    WEEK 6 LEGISLATIVE REPORT
Before we get into the activity Under the Gold Dome this week, we ask for you to pause for a moment of prayer for our friends across the country who have been greatly impacted by severe winter weather. Many are still without power and there will be huge impacts to families, crops, and livestock caused by the freezing temperatures, ice, and heavy snow. 

Back in Atlanta, Thursday brought us to day 19 of the 2021 Legislative Session. With Crossover day getting closer, lawmakers fit an entire week's worth of work into the President's Day shortened week and many new bills were introduced. As these newly introduced bills are working through the committee process, we've seen an uptick in bills making their way to the House and Senate floors for debate. 
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UGA CAES PRESENTS TO HOUSE AG COMMITTEE
Dr. Laura Perry Johnson, UGA Associate Dean for Extension, spoke before the House Ag Committee highlighting the work the college has done throughout the past year during the pandemic. Dr. LPJ also presented data from the 2021 Ag Forecast and updated the committee on other 4-H and Extension programs. 

Dr. John Salazar, Coordinator of Hospitality & Food Industry Management at UGA, gave a presentation focused on agritourism’s role in Georgia and local economic development that comes from those operations. Tourism is a major part of Georgia’s economy, and agritourism specifically is expanding. Dr. Salazar reports that “6 out of 10 travelers are seeking rural experiences and communities.” While the COVID-19 pandemic has reduced tourism across the state, Professor Salazar affirms that agritourism will quickly rebound as people are becoming more comfortable traveling over the spring and summer in wake of statewide vaccination efforts. 

For the official Ag Snapshot information by UGA, click here. 

		CHAIRMAN WATSON INTRODUCES AD VALOREM BILL
House Bill 498 was dropped in the House this week and stems from an issue faced by a GAC board member in South Georgia. Chairman Sam Watson brings this bill forward after working with GAC and GFB for months to exhaust all other non-legislative options to fix the problem locally. The assessment in this particular case concluded that taxes were owed on agriculture equipment, assets, and livestock that had traditionally been exempted under a qualified farm products provision. 

This legislation aims to align the Georgia Code with the intent of the legislature so that qualifying family farm entities will not be subject to ad valorem tax on these products due to their business structure. Much like the issue we faced with CUVA three years ago, it would allow for qualifying entities that qualify separately to consolidate or merge in order to bear the costs of the extremely capital-intensive industry that is agribusiness. 

If not properly addressed, this issue could have huge impacts across the state. As ad valorem code changes require a constitutional amendment, the legislation will require a 2/3 Yea vote from both chambers and will be placed on the statewide ballot in 2022. HB 498 is a priority issue for GAC and we appreciate the efforts of Rep. Watson and several other members of the South Georgia delegation. 

GOVERNOR KEMP'S "FAITH PROTECTION ACT" RELEASED
On Thursday, Governor Kemp introduced a proposal known as, the Faith Protection Act, that would prevent any Georgia Governor from restricting religious institutions from congregating during a statewide emergency. 

Governor Kemp said, "The Faith Protection Act will ensure the emergency powers of any governor of Georgia in the years to come are not used to limit the God-given right to worship. In Georgia, we never shuttered churches, synagogues, or other places of worship because we value faith, family, and freedom. With the Faith Protection Act signed into law, Georgia will be a sanctuary state for people of faith."
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KEMP SIGNS FY 21 AMENDED BUDGET 
Gov. Brian Kemp on Monday signed an amended budget to continue government funding through the remainder of the fiscal year. The amended spending plan includes additional ag related spending, bonuses for many state employees and increased spending for schools and health care. Ag highlights include:
1. $2,733,177 for Ag Experiment Station Operations
1. $2,591,668 for Cooperative Extension Service operations
1. $244,387 to administer the Industrial Hemp program 
The midyear budget runs through June 30 and increases state spending by $654 million. Committee work continues on the full FY 22 budget.

SENATE NATURAL RESOURCE COMMITTEE HOLDS FIRST MEETING 
Chairman Tyler Harper convened the first Natural Resources Committee meeting of the session on Wednesday afternoon. He welcomed the new members and handed it over to Senator Russ Goodman to open with a word of prayer. The committee then unanimously adopted the committee rules and moved onto discussing Senator Harper’s bill, SB 119. This bill would allow people to burn leaves, yard waste, and other hand piled debris without obtaining a permit from the GA Forestry Commission. The bill was brought forward by the Georgia Forestry Commission and Director Tim Lowrimore was on hand to answer questions from the committee. He noted that unless there is a local ordinance that says otherwise or the EPA has a burn restriction, people will not be required to obtain a permit. This change would save GFC over $100,000 per year. The burn must be 50 feet away from any structure and 25 feet away from any woodlands to follow the guidelines of SB 119. After some discussion between committee members, the bill passed to the Rules Committee. 

