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House finally passes a tax package,

raising hopes that longest session 
in state history may be nearing an end

House Democrats finally overcame their intra-party differences Thursday and united behind a package of tax cuts and tax hikes, offering the first real hope for a resolution of the state’s two-month-old budget impasse and an end to the longest legislative session in state history. The vote capped one of the most turbulent weeks in the General Assembly in recent memory, marked by a bomb scare that forced legislators to flee the building and a close brush with a state government shutdown. 

Slight revisions to the Education Revenue Act we told you about last week managed to win the support of eight liberal Democrats and one Republican, allowing Speaker Jim Black to cobble together a 62-56 majority for a plan that will generate $706 million in new revenue over two years. While this is a big step forward for the House, there’s still lots of work to be done before the General Assembly adopts a budget for the year that began July 1 and adjourns.

The Senate is expected to reject the House plan over philosophical differences. A conference committee then would be appointed to work out a compromise. That could take as little as two weeks. But even if it happens that quickly, the legislature still must deal with redistricting – the year’s other big-ticket issue that has been back-burnered during the budget dispute.
 
Black made three changes to the tax package to get it through the House: He dropped the half-cent statewide sales tax increase NCCBI supported, he bumped up (from a quarter-point to a half-point) the increase in state income tax rates on the wealthy, and he dropped the earned income tax credit for the working poor because it wouldn’t be needed without the higher sales taxes in the package. 

During floor debate Thursday, one amendment was approved to reduce the state excise tax on liquor, which now is 28 percent, to 25 percent. The move is intended to offset the addition of the 6 percent sales tax on liquor.

Without the half-cent statewide sales tax increase, the package raises abut $300 million less in new revenue than the plan before the House last week. The new plan would produce $305 million this year and $401 million next year in new revenue, a level many observers said is barely enough to produce a balanced budget without further drastic cuts in state programs.

Up to now Black had been stymied by the eight liberal Democrats (six of whom are African-American) led by Reps. Toby Fitch of Wilson and Dan Blue of Raleigh. The group opposes higher taxes on working people. Caving in on the half-cent statewide sales tax got their votes. A bonus was the vote of GOP Rep. Monroe Buchanan, who was booted out of the Republican caucus earlier this month for siding with Black on other issues. Otherwise, the vote was straight along party lines.
 
Senate leaders faulted the House’s new revenue plan, saying it just doesn’t produce enough new revenue to solve the state’s budget dilemma, particularly in the second year of the biennium. The Senate supports NCCBI in calling for a half-cent statewide sales tax, sunsetting in three years. 

On Monday the House the previous version of the tax package was on the calendar for a vote when a bomb threat was called in. The Legislative Building was evacuated while police and dogs combed the building but found nothing. The building reopened about three hours later. The incident again raised concerns about lax security in the Legislative Building. 






Dispute over continuing resolution 
nearly leads to government shutdown
Hours before a midnight deadline, the House and Senate reached a compromise Wednesday on how to continue running state government without a budget in place. The brush with a government shutdown was so close that state officials already had begun the process of determining which agencies and government functions to close when legislative leaders ironed out the final details on what is now the third stopgap spending measure since the new fiscal year began. 

The Senate wanted to go ahead and fund Gov. Mike Easley’s educational initiatives, including the “More At Four” preschool program and other programs. Many House members thought that such new programs should be decided in the budget, not a continuing resolution. The Senate also wanted to generate $40 million in new revenue for the UNC System through a 9 percent tuition increase on both in-state and out-of-state students. Many in the House wanted to shift the entire burden to out-of-state students. As the debate continued, the clock ticked down on the midnight expiration of the previous continuing resolution.

The compromise, reached around 9 p.m., appropriates $12 million to hire enough additional teachers to reduce kindergarten classes to 19 and $8 million to reduce the average class size in kindergarten through third grade at the state’s 37 worst elementary schools – those where more than 80 percent of students qualify for free or reduced-price meals and more than 45 percent of students test below grade level.

It increases UNC System tuition for the current year by 9 percent and by $3.50 per credit hours at the community colleges. The stopgap spending plan will expire at midnight on Sept. 28. If a state budget isn’t in place by then, the whole exercise will have to be repeated again.



Legislative Actions

Senate again pushes session limits
The 2001 session of the General Assembly, which convened on Jan. 24, officially became the longest in state history Saturday, topping the previous record set in 1989. To Sen. David Hoyle (D-Gaston), it seemed an appropriate time to again focus on the topic of session limits.

He made his move Tuesday when the Senate Judiciary I Committee took up a House-passed bill intended to reduce the length of sessions by getting an earlier start on organizing the chambers. H. 280 Convene Sessions Earlier, sponsored by Rep. David Redwine (D-Brunswick), would have the legislature convene for a few days shortly after the fall elections for the sole purpose of electing House and Senate leaders. The session would then adjourn while the newly elected or re-elected House and Senate leaders appointed committee chairs and assigned office space. The session would then reconvene in mid-January, as usual, and would be ready to begin working. Most legislators sit on their thumbs during those first weeks of the long sessions.

