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In the 2003 session there were 388 Senate bills and 517 resolutions with 1035 House bills and 855 resolutions. On a policy level the legislature addressed a number of important issues; some of which passed, while some wait for resolution next year.  The issues facing the legislature include; adopting a budget based on decreasing revenues; the remake of the state flag; tort reform fueled by rising medical malpractice premiums; ethics reform; funding for indigent defense and state wide policy on water use, management and rights.  In addition the Senate debated reapportionment and large changes in our educational system.

The 2003 Legislative session was a year of first.   We had the first republican governor since reconstruction, the first republican majority in the senate in 137 years and the first new speaker in the house since 1973 (30 years).  It was also my first session as your State Senator as a democrat in a republican controlled senate and the first time a session lasted this long (4 months) since 1889.  This shift of power was the cause of great confusion, inefficiency and gridlock on all major legislation.  

A major theme that I believe will continue to surface is a shift away from the states role in regional leadership on transportation, environmental affairs and duplication of local governments.  Governor Barnes was determined to establish a strong regional planning and finance framework for the region.  His views, which I shared, were based on the idea that the metro areas drives the success of the state and that transportation, air quality and water are the lead indicators of quality of life.  While still early, it appears that Governor Purdue will defer to county and locals governments to manage these issues and not use state powers or legislation to create financial incentives or regional governance structures.  This is a major philosophical change that will have long term impact on our neighborhoods and the relative quality of life in the metro region.  The outstanding question is whether counties and cities have the political motivation and resources to cooperate over 20 counties on such critical issues.  

Thank you for the opportunity to serve.  Here is an update on some key legislations and how I voted. If you have questions or if you would like more information on these or the other bills please call me at 404-419-0115 or any time via email at: Sam@Zamarripa.com.

The budget: In order to adjust to the $620 million reduction (shortfall) in the Governor’s FY 2003 revenue estimate, this budget consumed $138 million from the Revenue Shortfall Reserve, $704 million available from FY 2001 appropriations, and $48 million in new revenues and agency lapses.  In addition to using alternative revenue sources, agencies and programs were cut dramatically.  All agencies were given an austerity adjustment of between 3 and 5 percent, depending on the size of the agency. This resulted in a 2004 General Appropriations Act of $16.1 billion.  I supported the budget and appropriations act yet I would have preferred larger cuts in one time projects and more reliance on the revenue shortfall reserve to balance the budget.  I was also supportive of the tobacco tax for heath cost reasons.  The revenues to support the appropriation beyond the Governor’s Revenue Estimate include:

· $12.8 million in new revenues from increased fees; 

· $180 million from the 25 cent increase in the tobacco tax; 

· $142 million from the Revenue Shortfall Reserve; and,

· $132 million in revenues pulled forward from FY 2005 by employers filing state income tax withholdings on the same schedule as required by the federal government.  .  
In addition, we did not contribute the state’s portion of $33.3 million to the Workers’ Compensation fund, nor did we contribute the state’s portion of $6 million to the over-funded Group Term Life Insurance.  Both of these issues may create serious problems in the near term as unemployment and the cost of health care increase. I supported the measure to preserved $10 million for Greenspace and $10 million for school improvement teams.  We also borrowed and returned $30 million to fund school nurses (from tobacco funds) and to draw down federal money to offset a 10 percent reduction in reimbursement rates for hospitals providing medicaid services.   

The Flag HB 380: Created a new Georgia State flag when signed into law. A statewide referendum on the date of the 2004 presidential preference primary will determine if we keep the new flag, or go back to the flag adopted under Governor Barnes.  The Senate was responsible for developing the strategy to remove the stars and bars from the state flag.   I was pleased to work on this amendment with Senators Hooks, Fort, Tanksley and Reed. 
Education reform: Many republican members of the Senate were determined to undo any reform of former Governor Roy Barnes. The highlight included: SB 193 restores the Fair Dismissal Rights for teachers.SB 178 allows school counselors and school social workers who receive national certification to receive a 10 percent salary increase.  SB 249 allows some loosening of expenditure controls for one year only and freezes the class size reduction for grades 4-12 for one year.  Additionally, the bill requires local school systems to conduct performance audits on all building projects funded with sales tax proceeds.  (This bill was part of the Governor’s legislative package and in its original form amended school council provisions, deleted all expenditure control requirements, made adjustments to class size requirements and restored the blanket exemption for charter schools.)  I supported some of these reforms and voted against the provision to cut class size. 

