WEEK NINE LEGISLATIVE REPORT
Week nine of the Legislative Session started with the all-important Crossover Day on Monday that ran late into the night as lawmakers pushed to keep their legislation in play for the remainder of the year. 

Though 27 legislative days have already come and gone, the final 12 days usually include most of the real action that will occur Under the Gold Dome in a year. Many pieces of legislation that did not get a vote by the deadline will be looking for "vehicles" to hitch a ride with or similar bills that they can sneak onto at the last minute. This process can be helpful at times but also gives us concern as all pieces of legislation must be reviewed carefully to find what small details could have an impact on our members. 

PRESIDENT BIDEN SIGNS $1.9 TRILLION COVID-19 RELIEF BILL 
This week on a party-line vote, Congress passed, and President Biden signed into law the $1.9 trillion “American Rescue Plan Act” COVID-19 relief package. This latest COVID-19 relief bill brings the U.S total spending on the pandemic to nearly $6 trillion. Click here to read the title-by-title summary of the bill. In addition to the $1,400 direct payments to individuals and extended unemployment benefits, the bill includes an additional $7.25 billion for the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) and an additional $15 billion for the Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL) program to help small businesses. 

For agriculture, the bill provides an additional $4 billion to address pandemic-related disruptions throughout the food supply chain; invest in new infrastructure for farmers, food processors, and farmers markets to build resiliency; monitor COVID-19 in animals; support small meat and poultry processors; protect food and farm workers on the job; and increase food donations. 

﻿The relief package also includes an estimated $4 billion to pay up to 120% of Black, Hispanic, Asian or Native American farmers' outstanding debt as of Jan. 1. The package also designates about $1 billion for equity commissions, agricultural training, improved land access and other assistance to address what this administration claims is racial injustice in farming.
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GAC PRIORITY PASSES ON CROSSOVER DAY - AD VALOREM 
Chairman Sam Watson’s House Bill 498 passed through the House early Monday morning. Watson discussed the bill on the House floor explaining how “young and old farmers partner together but are not necessarily related” in response to increased capital expenses for farming equipment. The bill was significantly supported across the aisle with 169 Yeas with only 1 Nay. 

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 farm equipment 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. 

There is plenty of work still to be done because of the requirement of 2/3 vote in both chambers as well as a statewide referendum on the 2022 ballot. 
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GEORGIA MILK PRODUCERS PRESENT RAW MILK INFO TO HOUSE AG 
During the House Ag Committee Meeting, Chairman Robert Dickey invited experts within the dairy and food safety sector to speak to raw milk marketing in Georgia. Farrah Newberry, Executive Director of Georgia Milk Producers Inc, began the conversation indicating the organizations evolving opinion on allowing raw milk sales. The organization debated this issue among its diverse dairy members, and staff researched raw milk programs throughout the Southeast to develop a safe and reasonable path forward before ultimately voting to support the regulation and sale of raw milk for human consumption. Newberry noted that raw milk sales are currently operating under a "pet food" label that is well known to be used for human consumption instead. Ms. Newberry detailed a 78% decline in the state dairy industry numbers, attributing high regulatory standards, many milk product competitors, and urban growth as key factors to the decline. Pasteurized Milk is currently subjected to rigorous quality and food safety procedures as it is tested four times before reaching consumers. In Georgia, a gallon of milk averages between $2.99 and $3.99, whereas raw milk- currently sold under a misleading "pet food" license - triples this average, seeing prices as high as $8 to $12 per gallon. Georgia Milk Producers, Inc is concerned with liability issues with the sale of raw milk as pet food as it is not tested or subjected to any regulations currently. Ms. Newbery expressed their desire to work with the Department of Agriculture to develop regulations and open the market up letting smaller farms access to competitive markets at the same time as adding inspection protection to a product that is commonly consumed by many Georgians. 
The Director of Food Safety for Georgia Department of Agriculture, Natalie Adan, then spoke to the safety and regulatory side of the issue. Ms. Adan first detailed how the Dairy Program currently functions with regular inspections and testing. Currently, there are 71 operating raw milk licenses for "pet food" within the state and the products sold under those licenses are not routinely inspected and subject to other dairy products. The director detailed the regulatory system that South Carolina uses including: mechanized bottling, retail sale only, quarterly inspections, and regular sample testing.  

In response to the complexity of raw milk, Chairman Dickey created a subcommittee headed by Chairman Clay Pirkle to further research and discuss the topic. GAC supports Georgia Milk Producers, Inc. in their effort to increase safety measures to raw milk sales as well as marketing opportunities for small dairies and we look forward to engaging with the sub-committee throughout the year to find a safe and profitable solutions for these dairy farmers. 
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SENATE NATURAL RESOURCES COMMITTEE RECAP
Chairman Tyler Harper convened the Senate Natural Resource and Environment Committee on Wednesday to hear two House Bills. HB 362, presented by House Game, Fish, and Parks Chairman Trey Rhodes, is a Department of Natural Resource bill that codifies new rules and regulations regarding hybrid varieties of bass and trout. The bill would also allow DNR to set bag limits on specific species of deer on certain properties and passed the committee unanimously. 
﻿
HB 355 by Rep. Wiedower establishes the Sustainable Development Carbon Registry by expanding Georgia’s existing Carbon Registry to enable the creation and tracking of carbon credits that are tied to carbon sequestered in construction projects throughout the state as well as the embodied carbon benefits arising from a whole-building life cycle assessment. This legislation will create a dual pathway for accruing carbon credits. The primary objective of the legislation will be to increase the use of construction materials that sequester, or store, carbon, furthering sustainable development in Georgia. Participation in the registry would be entirely optional, and developers that do not want to participate in it will not be required to do so in any way.   