At Hoyle’s urging, the Senate favorably reported the House bill after amending it to include sessions limits language that the Gastonia Democrat has advocated for several years now. The amended bill then cleared the Senate by a 41-1 vote on Thursday and went to the House.

The measure calls for a referendum on amending the state constitution to limit the length of long sessions -- those held in odd-numbered years when the legislature writes a two-year budget -- to 135 calendar days. Sessions held in even-numbered years, which supposedly are limited to fine-tuning the second-year of the biennial budget, would be limited to 60 days. The measure is similar to a session-limits bill sponsored by Hoyle that the Senate passed in April that has been gathering dust in the House. That bill also four-year terms for legislators.

NCCBI has been vocal in its support for session limits and applauded Hoyle, who is a member of the association, for his continuing advocacy for the issue. North Carolina is one of just 11 states that doesn’t have either a constitutional or statutory limit on how long the legislature can remain in session.


Senate panel hears complaints about redistricting plan
Citizens who showed up at a public hearing to comment on a proposed redistricting plan for state Senate districts mostly complained that the plan splits too many counties and towns. At present 48 counties are split into different Senate districts; that rises to 51 in the Senate committee’s proposed redistricting plan, which was officially unveiled at a Monday public hearing held by the Senate Redistricting Committee. Moreover, a few of those 51 counties are chopped up into five Senate districts. The Senate plan is one of three redistricting proposals that lawmakers will have to approve before adjourning this year. Redistricting plans for the House and the state's congressional districts have yet to emerge from the General Assembly.


Big concerns about state’s credit rating buried in routine bond bill
Action on a fairly routine bill on how the state wants to distribute the remainder of the $800 million clean water bonds approved by voters three years ago highlights the continuing concerns over North Carolina’s Triple A credit rating. The House and Senate this week agreed to change the distribution formula for the bonds to shift more of the money toward outright grants to local governments, instead of loans that have to be repaid. 

However, S. 247 Reallocate Clean Water Bonds/Defer Bond Issue contains language postponing issuing any further bonds until next January. Many towns and counties that have started water and sewer projects in anticipation of receiving help from the bond issue will have to wait another three months to get any money.

Why? If North Carolina issued any bonds now – before the state has solved its budget crisis – it’s very likely the New York credit ratings agencies would rate them at something less than Triple A. And once the state had that stain on its credit history, it might be difficult to restore its sterling reputation. It’s better not to temp fate, a knowledgeable government official told us.

S. 247 authorizes payments to local governments or to match federal funds that would have been made from bond proceeds at the discretion of the budget director not to exceed $50 million. The measure changes the reallocation amounts as follows. Water projects: loans to local governments with bond rating of less than 75, from $5,100,000 to $340,000; loans to local governments with bond rating of 75 or more, from $27,402,114 to $28,483,251; reallocation for unsewered community grants, from $37,451,955 to $35,612,523; reallocation for supplemental grants, from $21,500,000 to $35,612,523.


Legislative Briefs

Clean air legislation: The Associated Press reported Thursday that a watered-down version of the so-called “Clean Smokestacks” legislation will come up in the House next week. Reportedly, the revised measure has halved the $2 billion price tag of installing state-of-the-art scrubbers at the 14 coal-fired power plants operated in North Carolina by Duke Power Co. and CP&L. The AP story said the revised version of the S. 1078 Improve Air Quality/Electric Utilities {Metcalf} will be unveiled Tuesday. It would require the utilities to cut their maximum allowed sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide emissions by about two-thirds by 2007. A further requirement to cut sulfur dioxide emissions by another 50 percent or so by 2013 could be halted by the secretary of the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources. Sponsors of the legislation said the predicted costs were lowered by not counting that second phase of reductions, according to the newspaper account. The bill has languished in a House committee since it was approved by the Senate in April. NCCBI has expressed reservations about the legislation because the entire cost of retrofitting the coal-fired power plants would be passed on the utility customers, mainly businesses. Large manufacturers such as International Paper and DuPont have said their utility bills would go up between $100,000 and $1 million a year. Residential customers were expected to pay an average of $3 to $5 more per month. The compromise, in addition to not counting the second round of pollution reductions, would string out by four years the power companies' ability to recoup their costs to 10 years, according to the AP.

Patients Bill of Rights: The Senate on Thursday failed to concur with House amendments to S. 199 Managed Care Patients Bill of Rights {Wellons}. A House-Senate conference committee is expected to be appointed to try to resolve the differences..

State ports tax credit: The House tentatively approved legislation Thursday continuing the business tax credit for using the state ports in Wilmington and Morehead City for another five years, to sunset in 2006.  H. 1388 Extend Sunset On State Ports Tax Credit extends the current tax credit, which was scheduled to end this tax year.
 

