Development
289,569,273
289,569,273

  Division of Education Services
69,666,533
69,666,533

  Division of Public Health
106,338,824
107,063,824

  Division of Social Services
191,587,740
198,661,034

  Division of Medical Assistance
1,984,704,074 
2,243,993,097

  Division of Medical Assistance
     Health Choice
32,987,142 
37,487,142

  Division of Blind Services/Deaf
10,154,205
10,154,205

  Division of Mental Health
583,450,916
559,014,250

  Division of Facility Services
13,874,279
14,069,546

  Division of Vocational Rehabilitation
42,768,956
42,148,689

Total HHS
$3,396,300,062
$3,645,408,977

Department of Agriculture 
and Consumer Services
55,545,270 
55,194,468

Department of Commerce

  Commerce                             
45,509,011
44,428,369

  Commerce, State-Aid
7,500,000
5,200,000

  NC Biotechnology Center
5,270,468
6,270,468

  Rural Economic Development Center
4,470,777
5,470,471

Department of Environment and Natural Resources
  Environment & Natural Resources
159,293,994
158,821,667
  Clean Water Management Trust Fund
40,000,000
70,000,000

Office of the Governor
Housing Finance Agency
5,300,000 
5,300,000

Department of Labor
16,023,147
15,992,906
Department of Correction
927,428,368
939,786,036

Department of Crime Control 
and Public Safety
35,300,144
0

Judicial Department 
305,092,577
305,015,376

     Indigent Defense 
70,007,423
70,007,423

Department of Justice
73,777,373
82,432,277

Department of Juvenile Justice

  and Delinquency Prevention
140,631,495  
142,079,708

Department of Administration
59,877,776
75,263,823

Office of Administrative Hearings
2,835,447
2,835,447

Department of State Auditor
11,864,673
11,864,673

Office of State Controller
11,523,868
11,523,868

Department of Cultural Resources

  Cultural Resources
59,477,419
59,477,419

  Roanoke Island Commission
1,859,463
1,859,463

State Board of Elections
3,186,269
3,186,269

General Assembly
39,553,848
39,553,848

Office of the Governor

  Office of the Governor
5,442,905
5,442,905

  State Budget and Management
5,130,255
4,839,125

  Mapping and Surveying
0
0

  Reserve, Special Appropriations
3,480,000
3,080,000

Department of Insurance

  Insurance
23,129,288
23,129,288

  Insurance, Volunteer Safety 

     Workers' Compensation
1,500,000
4,500,000

Office of Lieutenant Governor
669,545
669,545

Department of Revenue
75,228,760
75,219,160

Rules Review Commission
325,795
325,795

Department of Secretary of State
8,643,292
8,643,292

Department of State Treasurer

  State Treasurer
7,641,817
7,641,817

  State Treasurer, Retirement for


    Fire and Rescue Squad Workers
10,301,897   
12,379,780
Department of Transportation
11,690,709
13,393,341

Reserves, Debt Service and Adjustments

   Contingency and Emergency
5,000,000
5,000,000

   Reserve for Comp. Increases
186,942,000
186,942,000

   Reserve for Salary Adjustments
500,000
500,000

   Reserve for State Health Plan
150,000,000
200,000,000

   Teachers' and State Employees'

   Retirement Rate Adjustment
(251,761,770)
(251,761,770)

   Cnsld. Judicial Retire. Rate Adjustment
(2,345,000)
(2,345,000)

    Hurricane Floyd Reserve Fund
304,853,740
135,629,172

    Reserve to Implement HIPAA
30,000,000

    Info. Tech. Rate Adjustment
(11,000,000) 
(11,000,000)

    Payroll Turnover Adjustment
(37,300,000) 
(37,300,000)

Debt Service

    General Debt Service
275,120,390
352,266,860

Federal Reimbursement
1,155,948
1,155,948


Grand Total, General Fund
$14,619,659,958
$14,876,388,768



Legislative Actions

Streamlined Sales Tax Bill Passes Senate

The Senate on Thursday gave final approval to legislation that will provide a process for collecting state sales and use taxes on Internet and catalog sales. The bill, S. 144 Streamlined Sales and Use Tax Agreement, sponsored by Sen. John Kerr (D-Wayne), passed along party lines, with Democrats favoring the measure and Republicans against; the vote was 35-15 Wednesday on second reading and 33-14 on third reading on Thursday.  The bill now goes to the House.