GEORGIA CARBON SEQUESTRATION REGISTRY 
House Bill 355, sponsored by Rep. Marcus Wiedower, seeks to establish a carbon registry in Georgia that would enable the creation and tracking of carbon credits that can be accrued and then sold by developers to companies looking to offset their carbon footprint. The registry would include carbon credits for the use of sustainable building products, such as CO2-infused concrete, mass timber, carbon-neutral flooring, and all wood products, in statewide construction projects. Housed at the State Forestry Commission, the registry allows for the verification of structures by an independent third-party so as to determine the number of credits issued to the developer. Participation in the registry would be voluntary. 

The measure would also establish a Sustainable Building Material Carbon Sequestration Technical Advisory Committee. House Bill 355 is currently in the House Committee on Natural Resources & the Environment.

		HOUSE GAME, FISH, AND PARKS MEETING
The House Game, Fish, and Parks Committee convened this week, with the Department of Natural Resources present to give a brief update on related industries across the state. Within the state, the hunting license registration rate is up 14% and has experienced a record year for alligator hunting. There are many lake restocking initiatives and the Urban Wildlife Program has been implemented to assist the metro-Atlanta area in interactions with wildlife. Recreational fishing was up 78% in March and April of 2020 compared to 2019. Shrimp season closed on January 21st with over $11.4 million in earnings, 23% above the 5-year average; however, shellfish harvest is down. While limiting access due to the pandemic, state park visitation rates in the 2021 fiscal year have experienced a 7% increase. Parks have also begun hosting vaccination sites in a few counties throughout the state. 

Committee Chairman, Trey Rhodes, then led a discussion on HB 343 and HB 362. HB 362 is a department bill codifying board rules, changing definitions related to fish species, and legalizing a lower caliber for deer hunting, and allowing flexible property-specific deer harvest bag limits from the Department of Natural Resources. The bill passed through the committee and will be heard on the House floor. House Bill 343 relates to the requirement of written permission, enforcement, and immunity of landowners from civil liability when hunting on the lands of another. This bill gives the Games Board more power to convict illegal poaching. The bill passed through the committee and will be heard on the House floor.  

		SENATE BILLS

SB 1: Sen. Burke - This bill would require self-funded, employer-sponsored health insurance plans to make reports to the state’s All-Payers Claims database or risk losing certain state tax credits. GAC members have expressed concerns with this bill as those health plans are currently regulated at the Federal level and SB 1 would add an additional level of reporting that we see as unneeded. Assigned to the Senate Finance Committee. 

SB 6: Sen. Albers - This bill would provide for independent economic analyses to be procured by the Office of Planning and Budget for certain tax break benefits upon request by the chairpersons of the House Committee on Ways and Means and the Senate Finance Committee. Passed through Senate and now assigned to the House Ways and Means Committee. 

SB 29: Sen. Anavitarte - This bill would require citizens who want to vote in a Georgia election by absentee ballot to include a copy of their driver's license, voter ID card, passport, or other official forms of US identification when they apply for the absentee ballot and at the time of submittal. Assigned to House Ethics Committee. 
 
SB 30: Sen. Beach - This bill would provide for pari-mutuel horse racing in Georgia and would establish Georgia Horse Racing Commission. Assigned and heard in the House Regulated Industries and Utilities Committee. 


SB 65: Sen. Gooch - This bill would address a GAC policy issue of Rural Broadband. The bill would allow the Dept. of Community Affairs and the PSC to use parts of the Universal Access Fund to address the state's gaps in high-speed internet access. 
Assigned to Senate Regulated Industries and Utilities Committee. 

SB 67: Sen. Walker III - A bill requiring the documentation of a Georgia driver's license number or the elector's personal identification card number when submitting an absentee ballot. Assigned to the Senate Ethics Committee. 

SB 86: Sen. Walker III - A bill aimed at fighting unwarranted solicitations. Any written solicitation for services relating to corporate filings must include a header that reads, "THIS IS A SOLICITATION. THIS IS NOT A BILL OR OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT DOCUMENT AND HAS NOT BEEN SENT BY THE GEORGIA SECRETARY OF STATE'S OFFICE." Assigned to the Senate Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee. 

SB 118: Sen. Harper - an annual permit for vehicles hauling forest products from the forest were cut to the first point of marketing or processing, even though such vehicles or its load exceeds the maximum limits specified in this article. An annual forest product permit shall authorize the operation of a vehicle with a total gross weight of up to and including 100,000 pounds upon no more than or no less than six axles. Assigned to the Senate Committee on Transportation. 