District Court races: The Senate on Wednesday concurred with House amendments to S. 119 District Court Elections Nonpartisan {Lee} and the measure was sent to Gov. Mike Easley for his signature. The legislation removes politics from District Court elections by eliminating Republican and Democratic primaries. Candidates will not be identified by party when they seek election to the District Court bench. The same treatment was extended to Superior Court judges two years ago. NCCBI strongly supports removing politics from judicial races.

Pension fund investments: The Senate Finance Committee on Wednesday favorably reported H. 327 Revise Treasurer Investment Authority {Allen} and the House-passed measure was scheduled for a floor vote next week. The measure will allow the state Treasurer to invest as much as 5 percent of the $57 billion in pension funds he controls in hedge funds, venture capital funds and other alternative vehicles. Now, virtually all state pension funds must be invested in conservative stocks and bonds. Treasurer Richard Moore supports the change.

 
Names in the News

NCCBI lauds Winston-Salem leaders
Eighty community leaders gathered at the Piedmont Club in Winston-Salem on Aug. 21 for the official release of the Winston-Salem Community Profile in the North Carolina magazine. NCCBI President Phil Kirk complimented the community for supporting the 40-page profile, which he said is the largest community profile in the magazine’s history. “We publicize communities which have a positive vision for the future . . . communities which don’t let job losses and economic downturns get them down and into a negative mood,” Kirk said. He praised Winston-Salem for “your commitment to providing quality education at all levels for all citizens.” He urged the business leaders not to underestimate the value of its education system in moving the area forward.

Kirk credited the effective Winston-Salem Chamber of Commerce and Winston-Salem Business Inc. for leading the community forward. He urged the audience to support candidates for office who share their vision and commitment for moving Winston-Salem and Forsyth County forward.

In closing, Kirk said, “Winston-Salem is a city which is on the move. You are resilient. You are confident, and you are caring.” Also appearing on the program were Drew Hancock, chairman of the Winston-Salem chamber; Dr. Julianne Still Thrift, p[resident of Salem Academy and College; Dr. Howard Martin, chancellor of Winston-Salem State University; and Bob Leak Jr., president of Winston-Salem Business Inc.

u Appointed as North Carolina’s representatives to the Virginia-North Carolina High-Speed Rail Commission were Reps. Jim Crawford (D-Granville), Nelson Cole (D-Rockingham) and Pete Cunningham (D-Mecklenburg) and Sens. Wib Gulley (D-Durham), Kay Hagan (D-Guilford) and Bob Rucho (R-Mecklenburg). They will serve with six members of the Virginia legislature on a task force charged with encouraging the development of high-speed rail service from Washington, D.C., to Charlotte. The U.S. Department of Transportation designated five national high-speed rail corridors across the country in 1992. The Southeast High-Speed Rail Corridor - extending from Washington, D.C. through Richmond and Raleigh to Charlotte – has been identified as the most economically viable high-speed rail corridor in the country.

u Superior Court Judge Ray Warren, the former conservative Republican House member who switched to the Democratic Party, won election to the bench and then announced that he is gay, said he's considering running for Jesse Helms’ Senate seat. Warren, 44, said he plans to create an exploratory committee and probably will resign from the bench in early October. The announcement by Warren, who once worked on Sen. Helms’ staff, raises to eight the number of candidates who have announced or said they are strongly considering entering the race.



State Government News


	
	2000
	
	2001

	School System
	Number Tested
	Percent Tested
	Math Score
	Verbal Score
	Total Score
	
	Number Tested
	Percent Tested
	Math Score
	Verbal Score
	Total Score

	U.S. Total
	1,260,278
	44.0%
	514
	505
	1,019
	
	1,276,320
	45.0%
	514
	506
	1,020

	N.C. Total
	43,077
	64.0%
	496
	492
	988
	
	44,183
	65.0%
	499
	493
	992



North Carolina SAT score rises four points; nation up one point
While the national average increased by only one point, North Carolina's average total SAT score moved up four points in 2000-01, continuing the upward trend that the state has experienced since 1989. The gap between North Carolina's and the nation’s average SAT score has been more than cut in half in that time, leaving the state just one point below the Southeast average.

In North Carolina, the math score increased by three points, to 499, while the verbal score went up by one point to 493, for a total SAT score of 992. The nation's one-point gain was in the verbal score. The national mathematics score is 514 and the verbal score is 506 for a total of 1020.


North Carolina has the 12th largest (tied with Maryland) participation rate of SAT takers in the nation. In 2000-01, approximately 44,200 students in North Carolina took the SAT. This is up about 3 percent from the previous year. Generally, the higher the percentage of students taking the SAT, the lower the score. North Carolina has the largest gain, 40 points, of any state that tests more than 12 percent of its students for the period of 1991-2001. The nation gained only 21 points during this same time period.