“This is not a tax on the Internet. This merely allows our own merchants to be on the same playing field as those that are out of state," Sen. Kerr said.

The Department of Revenue estimates the state is losing $120 million to $140 million a year from Internet, catalog and home-shopping purchases on which use taxes -- the equivalent of sales taxes -- aren't collected. State budget analysts estimate the loss could grow to $450 million by 2003 -- $300 million in state taxes and $150 million for local governments. 

NCCBI strongly supports this legislation, along with the N.C. Retail Merchants Association, the N.C. Association of County Commissioners, N.C. League of Municipalities, National Federation of Independent Business, N.C. Association of Certified Public Accountants, N.C. Association of Convenience Stores, N.C. Association of Municipal Police Chiefs, N.C. Association of Realtors, N.C. Association of School Administrators, N.C. Automobile Dealers Association, N.C. Budget and Tax Center, N.C. Home Builders Association, N.C. Manufacturers Association, N.C. Petroleum Marketers Association, N.C. Recreation and Park Society, N.C. Restaurant Association and N.C. School Boards Association.


Air Quality/Motor Vehicle Inspection Fee Bill Moves Forward

After lengthy debate on Thursday, the state House voted 68-36 in support of legislation that sets fees and implements provisions of clean-air legislation passed by the legislature two years ago.  That 1999 legislation expands vehicle emissions testing from nine counties to 48 and requires that only low-sulfur gasoline be sold in the state. 

NCCBI supports the bill, H. 969 Air Quality/Motor Vehicle Inspection Fees {Hackney}, along with the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources, N.C. Department of Health and Human Services, N.C. Department of Transportation, N. C. Service Station Association, the Carolina AUTO PRO Association, American Lung Association, Manufacturers and Chemical Industry Council, Sierra Club, Conservation Council of North Carolina, Independent Garage Owners of North Carolina, Inc., N.C. Tire Dealers and Retreaders Association, Inspection Station Association of North Carolina, and the N.C. Retail Merchants Association.  

Senate Concurs with Minor Amendment to Superintendent Bill

The Senate concurred Monday with a minor amendment to the bill that will give school boards more flexibility in hiring superintendents. The bill, S. 378 Degree Not Required/Local Superintendent {Lee}, passed both the Senate and House overwhelmingly. It eliminates a requirement that a person must hold a college degree in education and have classroom experience to be considered for a job as superintendent of a local school system. 
The minor amendment was added during House debate that directs the State Board of Education to establish minimum credentials, education pre-requisites and relevant experience for local superintendents. But that minimum qualification cannot include an education degree or certification. The issue was a top priority for the NCCBI Education Committee, chaired by Clark Plexico. See May 25 Legislative Bulletin, page 3.

u The House and Senate on Wednesday accepted a conference committee report on H. 438 Clarify Community College Performance Measure {Yongue}. Both chambers had passed slightly different versions of the bill and then each rejected the other’s amendments. The conference committee resolved the differences.

u The Senate on Monday gave second- and third-reading approval to H. 665 Extend Limitations for Some Intentional Torts {Hackney} and the measure was enrolled. The bill extends to three years the statute of limitations for assault, battery and false imprisonment so it will be the same as the period of limitations for unintentional torts.

u The Senate on Monday gave second- and third-reading approval to H. 1053 Action on Construction Payment Bond {Baddour} and the measure was enrolled. The bill shortens from 180 days to 120 days the time in which a claimant may bring an action on a payment bond when the claimant has a direct contractual relationship with a subcontractor but no contractual relationship with the contractor.