		HEMP AND TRACTOR BILLS TAKEN UP IN SENATE AG COMMITTEE
Chairman Larry Walker convened the Senate Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee meeting Thursday afternoon to discuss three house bills. HB 153 by Representative Wiedower relating to Fair Business Practices Act of 1975 passed unanimously. The legislation would require notices sent out by private entities soliciting government registrations to clearly note that they are solicitations and not official government documents. 

Representative John Corbett brought forth HB 335 dealing with hemp to the committee. The bill looks to keep Georgia's hemp program in compliance with federal regulations and includes several changes to the fee structure for processors and other cleanup language. After a lively discussion, including testimony from a hand puppet, the bill passed through the committee. 

﻿Representative Steven Meeks quickly explained HB 693 regarding tractors or ag equipment right of ways on the road. The bill addresses tractors facing impediments that are unable to move over will assume the right away until otherwise passable. The legislation passed through committee unanimously. 
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	BILLS OF INTEREST

SENATE BILLS THAT CROSSED OVER

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 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 House Special Committee on Election Integrity. 

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 House Judiciary Committee. 

SB 98: Sen. Beach – Relating to highways, bridges, and ferries, so as to provide for eligible expenditures for the Georgia Freight Railroad Program of the Georgia Department of Transportation.  Bill will provide procedures, conditions, and limitations for public and private financing of projects.  Bill will amend the composition of the Georgia Ports Authority.  Assigned to the House Judiciary Committee.

SB 100: Sen. Watson - To provide that this state shall observe standard time year-round until such time as Congress authorizes the states to observe daylight savings time. Passed through the Senate and being read in the House. 

SB 102: Sen. Kennedy – would prohibit governmental entities from adopting any policy that prohibits the connection or reconnection of any utility service based upon the type or source of energy or fuel.  Passed through the Senate.


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

SB 195: Rep. Mullis – Bill relating to the specifies of Hemp farming. SB 195 more strictly defines the term “process or processing” to exclude packaging raw or dried materials, shucking, bucking, sorting, trimming, and curing. Adding specified language clarifies that traditional farming practices would not be considered processing and would not require a processing license. Passed through the Senate and assigned to the House Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee 


SB 222: Sen. Summers - A bill to designate the pecan as the official state nut. Assigned to the Committee on Agriculture and Consumer Affairs and passed through committee. 

SB 247: Sen. Anderson – would modernize the way Georgia commodity commissions release announcements.  Instead of the commissions releasing announcements through the AJC, they will be able to send news and announcements out through the Georgia Department of Agriculture’s website and GDA’s Market Bulletin.  Virtual meetings, as well as a simplified voting process, will be implemented.  Assigned to the House Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee.
﻿
HOUSE BILLS THAT CROSSED OVER

HB 44: Rep. Cantrell - The bill would require Georgia to observe Daylight Savings Time year-round instead of falling back and moving forward as is currently the tradition.  This would become effective only if the US Congress authorizes states to observe daylight savings time year round. Passed House and assigned to Senate Government Oversight 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. Passed through the House now assigned to Senate Science and Technology Committee. 
 
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 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, now assigned to Senate Regulated Industries Committee. 

HB 169 Rep. Corbett - would remove the 180-day extension hurdle and grant a CDL instruction permit for a period not to exceed 365 days. Georgia's current law requires a CDL instruction permit not to be issued for a period to exceed 180 days and can be renewed one time for an additional 180 days. The bill passed through the house and awaits action in the Senate. Assigned to the Senate Public Safety 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. Passed through the House and assigned to the Senate 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 Senate Natural Resources and the Environment Committee


HB 647: Rep. Smith - HB 647 provides groundwater monitoring in areas where coal combustion residual impoundments reside and have recently closed. HB 647 passed through the House and assigned to the Senate Natural Resources and the Environment Committee 

HB 676: Rep. Penny – Establish a Georgia Farmers’ Market and Produce Terminal Development Authority.  The creation of an authority will allow markets to function more independently and manage retained earnings.  The authority will have 10 members including the Commissioner of Agriculture, to represent the state’s agricultural, business, and consumer interests and form all geographic areas of the state.  Passed through the House and assigned to the Senate Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee.

HB 693: Rep Meeks - tractors to operate on state and local roadways with the right of way. General vehicles must give way to tractors and assume responsibility to safely move and drive within the presence of a tractor vehicle. The bill passed through the House and Senate Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committee.   


HR 185: Rep. Ralston - reauthorizing the House Rural Development Council. Chairman Sam Watson presented the resolution and noted that rural communities face various challenges in social, educational, technological, and economic spheres. This resolution re-establishes a council composed of 15 members of the House of Representatives to be appointed by the Speaker of the House. Beginning May 1, 2021, the council will continue to study the conditions, needs, issues, and problems within these areas recommended action or legislation that the council deems necessary or appropriate.  
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