Ethics HB 771: The Senate passed and amended the Governor’s ethics reform package. The provisions include requiring candidates and public officials to disclose more about their finances and those of their immediate family, and restricting the transfer of campaign contributions. The House passed Senate Bill 31 with some portions of the Governor’s ethics reform package. The measure included an amendment that I authored to require candidates and public officials to disclose the ownership of properties by dependent children i.e. children who owned property along the northern arc.
Water: The key sticking point is and will be whether permits for water use can be sold.   I worked with a coalition of republicans and democrats to remove the selling of water permits form this legislation.  We were successful in keeping the selling of permits out for now. 

Tort Reform HB 792:  Passed on the last day of session.  It contains compromise language which does not include caps on damages, but it does include provisions discouraging frivolous litigation.  I voted in support of this compromise and expect the issue of caps (costs) to continue until we have a larger insurance and health cost reform measure. I support further work on limiting liability in emergency rooms. 

Predatory Lending SB 53: Amended the “Georgia Fair Lending Act,” which passed during the 2002 legislative session, in order to allow mortgages that originated in Georgia to continue to be bundled and sold on the national market.  This averted the threat by many rating agencies, such as Standard & Poor’s and Moody’s, of refusing to rate Georgia mortgage paper, the result of which would have had the potential effect of drying up the housing market for Georgians.  I was one of two bankers to vote against this bill as I did not believe it went far enough in providing protection for consumers. 

Foster Parents SB 236: Gives foster parents notice and the opportunity to be heard in reviews and hearings regarding children in their care during the court process.   This bill was authored by Governor Purdue and I was a co-sponsor.  

Indigent Defense Reform HB 770 & SB 102:  Created a Georgia Public Defender Standards Council and provides for a circuit public defender to be appointed in each judicial circuit of the state unless a judicial circuit is approved by the Council to continue an alternative delivery system with respect to indigent defense.  This was one of the most notable achievements of the session which I supported. 

Class Actions HB 792: Amends the provisions regarding class action law suits, changes the rate of interest on judgments and unliquidated damages, allows a civil suit to be dismissed voluntarily by the plaintiff one time prior to the swearing of the first witness in the suit, provides for the jurisdiction of courts of this state when there may be a more convenient forum in another state, and provides requirements for the transfer of structured settlement rights.  (The final version of this legislation combines portions of SB 133, relating to tort reform, SB 174, relating to the transfer of structured settlement rights, HB 91, relating to fairness in arbitration, and HB 792, relating to class action reform.)  I supported the conference committee version of this bill.

Georgia Public-Private Infrastructure Act SB 273: Encourages partnerships between governmental entities and private sector companies for the development, construction, and maintenance of public sector infrastructure projects.  These projects will allow for the much-needed development and improvement of public infrastructure while minimizing the amount of public revenue that must be dedicated to such projects.  Facilities that can be developed through public-private agreements would include transportation facilities and infrastructure, such as airports and railroads; environmental facilities, such as water and sewer treatment plants; educational facilities, including secondary and postsecondary buildings; and any other buildings that are used by a public entity, for example, a courthouse or jail.  In order to facilitate such partnerships, Georgia’s law needs to explicitly state that public entities have the ability to enter into and abide by comprehensive agreements that would control these infrastructure projects.   I was pleased to take an active role in supporting this innovative public policy. 