u The Senate on Monday gave second- and third-reading approval to S. 628 Out-of-State CPAs/Fees {Clodfelter} and sent the measure to the House. The bill requires a CPA registered in another state to notify the State Board of Certified Public Accountant Examiners when they perform work in this state. The bill also raises the CPA exam fee from $200 to $400 and raises other fees charged by the board. 

u The House on Tuesday concurred with Senate amendments to H. 1149 School Policies on Harassment of Employees {Insko} and the measure was enrolled. The bill authorizes local boards of education to adopt policies addressing the sexual harassment of school employees, and clarifies the law prohibiting retaliation against employees who report sexual harassment.

u The House on Tuesday concurred with Senate amendments to H. 1160 Health Insurance/Uniform Provider Credentials {Alexander} and the measure was enrolled. The bill directs the state Commissioner of Insurance to develop a single form capable of accessing the credentials of all health care providers.

u The Senate on Tuesday gave third-reading approval to H. 344 Domestic Employer Wage Reports {Redwine} and returned the bill to the House for concurrence in amendments. The bill allows those who hire domestic service employees to file annual (now, quarterly) wage and tax withholding reports with the Department of Revenue.

u The Senate on Tuesday failed to concur with House amendments to S. 16 Municipal Elections Boards {Gulley} and a conference committee was appointed to resolve the differences. As written, the legislation would abolish all municipal boards of elections in the state except those in Morganton, Granite Falls, Old Fort and Rhodhiss, and require that all elections by conducted by county boards of election.

u The House Health Care Committee on Tuesday favorably reported S. 937 C.O.N./Adult Care Homes Regulated {Purcell} and the Senate-passed bill was calendared for a floor vote. The measure regulates the development of adult care homes under the state’s Certificate of Need law.

u The House Rules Committee on Tuesday favorably reported S. 825 State Health Plan Contract/Exempt from APA {Rand}. The bill exempts from the contested case provisions of the Administrative Procedure Act contract disputes between the Teachers’ and State Employees’ Comprehensive Major Medical Plan and entities under contract with the plan.

u The Senate on Thursday gave second- and third-reading approval to H. 1045 Restore Workers’ Comp Stability {Baddour} and the measure was returned to the House for concurrence in amendments. The legislation overturns a decision by the N.C. Court of Appeals last year in the Hansen v. Crystal Ford-Mercury case. 

u The House on Thursday concurred with Senate amendments to H. 105 Product Development Fund for Buncombe County {Nesbitt} and the measure was enrolled. The measure authorizes Buncombe County to levy an additional one percent room occupancy and tourism development tax. Three-fourths of the proceeds of the levy must be used to promote development of travel, tourism and conventions in the county through increased advertising. The remainder will go to a Tourism Product Development Fund to provide financial assistance for major tourism projects to increase the number of hotel rooms rented.

u The House on Thursday gave second- and third-reading approval to S. 1101 Confirming Utilities Commission Appointments {Soles} and the measure was enrolled. The bill confirms Gov. Mike Easley’s appointments to the N.C. Utilities Commission of James Kerr II and Mike Wilkins and the reappointment of Robert Gruber as head of the commission’s Public Staff.

u The House Judiciary I Committee on Thursday favorably reported S. 719 TTA Eminent Domain {Gulley} and the Senate-passed bill was calendared for a floor vote. The measure provides quick-take procedures in eminent domain proceedings undertaken by the Triangle Transit Authority and the North Carolina Railroad.

u The House Alcoholic Beverage Control Committee on Thursday favorably reported S. 823 Promoting N.C. Grape and Wine Industry {Rand}. The Senate-passed bill allows wineries in the state, if they operate in locales that allow ABC permits, to offer wine tastings at which patrons are offered free samples of wine. 