SB 119: Sen. Harper - Relates to permits required for burning woods, lands, marshes, or other flammable vegetation. Assigned to the Committee on Natural Resources and Environment and passed 


HOUSE BILLS

HB 3: Rep. Allen - The bill would require facilities that release more than 50 pounds of ethylene oxide annually to allow the Georgia Environmental Protection Division to install monitoring equipment, and allow for the department to continuously monitor emissions and keep daily records for the term of the permit. Reports would be required to be available and updated twice a year on the EPD website. The legislation would also set further off-gassing requirements. Additionally, it would require facilities emitting ethylene oxide to submit an ambient air monitoring plan by January 1, 2022. Assigned to Natural Resources and Environment Committee. 

HB 90: Rep. Williamson - The bill seeks to address a conflict in law between an outdated law from 1939 and the Uniform Commercial Code (UCC) regarding timber transactions. Georgia law is clear that the UCC supersedes if there is a conflict. If left unaddressed, the conflict would leave the forest industry exposed to unnecessary liability and encumber transactions of timber. Passed through the House and now assigned to Senate Banking Committee. 

HB 98: Rep. Lumsden - This bill would authorize counties and cities to conduct “public hearings” by teleconference during emergency conditions (e.g. pandemics). The policy would acknowledge that participation by teleconference would be equal to full in-person participation as if those conducting the public hearing are physically present and members of the public must be afforded the means to participate fully in the same manner as if they were physically present. The legislation comes from several instances around the state where local municipalities struggled to conduct the business of their boards as quorums were not met because of health concerns of in-person meetings. Assigned to House Government Affairs Committee. 
 
HB 104: Rep. Stevens - Relating to specific, business, and occupation taxes, so as to levy and impose a tax on persons who enter certain rental agreements with certain equipment rental companies within a certain period of time; to require such equipment rental companies to collect such taxes and remit them to county tax commissioners for credit against such company's ad valorem tax liability for certain equipment; to provide that county tax commissioners shall retain excess fees; to provide for the reporting of certain statistical data related to such tax; to provide for rules and regulations; to provide for definitions; to provide for related matters; to repeal conflicting laws; and for other purposes. Assigned to House Ways and Means. 

HB 112: Rep. Kelley - COVID-19 liability protections for Georgia businesses and hospitals would be extended until July 14, 2022, under a bill introduced in the General Assembly. Since August, the liability protections have shielded businesses and health-care facilities in Georgia from lawsuits brought by people who contract COVID-19 in all but the worst negligence or recklessness cases. The bill only calls for a one-year extension. Passed through the House and assigned to the Senate Judiciary Committee. 

HB 139: Rep Mainor - This bill would prohibit trains from restricting traffic crossing for longer than 15 minutes except in emergency situations. Passed through the House. 

HB 147: Rep. Clark - Pertains to businesses and professionals that require a formal license and newly move to the state of GA to practice. The bill adds language into current law that requires people new to the state seeking a professional license must establish formal residency, hold a license to practice the profession in another state before moving to GA and pass any exam required to prove knowledge of state-specific rules and regulations. Assigned to House Regulated Industries Committee. 
 
HB 150: Rep. Williamson - This bill would prohibit local government entities in Georgia from banning the connection of any utility service based on the type or source of fuel. Passed through the House Energy, Utilities, and Telecommunications Committee, now assigned to House Rules Committee. 

HB 282: Rep Meeks - This bill redefines a contiguous property in order to include tracts that are divided by a public boundary such as a road. Also aims to limit the determination of fair market value to a weighted market and income approach to valuation, Passed through House, assigned to the Senate Finance Committee. 
﻿
HB 336: Rep. Corbett - Relating to hemp farming. The bill provides legislation in compliance with federal laws and regulations, requiring history reports, disposal techniques, and sampling and testing. Assigned to the Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee. 

HB 355: Rep. Wiedower - a long-time priority of our friends at the Georgia Forestry Association was introduced by Representatives Wiedower of the 119th this week. The bill would create the nation’s first carbon registry for sustainable buildings that they hope will encourage developers to utilize mass timber and other materials that sequester carbon in more construction projects. This effort was embodied in House Bill 1015 last year, which passed the House with nearly unanimous support, but did not move in the Senate after the COVID epidemic upended the legislature’s work. Assigned to Natural Resources Committee 


HB 498: Rep. Watson - Rep. Watson - HB 498 will expand property tax exemptions for agricultural equipment and certain farm products. Bill will add dairy products and unfertilized eggs of poultry to be considered farm products in respect to the exemption. Assigned to the House Ways and Means Committee. 


HB 500: Rep. Burchett - This bill relates to the "Georgia Agribusiness and Rural Jobs Acts" that will add a second round of funding and period for application. Applications to the department begin accepting applications on August 1, 2021, and will certify $100 million in capital investments. The bill will increase an application fee and require an annual maintenance fee. Assigned to the House Ways and Means Committee. 


HR 164: Rep. Lim - relates to ad valorem taxation of property and will provide the valuation of lands allowing urban agricultural incentive zones Assigned to the House Ways and Means Committee. 
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