In announcing the new SAT scores Tuesday, State Board of Education Chairman Phil Kirk said, “We are very pleased that North Carolina has the largest gain, 40 points, of any state that tests more than 12 percent of its students for a 10-year period. The nation gained only 21 point during this time period (from 1991-2000). In other words, we gained nearly twice as many points. In 1990 we were 53 points away from the national average. Today, we are 28 points away from the nation.”


State Superintendent Mike Ward said he is pleased to see the SAT results continue to improve. "The NAEP results released a few weeks ago showed that North Carolina students are performing better than ever before on national measures. We're glad that the SAT results also are improving. We are still very concerned about the gaps in achievement and have to be diligent in our efforts to close these gaps."


In 2001, the average score of North Carolina's African-American students remained the same (835) as in 2000. The average scores of African-American students nationally rose one point to 859, leaving a gap of 24 points between North Carolina's minority students and those in the nation. North Carolina's score for minority students is 206 points lower than the score of white students in this state (1041), a widening of the gap by six points from the previous year. Nationally, the average score for white students is 1060, 19 points higher than that of white students in North Carolina. Nationally, the black-white gap increased to 201 points in 2001, up from 198 points in 2000.


North Carolina's Hispanic students scored 975 in 2001, a five-point increase over the previous year, and 59 points higher than Hispanic students nationally. American Indians were the only racial/ethnic group in North Carolina who scored lower in 2001 than in the previous year. Their score of 891 was six points lower than in 2000 and is 69 points lower than that of American Indian students nationally.

	Top 10 Counties in July
Unemployment Benefits

	Mecklenburg
	$6,314,739

	Wake
	$5,653,777

	Guilford
	$4,425,027

	Gaston
	$3,085,966

	Catawba
	$3,059,880

	Davidson
	$2,675,229

	Forsyth
	$2,628,595

	Cleveland
	$2,515,933

	Robeson
	$2,006,047

	Caldwell
	$1,870,684



Surging unemployment produces 
record payments of jobless benefits Unemployment surged in several North Carolina counties in July, a month when the state paid an all-time high of $88 million in unemployment benefits, according to Acting ESC Chairman Thomas S. Whitaker. 

”A good example of what is happening in many counties across the state is Wayne County,” Whitaker said. “From June to July, the unemployment rate went from 4.9 to 6.6 percent there, which is the largest increase for any of our state’s Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs). That translates to 840 more people without a job in that county - - 35 percent more than one month earlier.” 


Gaston (6.4 to 8.4 percent), Cleveland (11.1 to 12.1 percent), Chowan (4.6 to 8.6 percent), Lincoln (6.1 to 9.4 percent) and Davidson (6.1 to 8.3 percent) counties also experienced large jumps in unemployment rates. In Gaston, that meant 2,350 more workers were without jobs in July. Overall, 49 counties in the state saw more workers unemployed in July than the prior month.

The $88 million in unemployment benefits paid in July compares with $68.7 million in June and to $36.8 million paid in July 2000. Yancey County had the state’s highest unemployment rate in July, at 12.4 percent. Currituck County had the lowest, at 1.2 percent. 



Unemployment rates in each of the 100 counties:


	County
	Labor Force
	Number Employed
	Out of
Work
	Jobless Rate
	County
	Labor Force
	Number Employed
	Out of Work
	Jobless Rate

	Alamance
	68,850
	64,470
	4,380
	6.4 
	Johnston
	63,170
	61,160
	2,010
	3.2

	Alexander
	18,250
	16,900
	1,350
	7.4 
	Jones
	4,350
	4,160
	190
	4.4

	Alleghany
	5,630
	5,180
	450
	8.0 
	Lee
	26,040
	24,570
	1,470
	5.6

	Anson
	10,420
	9,280
	1,140
	10.9 
	Lenoir
	29,950
	27,570
	2,380
	7.9

	Ashe
	11,500
	10,490
	1,010
	8.8 
	Lincoln
	35,490
	32,140
	3,350
	9.4

	Avery
	8,180
	7,820
	360
	4.4 
	Macon
	14,030
	13,740
	290
	2.1

	Beaufort
	19,520
	17,960
	1,560
	8.0 
	Madison
	9,360
	8,900
	460
	4.9

	Bertie
	8,230
	7,530
	700
	8.5 
	Martin
	10,260
	9,360
	900
	8.8

	Bladen
	19,510
	18,020
	1,490
	7.6 
	McDowell
	20,730
	19,110
	1,620
	7.8

	Brunswick
	34,990
	33,520
	1,470
	4.2 
	Mecklenburg
	390,020
	374,390
	15,630
	4.0