State Government News

Report finds each person now produces
1.3 tons of garbage each year, a record
North Carolinians threw out more than 10.2 million tons of trash in the year ended last June, a record and an increase of more than a million tons over the previous year, according to a new report from the state Department of Environment and Natural Resources. The amount of trash going into Tar Heel landfills has increased by 45 percent in the last decade, according to the Solid Waste Management Annual Report.

The report said each person now generates nearly 1.3 tons of garbage per year per person in North Carolina, a figure well short of a 1991 goal of a 40 percent decrease in the per capita solid waste disposal rate by 2001. In fact, projections for the 2001 disposal rate show a 28 percent increase per capita compared to 1991.


Highlights of the report include the following:

u Half of North Carolina's waste comes from its 10 most populous counties. Three counties, Mecklenburg, Guilford and Wake, annually generate about 30 percent of the state's waste.

u North Carolina is a net exporter of waste, sending more than one million tons last year to out-of-state landfills, chiefly located in Virginia and South Carolina. These states sent close to 42,000 tons of their waste to North Carolina landfills last year.

u Natural disasters tend to dramatically increase waste generation. Hurricane Fran generated an estimated 700,000 tons of debris; Hurricane Floyd accounted for an additional 329,000 tons.

u Debris from construction and demolition activities, representing 29 percent of the waste stream, is the largest single source of wastes in North Carolina. 

u The recovery of traditional recyclables (paper commodities, glass, plastic bottles and cans) has dropped in each of the past four years. This suggests a decline in local recycling program participation and effectiveness. 

u Four of the top 10 counties (Mecklenburg, Durham, Buncombe and Pitt) contributed more, on a percentage basis, to the state's overall tonnage recycled than to tons disposed. Two counties - Cumberland and Gaston - provided limited recycling efforts, accounting for about 1.5 percent of the state's recovery, despite disposing more than six percent of North Carolina's waste.

u Local government programs alone divert more than 1 million tons of materials annually from disposal. 

u Statewide and local disposal bans have increased the level of recycling for many materials. 

u Markets are also relatively healthy for recyclable materials; the state has seen strong business growth in the recycling sector. 

u More than 12,000 jobs now rely on recycling in the state, and new businesses are being developed to recycle products ranging from computers to carpet and drywall. 

u North Carolina has encouraged the development of recycling markets through effective state programs to buy recycled products, especially recycled paper, which the state now buys exclusively. 

The report is based on information from annual local government reports and 10-year solid waste plans, permitted solid waste management facilities, state agencies' data and voluntary reporting from out-of-state landfills. The report is available at DENR’s web site at http://wastenot.enr.state.nc.us/swhome/annrep.htm.


State Writing Test Scores Move Up for 4th and 7th Grades
Scores on the N.C. Writing Assessment are up for students in grades 4 and 7 this year, continuing a growth trend of the past several years. Scores are down slightly for 10th graders. Students in grades 4, 7 and 10 take a writing assessment annually.


Since 1996, the percentage of students earning a score at grade level has risen consistently for 4th and 7th graders. The performance of 10th graders has fluctuated more. The 10th grade scores have improved annually since 1992-93 except for 1997-98 and 2000-01 when the scores dipped. The writing assessment scores for grades four and seven will not be included this year in the calculations that determine which schools’ staff are eligible for bonuses under the state’s accountability program. The State Board of Education decided in March to suspend the writing test results from the ABCs growth calculation.


Many students with disabilities who were previously excluded from the writing test were required to participate in the statewide writing assessments this year. This kept this year’s results from being comparable with previous years’ results. The writing assessment is scheduled to reappear in the growth calculations after three years’ of new writing test data have been gathered. The results will be included in the performance composite figures for each school.


Results of the fourth grade writing assessment show that 68.8 percent of the fourth graders wrote well enough to score at or above the standard of 2.5 on a four-point scale. This represents an increase of 11.2 percentage points from the 57.6 percent who achieved this level in 1999-2000.