Woman’s Right To Know Act SB23: Required a 24-hour waiting period when a woman seeks an abortion; a woman must receive certain detailed information prior to an abortion; a doctor must inform the woman of the physical and emotional risks of having an abortion, and that there are such options as adoption available if she continues the pregnancy; the woman must be made aware of her legal rights if she delivers and keeps the baby; and the woman must be given a brochure with color pictures of a developing fetus in two-week increments and be told the approximate age of her fetus.  I spoke against this measure and will continue to oppose any effort to restrict a woman right to choice.  It failed in the House.

Georgia Seniors Prescription Drug Benefit Program SB 112: Lowers prescription drug prices for qualified residents who are 55 years of age or older, have been residents of Georgia for 12 months, have no insurance coverage for prescription drugs and who are not eligible for benefits under the state Medicaid program.  I actively supported this measure. 

Credit Scores HB 215: Prohibits insurers from using credit information or your credit score to underwrite or rate risks for personal insurance under certain circumstances.  I supported. 

Health Insurance SB 50:  Authorizes insurers to offer one or more individual or group (100 employees or less) health benefit plans which, either in whole or in part, do not provide state mandated health benefits.  I actively opposed this attempt to remove mandates for our state insurance providers. 

Environment HB 285:  Augments the ability of the Environmental Protection Division to efficiently handle the review of erosion and sedimentation control plans, provide adequate enforcement of sites all over the state with limited personnel, and levy a new state permit fee of up to $80 for every acre of disturbed land.  Actively supported.


Drivers Licenses for foreign nationals HB 319:  Allows the Department of Motor Vehicle Safety to accept certification from the Social Security Administration that an applicant for a driver’s or commercial driver’s license, a learner’s permit, or identification card is not eligible for issuance of a social security number.  If an alien's legal authorization to be in the U.S. expires, any Georgia driver’s license issued to that person will be revoked.  I lead the fight in the senate to accommodate foreign nationals in Georgia and after many deliberations I supported this compromise.  This measure ultimately will allow people to obtain auto insurance. 
Transmission Lines SR 431:  This creates the Senate Study Committee on the Location of Electric Transmission Lines, to be composed of five members of the Senate and one non-voting member of the Homeowners Opposed to Power line Encroachment (H.O.P.E.) Organization.  The committee is to undertake a study of the conditions, needs, issues, and problems related to the placement of power lines.  (SR 431 was referred to the Rules Committee, it did not go through the Regulated Industries and Utilities Committee; however, there are several pieces of legislation in the Regulated Industries & Utilities  Committee regarding this issue.) Actively Supported.

Early Retirement SR 107:  A committee to study the feasibility of allowing the state’s retirement systems to offer early retirement opportunities comparable to the practices of some private companies.  I was the lead author of resolution and bill in support of early retirement for state employees. 

HIV/AIDS SB 20:  Provides that any person who knows that he/she has HIV or hepatitis and commits an assault with the intent to transmit HIV or hepatitis to a peace officer or a correctional officer, engaged in his/her duties or on account of his/her official duties, is guilty of a felony.  Anyone found guilty of this offense will be punished by neither imprisonment for not less than five nor more than 20 years.  I worked to remove pejorative language and provisions from this bill and then supported the final version. 
Graffiti HB 144:  Authorizes the Board of Corrections, or any political subdivision of the state, to use inmates from any penal institution or jail under their authority to remove or obliterate unlawfully placed graffiti.  The bill prohibits any graffiti removal program operated by any political subdivision of the state to charge any fee for such graffiti removal.  The bill also authorizes private correctional facilities to deduct money from an inmate’s account to repay the costs of private property willfully damaged or destroyed by the inmate.  I presented this house bill in the senate. 

Incorporation of the City of Sandy Springs SB 49: provides for the incorporation of the City of Sandy Springs and establishes its charter.  I will reluctantly support this bill if the financial impact is neutral to the City of Atlanta. 
Transportation SB 256: Allows transit buses to use the emergency lanes of a controlled-access highway in the metropolitan Atlanta nonattainment area under certain conditions. Actively Supported.