	Buncombe
	104,760
	101,170
	3,590
	3.4 
	Mitchell
	7,650
	6,780
	870
	11.4

	Burke
	44,440
	41,640
	2,800
	6.3 
	Montgomery
	12,100
	11,160
	940
	7.8

	Cabarrus
	71,680
	68,660
	3,020
	4.2 
	Moore
	30,680
	29,270
	1,410
	4.6

	Caldwell
	42,960
	39,420
	3,540
	8.2 
	Nash
	43,280
	40,450
	2,830
	6.5

	Camden
	3,160
	3,060
	100
	3.2 
	N. Hanover
	84,640
	81,200
	3,440
	4.1

	Carteret
	28,750
	27,850
	900
	3.1 
	Northampton
	8,250
	7,430
	820
	9.9

	Caswell
	12,900
	12,190
	710
	5.5 
	Onslow
	48,110
	46,270
	1,840
	3.8

	Catawba
	78,730
	73,060
	5,670
	7.2 
	Orange
	66,250
	64,920
	1,330
	2.0

	Chatham
	27,900
	27,010
	890
	3.2 
	Pamlico
	5,430
	5,230
	200
	3.7

	Cherokee
	11,500
	10,780
	720
	6.3 
	Pasquotank
	14,960
	14,290
	670
	4.5

	Chowan
	6,780
	6,200
	580
	8.6 
	Pender
	16,880
	15,950
	930
	5.5

	Clay
	4,180
	4,060
	120
	2.9 
	Perquimans
	4,740
	4,520
	220
	4.6

	Cleveland
	46,730
	41,030
	5,700
	12.2 
	Person
	17,240
	15,970
	1,270
	7.4

	Columbus
	21,460
	19,350
	2,110
	9.8 
	Pitt
	66,470
	62,340
	4,130
	6.2

	Craven
	36,760
	35,070
	1,690
	4.6 
	Polk
	7,880
	7,660
	220
	2.8

	Cumberland
	118,850
	112,660
	6,190
	5.2 
	Randolph
	73,270
	68,990
	4,280
	5.8

	Currituck
	9,120
	9,010
	110
	1.2 
	Richmond
	19,590
	17,780
	1,810
	9.2

	Dare
	20,920
	20,600
	320
	1.5 
	Robeson
	53,060
	46,770
	6,290
	11.9

	Davidson
	84,190
	77,200
	6,990
	8.3 
	Rockingham
	44,280
	41,450
	2,830
	6.4

	Davie
	18,530
	17,190
	1,340
	7.2 
	Rowan
	69,720
	65,790
	3,930
	5.6

	Duplin
	21,870
	20,560
	1,310
	6.0 
	Rutherford
	28,960
	26,890
	2,070
	7.1

	Durham
	121,300
	116,950
	4,350
	3.6 
	Sampson
	23,490
	21,570
	1,920
	8.2

	Edgecombe
	24,130
	22,100
	2,030
	8.4 
	Scotland
	17,240
	15,430
	1,810
	10.5

	Forsyth
	154,170
	148,320
	5,850
	3.8 
	Stanly
	27,650
	25,460
	2,190
	7.9

	Franklin
	24,600
	23,630
	970
	3.9 
	Stokes
	23,550
	22,520
	1,030
	4.4

	Gaston
	108,270
	99,160
	9,110
	8.4 
	Surry
	34,090
	32,190
	1,900
	5.6

	Gates
	4,290
	4,140
	150
	3.5 
	Swain
	6,080
	5,730
	350
	5.8

	Graham
	4,030
	3,730
	300
	7.4 
	Transylvania
	11,320
	10,990
	330
	2.9

	Granville
	23,030
	21,510
	1,520
	6.6 
	Tyrrell
	2,130
	2,030
	100
	4.7

	Greene
	9,250
	8,620
	630
	6.8 
	Union
	65,260
	62,730
	2,530
	3.9

	Guilford
	223,270
	212,640
	10,630
	4.8 
	Vance
	19,700
	17,440
	2,260
	11.5

	Halifax
	22,350
	19,910
	2,440
	10.9 
	Wake
	368,870
	357,280
	11,590
	3.1

	Harnett
	35,620
	33,290
	2,330
	6.5 
	Warren
	7,250
	6,490
	760
	10.5

	Haywood
	24,170
	23,060
	1,110
	4.6 
	Washington
	6,130
	5,620
	510
	8.3

	Henderson
	39,010
	37,880
	1,130
	2.9 
	Watauga
	23,700
	23,150
	550
	2.3

	Hertford
	10,530
	9,820
	710
	6.7 
	Wayne
	49,220
	45,980
	3,240
	6.6

	Hoke
	12,140
	11,240
	900
	7.4 
	Wilkes
	33,570
	31,690
	1,880
	5.6

	Hyde
	3,320
	3,230
	90
	2.7 
	Wilson
	36,720
	33,060
	3,660
	10.0

	Iredell
	65,870
	62,290
	3,580
	5.4 
	Yadkin
	18,530
	17,720
	810
	4.4

	Jackson
	15,920
	15,440
	480
	3.0 
	Yancey
	7,090
	6,210
	880 
	12.4


Economic Trends


Georgia energy company to build power plant in Gastonia
Mirant, a Georgia-based company that develops a variety of energy projects, will develop a 1,200-megawatt, natural gas-fired power plant in Gastonia, generating $500 million in investment and creating 35 permanent jobs and as many as 300 temporary construction-related jobs.