More fourth graders, 4.8 percent, received the highest scores of 3.5 and 4.0. Last year, 4.7 percent of fourth graders scored that well. Slightly more students, 3.1 percent, received the lowest scores of 1.0 and 1.5 compared to 2.8 percent in 1999-2000.


At the seventh grade level, 73.3 percent of the students wrote well enough to score at or above the 2.5 standard compared to 71.9 percent who scored at this level on an expository composition in 1999-2000.


A total of 7.3 percent of the seventh graders received the highest scores of 3.5 and 4.0. In 1999-2000,  5.8 percent of seventh graders scored that high. As with the fourth graders, 3.4 percent scored 1.0 or 1.5, the lowest scores. This was up from 2.6 percent in 1999-2000.

DOT study finds support for passenger rail service to Wilmington

Passenger train service may be in the future for citizens in the southeastern part of the state. The state Department of Transportation on Monday released the Southeastern North Carolina Passenger Rail Feasibility Study, which identified strong interest for passenger rail service in the area. The department conducted the study as a first step to see if there would be enough demand for rail service in Southeastern North Carolina.


"Our goal was to study the level of interest in passenger rail service and to determine the potential number of riders, amount of revenue and operating costs for such service," said Transportation Secretary Lyndo Tippett. "This study answered those preliminary questions and indicated that there is interest in passenger rail service to Wilmington and Southeastern North Carolina."
 

While the studies initially focused on assessing the need and desirability of a Wilmington to Charlotte rail service, the travel surveys and interviews quickly showed there was a far greater interest in a rail service that would give Wilmington residents interstate access to the Northeast Corridor and Raleigh.


Tippett said the next step is for the department to conduct more detailed studies to determine specific capital costs and outline capacity and safety improvements that will be needed. The results of those more detailed studies will help determine a specific route.


"Before we can identify specific routes, further study is needed to evaluate detailed costs and track needs. But this initial analysis shows that there is strong interest in restoring passenger rail service to Wilmington and southeastern North Carolina," said Tippett, "Strong business and citizen interest translates into good potential for rail service."


The study, conducted by the NCDOT, recommended beginning discussions with CSX and Norfolk Southern about operating passenger rail service to and from Wilmington and working with the State Ports Authority to assess possible economic impacts to the region. Also, the report recommended that the state begin securing property to develop a multi-modal station in Wilmington to serve both rail and bus passengers. Finally, the study recommended that the department conduct additional travel surveys in the Fayetteville area.


The department conducted travel surveys with motorists last spring along Interstate 40 near Warsaw and U.S. 74 near Lumberton and interviewed more than 200 local business leaders from the Wilmington area to assess travel patterns and determine interest levels in passenger rail service. For more information or to view an electronic copy of the feasibility study, visit www.bytrain.org.


DOT begins road improvement project around Wilmington airport
The N.C. Department of Transportation has begun a $61 million project to relocate and extend Smith Creek Parkway in New Hanover County to improve access in and around Wilmington International Airport. The 1.5-mile section will be constructed on a new location extending from the intersection of Third and Harnett streets to U.S. 117 (Castle Hayne Road). During construction, motorists can expect temporary lane and road closings, flaggers and delays. Tidewater Construction Corporation of Norfolk is the main contractor for the project, which is expected to be completed in August 2005.

Meanwhile, the DOT has scheduled public hearings around the state in coming weeks to give out information and receive public comment on several local highway projects that are getting under way. The road projects, as well as the time and place of the public hearings, are as follows:

u Proposed widening of I-26 to six lanes from N.C. 225 (U.S. 25 Connector) to N.C. 280 in Henderson and Buncombe counties. The hearing will be held on Tuesday, June 5, at 7 p.m. in the cafeteria of Hendersonville High School, 311 8th Avenue West, Hendersonville. The project will be designed and constructed by a private contractor. Combining the design and construction phases into a single contract will allow the contractor to reduce costs while expediting construction. 

u Proposed extension of Ridge Street (S.R. 1542) from Mountain View Church Road (S.R. 1545) to Airport Road (S.R. 1549) in Stanly County. The meeting will be held on Tuesday, June 12, from 4-7 p.m. in the conference room of the Stanly County Airport.


u Proposed widening, upgrading and safety improvements to S.R. 1323 (Riverview Street) and N.C. 28, from S.R. 1659 (Depot Street Extension) in Franklin to S.R. 1335 (Sanderstown Road) in Macon County. The meeting will be held on Thursday, June 7, from 4-7 p.m. in the gameroom of the Macon County Community Center in Franklin.


u Proposed limit on development on the U.S. 74 Bypass from Mooresboro to the proposed Shelby Bypass in Cleveland County until a four-lane freeway can be designed and built. The meeting will be held on Thursday, June 7, from 4 -7 p.m. in Room 1140 of the Cleveland Community College gymnasium in Shelby.

Economic Development News

Lowe’s unveils plans to build distribution center in Northampton County
Lowe’s announced that it will construct a regional distribution center on a 225-acre site on N.C. Highway 46 near Garysburg in Northampton County. The center is expected to employ 600 workers at full operation, according to company officials and Charles Shaw, chairman of the North Carolina’s Northeast regional economic development partnership.

“Today we’re proud to welcome yet another world-class company to Northeastern North Carolina,” said Shaw. “Commerce officials, Northampton County and the Northeast Partnership all had one bottom-line objective in the recruitment of the Lowe’s facility -- bringing quality jobs and investment to Northeastern North Carolina. This project is a tremendous win not just for Northampton County, but also for the entire state of North Carolina.”


“Northampton County is a perfect location for our ninth strategically located distribution center, with its high local work ethic, county support, and excellent highway access, so we can better serve customers in the Mid-Atlantic,” said Lee Herring, Lowe’s senior vice president of distribution. “We pride ourselves on being good North Carolina citizens and the addition of this facility will bring our total investment in the state to $1.5 billion.”


The 1.3 million square-foot regional distribution facility in Northampton County will serve five Mid-Atlantic States. Lowe’s will invest an estimated $59 million in land, building, and equipment in Northampton County. Lowe’s is the 13th largest retailer in the U.S. and the 34th largest retailer in the world with more than 680 stores in 40 states. With annual sales exceeding $18.8 billion Lowe’s is the world’s second-largest home improvement retailer. A Fortune 200 company, Lowe’s employs more than 100,000 people.


ESC reports mixed news on local unemployment
Unemployment rates fell in about half of North Carolina’s counties in April and rose in the other half, according to the state Employment Security Commission. Tyrrell County had the state’s highest unemployment rate in April, at 13.3 percent. Orange County had the lowest, at 1.6 percent. The unemployment rates for the Metropolitan Statistical Areas for April, compared with March, were: 


u Asheville, 3.2 percent, up from 3.1 percent 

u Charlotte/Gastonia/Rock Hill, NC/SC, 3.7 percent, down from 3.8 percent 

u Fayetteville, 4.7 percent, up from 4.6 percent 

u Goldsboro, 4.8 percent, unchanged 

u Greensboro/Winston-Salem/High Point, 3.8 percent, down from 4.1 percent 

u Greenville, 5.5 percent, up from 5.3 percent 

u Hickory/Morganton/Lenoir, 4.5 percent, unchanged 

u Jacksonville, 3.8 percent, down from 4.0 percent 

u Raleigh/Durham/Chapel Hill, 2.4 percent, up from 2.2 percent 

u Rocky Mount, 6.6 percent, up from 6.1 percent 

u Wilmington, 3.6 percent, up from 3.5 percent 



The NCCBI master calendar of events and meetings

	JUNE

	1
	Friday
	9:30 a.m. - 2:30 p.m.
	Small Business Advisory Board,
Jungle Rapids, Wilmington

	7
	Thursday
	12:30- 2:00 p.m.
	NCCBI Executive Committee quarterly meeting
NCCBI board room, Raleigh

	7
	Thursday
	11:00 a.m. - 2:00 p.m.
	Council of Local Chambers, 
Raleigh Chamber of Commerce

	7
	Thursday
	6 p.m. - 7:30 p.m.
	Asheville Membership Reception, 
Inn on Biltmore, Asheville

	13
	Wednesday
	6 p.m. - 7:30 p.m.
	Membership Reception - Home of Chris & Charlie Greene, High Point *Call NCCBI for directions*