"This investment, in an area that has suffered more than its fair share of hardships, will promote future economic growth," Gov. Mike Easley said Monday in making the announcement. "We have to work hard to replace the textile jobs that we have lost in Gaston County and across the state." "This is good news for Gaston County and for North Carolina," said Sen. David Hoyle (D-Gaston). "I am delighted to have Mirant join the state as a corporate citizen." 


Construction on the facility is scheduled to begin in early 2002, creating up to 300 construction jobs on the project. Commercial operation is expected to begin in summer 2004. The plant jobs created will be high-skill, full-time jobs. 


"North Carolina's energy needs continue to grow, and this site was specifically chosen because of its location in the rapidly developing Gastonia-Charlotte region and the I-85 corridor," said David Rozier, chief executive officer of Mirant's southern U.S. operations. 

Mirant is headquartered in Atlanta, with 10,000 employees worldwide. The company is working closely with the N.C. Department of Commerce and the Gaston County Economic Development Commission to select the power plant site.
 

State launches effort to collect $150 million in back taxes
Gov. Mike Easley recently launched a new effort by the Department of Revenue to collect $150 million in back taxes during the next two years. In a ceremony held at the State Capitol, Gov. Easley signed into law S. 353 Project Collect Tax -- an initiative that will focus on collecting overdue individual and corporate taxes.


Through Project Collect Tax, the Department of Revenue will begin to collect money owed from delinquent taxpayers who have ignored requests for payment and repeated efforts by the department to reach a reasonable agreement. The new law allows the department to charge delinquent taxpayers an additional fee that will help cover the costs of collecting these taxes.

Starting Aug. 22, the Department began sends notices to every taxpayer who has an account with the department that is at least 90 days past due. The department estimates there are at least 490,000 such accounts and expects to collect $150 million in back taxes over the next two years.


"Ninety percent of our citizens and businesses pay their taxes on time and according to the law," said Revenue Secretary Norris Tolson. "The other 10 percent are forcing us to use honest taxpayers' money to subsidize them. That day is over."


After receiving a notice from the state Department of Revenue, taxpayers will have 30 days to contact the department and settle their accounts. After those 30 days, the department will begin its full-scale effort to collect any funds that have not been paid and a 20 percent collection fee will be imposed. Under Project Collect Tax, taxpayers who already have payment plans with the Department of Revenue to settle tax debts will not have to pay the collection fee.


"We intend to be fair, honest, and straightforward in all our dealings with taxpayers -- just as we always have been," said Tolson. "However we cannot allow the number of unpaid tax accounts to continue to grow. It is not fair to honest taxpayers and it is a disservice to future generations of North Carolinians."
Health Care News

State’s infant mortality rate lowest in history
North Carolina's infant mortality rate in 2000 declined to 8.6 deaths per 1,000 live births, the lowest in state history, Gov. Mike Easley announced Monday in releasing figures from the State Center for Health Statistics. That’s a 5.5. percent decrease from the 1999 rate of 9.9 deaths per 1,000 live births, he said.  The governor also said the infant mortality rate for minorities -- 14.4 deaths per 1,000 live births -- was the second lowest in state history. Easley warned that budget cuts could reverse the trend, referring to a three percent budget cut recommended by GOP leaders that he says could eliminate pregnancy-related care for 4,468 women and remove support for 3,655 infants. Among the factors contributing to the improvement in infant mortality were a 23 percent decline in deaths due to birth defects, and an 18 percent decline in sudden infant death syndrome 


Groups compete to offer MRI in Western N.C., Triad regions
Five applicants have filed competing applications with the Certificate of Need Section of the N.C. Division of Facility Services to acquire magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanners in Western North Carolina. The 2001 State Medical Facilities Plan states that a need exists for just three additional MRI scanners in the five-county area that includes Buncombe, Yancey, Mitchell, Madison and McDowell counties. A public hearing for these projects will be held at 2 p.m. on Thursday, Sept. 13, in Lord Auditorium at Pack Memorial Library, 67 Haywood St., Asheville. The proposals are by Asheville Open MRI, Park Ridge Hospital, Asheville MRI, McDowell MRI , and Asheville MRI Partnership.