	14
	Thursday
	6 p.m. - 7:30 p.m.
	Membership Reception - Greensboro Area, home of Norm and Sylvia Samet

	22
	Friday
	10:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
	Environmental Concerns Committee,
Capital City Club, Raleigh

	27
	Wednesday
	10 a.m. - 4 p.m.
	Young Executives Forum Meeting, 
N.C. Biotechnology Center, RTP

	JULY

	18
	Wednesday
	5:30 p.m. - 7 p.m.
	North Carolina Magazine community profile reception for the Global TransPark Region, 
Training & Education Center, Kinston

	27
	Friday
	10:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
	Environmental Concerns Committee,
Capital City Club, Raleigh

	AUGUST

	24
	Friday
	10:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
	Environmental Concerns Committee,
Capital City Club, Raleigh

	SEPTEMBER

	5
	Wednesday
	9:30 a.m. - 11:30 a.m.
	Small Business Advisory Board,
Angus Barn, Raleigh

	5
	Wednesday
	10:00 a.m. - 11:45 a.m.
	NCCBI Executive Committee quarterly meeting
Angus Barn, Raleigh

	5
	Wednesday
	12:00 noon
	Triangle Area Meeting, 
Angus Barn, Raleigh

	6
	Thursday
	11:00 a.m. - 2:00 p.m.
	Council of Local Chambers,
Carteret County Chamber of Commerce

	10
	Monday
	2 p.m. - 4 p.m.
	Tax & Fiscal Policy Committee,
NCCBI board room, Raleigh

	12
	Wednesday
	2 p.m. - 4 p.m.
	Education Committee, NCCBI boardroom, Raleigh

	14
	Friday
	10 a.m. - 4 p.m.
	Young Executives Forum, Grandover Resort, Greensboro

	25
	Tuesday
	10 a.m. - 4 p.m.
	Human Resource Executives Forum
Capital City Club, Raleigh

	28
	Friday
	10:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
	Environmental Concerns Committee,
Capital City Club, Raleigh
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Special Savings on Business Forecasts
and Personal Finance Advice from Kiplinger

Gain the edge in today's competitive business and investment dlimate! ‘Take advantage of
Chamber-Member discounts of up t© 50% off these industry-leading Kiplinger publications;
W The Kiplinger Letter — Forecasts whats W Kiplinger's RETIREMENT REPORT

kely © happen next in business
commerce,the economy, and regulation ey throughout a secre retirement.

B The Kiplinger Tas Letter — Help for 8 Kiplinger's Personal Finance magazine —
business people, investors, o tax pros who  Practcal help o btter manage your personal
want o oprimize thei (s stuations investments and family financial afis

W Kiplingerforecasts.com — Daily online W Kiplinger Books and Videos — Authoritarive
updates of the lates business forecast, guides on a wide range of business
cconomic utlooks, early alerts to and personal finance topics.
impending regulation, and more

For mave info o sampiesof these Kipinger publications, g0 10

www.kiplinger.com/nccbi
NCCBI, Kiplinger, and you: Keeping an cye on the fiture of your business
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�� EMBED Word.Picture.8  �����Just how tough the job of drafting a new budget has been can be seen by looking at where the Senate assumes the state will end its current year – essentially without a dime to its name. The budget for the new year assumes that the state will have zero in its checking account on June 30, can expect nothing in excess revenue collections, not one dollar in reversions returned by agencies and a beginning unreserved credit balance of exactly zero.�
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