Five health care providers in the Triad area have filed competing applications with the Certificate of Need Section to buy MRI scanners. A public hearing for these projects will be held at 10 a.m. on Sept. 12 in the Guilford County Agricultural Center Auditorium, 3309 Burlington Road, Greensboro. The 2001 State Medical Facilities Plan states there is a need for one additional MRI scanner in the region which includes Guilford, Rockingham, Randolph and Davidson counties. The five applicants are Thomasville Medical Center, Alliance Imaging, LexPoint (lessee) and Lexington Memorial Hospital (lessor), Triad Imaging, and Moses Cone Health System.

Meanwhile, Gaston Memorial Hospital has asked the state for permission to acquire a heart-lung machine to expand the open-heart surgery program at Gaston Memorial Hospital that is operated through a collaborative program with Carolina's Medical Center. A public hearing for this project will be held at 1 p.m. on Thursday, Sept. 13, in the Gaston County Public Library conference room at 1555 E. Garrison Blvd. in Gastonia.


Legislation Enacted 

SL 2001-393 (S. 904) Enact Mortgage Lending Act. An act to enact the mortgage lending act to govern mortgage brokers and bankers. Section 8 is effective Aug. 29, 2001. The remainder of this act is effective July 1, 2002. 

Compared to last year, state’s revenue picture is brightening some
	Tax
Category
	July
2001-02
	July 
2000-01
	Dollar 
Change

	Individual income
	$556.5
	$491.2
	$65.3

	Corporate income
	5.8
	14.3
	-8.5

	Sales and use
	312.2
	325.8
	-13.6

	Franchise
	42.6
	37.3
	5.3

	Insurance
	1.9
	1.1
	0.8

	Piped natural gas
	2.7
	3.4
	0.7

	Beverage
	10.6
	10.7
	0.1

	Inheritance
	9.3
	8.8
	0.5

	Privilege license
	10.3
	9.4
	0.9

	Tobacco products
	3.6
	3.5
	0.1

	Real estate
	9.4
	7.5
	1.9

	Gift
	0.3
	0.3
	0

	White good disposal
	0.5
	0.5
	0

	Scrap tire disposal
	1.0
	1.0
	0

	Other
	0.2
	0.1
	0.1

	Total tax revenue
	$966.9
	$914.9
	$52.0

	
	
	
	

	Nontax revenue
	
	
	

	Investment income
	$11.2
	$16.4
	-5.2

	Judicial fees
	9.5
	8.3
	1.2

	Highway Fund transfer in
	170
	170
	0

	Other
	5.0
	5.3
	-0.3

	Total revenue
	$1,162.6
	$1,114.9
	$47.7


The state doesn’t have an official budget yet for the fiscal year that began July 1 but it does know how much it collected in taxes during the month, and the news is mostly positive. Strong individual income tax collections during the month pushed overall tax receipts $57 million above the same month last fiscal year, according to a preliminary (but usually very accurate) report by the State Controller’s Office.

As the chart at right indicates, individual income tax collections during July were about $65 million above those in the prior year month, enough to more than make up for continuing weakness in other revenue line items.

Bottom line, total tax and nontax revenues for the month of about $1.2 billion were nearly $48 million more than the state collected in July 2000, or a revenue gain of about 4.3 percent.

Meanwhile, the Controller’s Office issued a complete financial report on the month of June, the final month of the 2000-01 fiscal year, which shows that state revenues grew an anemic 2.4 percent compared to fiscal 1999-00. Revenue for the year ended June 30 were $13.452 billion, a gain of $317 million in tax collections over the prior fiscal year.

Excluding nontax revenues (investment income, judicial fees and the like), revenue growth last fiscal year was a mere 1.5 percent – up $182.1 million over the $12.391 billion total for fiscal 1999-00.
 
The NCCBI master calendar of meetings and events


	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

	5
	Wednesday
	5:30 p.m.
	Wilson Area Meeting, 
Wilson Country Club, Wilson

	6
	Thursday
	12:00 noon
	Elizabeth City Area Meeting, Pine Lakes Country Club, Elizabeth City

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

	14
	Friday
	10 a.m. - 2:30 p.m.
	Young Executives Forum, 
Grandover Resort, Greensboro

	20
	Thursday
	7:30 a.m.
	High Point Area Meeting, 
Showplace!, High Point

	20
	Thursday
	12:00 noon
	Greensboro Area Meeting, 
Grandover Resort, Greensboro

	20
	Thursday
	5:30 p.m.
	Winston-Salem Area Meeting, 
Piedmont Club, Winston-Salem

	21
	Friday
	7:30 a.m.
	Statesville Area Meeting, 
Statesville Civic Center, Statesville

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

	26
	Wednesday
	7:30 a.m.
	Greenville Area Meeting, 
Hilton, Greenville

	26
	Wednesday
	12:00 noon
	New Bern Area Meeting, 
Riverfront Convention Center, New Bern

	26
	Wednesday
	5:30 p.m.
	Goldsboro Area Meeting, Walnut Creek Country Club, Goldsboro

	27
	Thursday
	7:30 a.m.
	Fayetteville Area Meeting, 
Student Center, Fayetteville State University

	27
	Thursday
	5:30 p.m.
	Wilmington Area Meeting, 
Cape Fear Country Club, Wilmington

	28
	Friday
	10:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
	Environmental Concerns Committee,
Capital City Club, Raleigh

	OCTOBER

	3
	Wednesday
	2:00 p.m. - 4:00 p.m.
	Tax & Fiscal Policy Committee, 
NCCBI board room, Raleigh

	18
	Thursday
	7:30 a.m.
	Boone Area Meeting, Broyhill Conference Center, Appalachian State University, Boone

	18
	Thursday
	12:00 noon
	Hickory Area Meeting, 
Holiday Inn I-40, Hickory

	24
	Wednesday
	7:30 a.m.
	Asheville Area Meeting, 
Inn on Biltmore Estate, Asheville

	24
	Wednesday
	12:00 noon
	Charlotte Area Meeting, Omni Charlotte Hotel,
132 East Trade Street

	24
	Wednesday
	5:30 p.m.
	Gastonia Area Meeting, City Club, Gastonia

	25
	Thursday
	7:30 a.m.
	Concord Area Meeting, Philip Morris, Concord

	25
	Thursday
	12:00 noon
	Salisbury Area Meeting, 
Catawba College, Crystal Lounge, 
Robertson Community Center, Salisbury

	25
	Thursday
	5:30 p.m.
	Asheboro Area Meeting, 
NC Zoo, Asheboro

	26
	Friday
	10:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
	Environmental Concerns Committee,
Capital City Club, Raleigh

	29
	Monday
	12:00 noon
	Elon Area Meeting, Elon University, 
Woods Operation Center, Rhodes Stadium

	29
	Monday
	5:30 p.m.
	Southern Pines/Pinehurst Area Meeting, Pinehurst Hotel & Country Club

	NOVEMBER

	8
	Thursday
	2 p.m. - 4 p.m.
	Education Committee, 
NCCBI board room, Raleigh

	12
	Monday
	2 p.m. - 4 p.m.
	Tax & Fiscal Policy Committee,
NCCBI board room, Raleigh

	13
	Tuesday
	12:30 p.m. Lunch
1 p.m. - 2:30 p.m.    meeting 
	NCCBI's Executive Committee Meeting, 
First Union Corporate Dining Room, 
301 S. Tryon St., 41st Floor, Charlotte, 

	13
	Tuesday
	3 p.m.
	NCCBI's Board of Directors Meeting, 
Charlotte Chamber of Commerce, 
300 S. Tryon St., Charlotte

	13
	Tuesday
	6:15 p.m. reception 
7:00 p.m. dinner
	NCCBI/Junior Achievement Business Hall of Fame dinner, Adam's Mark Hotel, Charlotte


����Call us at 919-836-1400�Fax us at 919-836-1425�We’re on the web at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nccbi.org" ��www.nccbi.org��You can e-mail us at �� HYPERLINK "mailto:info@nccbi.org" ��info@nccbi.org� � ��InSIDE this issue��Senate passes another�session limits bill�Story, p. 3�u


Bond ratings worries�buried in routine bill


Story, p. 5�u�Porter, Stroud named�to NCCBI Board �Story, p. 9� u�High school SAT scores�rise four points �Story, p. 6� u� Unemployment benefit�payments hit a record�Story, p. 7� � 





�The new Education Revenue Act would:��u Allow local governments to raise the local sales tax by a half-cent to 2.5 cents, generating $198.4 million this fiscal year and $398.7 million next year (assuming all local governments implement the higher tax).�


u End reimbursements to local governments to account for previously-repealed sales and property taxes amounting to $333.4 million each year. However, local governments whose net gain from the extra half-cent local option tax is less than 105% of their loss from the repealed reimbursements would be held harmless at a cost to the state of  $157.7 million this year and $35 million next year. 


�u Raise the state income tax rate from 7.75% to 8.25% on taxable income exceeding $100,000 for married couples filing separately, $120,000 for singles, $160,000 for heads of household and $200,000 for married couples filing jointly, generating $62.8 million this year and $51.5 million next year.��u Impose a 1% premiums tax on HMOs and Blue Cross and Blue Shield of N.C., effective in 2002, generating $33.8 million next fiscal year.��u Impose a 6% sales tax on liquor sold at ABC stores effective in October, raising $15.9 million this fiscal year and $24.7 million next year.��u Remove the $1,500 sales tax cap on new car sales, generating $1.7 million this year and $2.4 million next year. 


� u Increase the standard deduction for married filing jointly from the current $5,000 to $5,500 in 2002 and $6,000 in 2003, reducing state revenues by $9.7 million this year and by $32 million next year. 


�u Increase the child tax credit from the current $60 to $75 in the 2002 tax year and $100 in 2003, reducing state revenue by $19.8 million next fiscal year.
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