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The Senate Budget and Fiscal Review Committee, acting in the Third Extraordinary Session, held hearings this week to consider possible savings in the current year budget (2007-08). Although the committee was disappointed in the amount of available unencumbered funds, it served notice to the Department of Finance and the various state agencies whose budgets it reviewed, that it wants better numbers and it wants them soon. 

Despite its task to find revenue to cut in the current year budget, the committee could not resist discussing proposals in the governor’s budget for 2008-09. One such issue that surfaced during the discussion of the Department of Insurance budget was the 1.25 percent surcharge on fire insurance premiums on residential and commercial structures that would cost the average homeowner $10 to $12 per year. The Insurance Commissioner’s Office reiterated its belief that such a “fee” is unconstitutional and the Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) voiced its opposition to the surcharge saying that it still recommends a fee on landowners in the State Responsibility Area (SRA). The LAO has modified its SRA proposal this year by recommending a fee primarily on residential structures in the SRA. The LAO proposed $300 per residence in the SRA with no fee on vacant land or $270 per residence plus a $1 per acre charge on landowners. These costs are based on the LAO’s recommendation that half of the Wildfire Protection Budget or approximately $270 million should be raised from new “fees” on property owners. It should be noted that the governor’s proposal would raise $125 million: $81 million for new equipment and $44 million would be used to offset General Fund costs.

The Senate Health Committee rejected ABX1 1 (Nunez, D-Los Angeles), the ill conceived health care bill sponsored by Assembly Speaker Nunez and the governor. The bill failed passage on a bipartisan 7-1 vote, with only Senator Mark Ridley-Thomas voting in support. Senator Leland Yee called ABX1 1 a “fatally flawed proposal.” Senator Abel Maldonado said he “wanted to vote for it,” but found too many problems in the legislation. The bill would have imposed new compulsory health care fees on employers of between 1 and 6.5% of payroll on a tiered schedule, depending on how much employers spend on health care for their employees now.   Farm Bureau has also expressed concerns throughout the negotiations on ABX1 1 that it did not include sufficient cost controls.  ABX1 1 is contrary to CFBF policy which states that any legislation requiring employers to provide health care benefits to their employees should be on a uniform national basis with strict cost-containment provisions.”  As a result of the defeat of the Nunez bill the proposed tax-increase initiative to provide funding for the health care program is likely dead. The legislation and the proposed initiative carried language indicating that for either to take effect, both must pass.   

Legislation that provides protections for the grower community while insuring the future use of agricultural biotechnology benefits passed the full Assembly on a 53-21 vote. AB 541 (Huffman (D-San Rafael) is supported by CFBF and other agricultural groups now that the bill has completely changed. AB 541 now provides statutory protection for growers in possession of de minimis or unintentional amounts of proprietary material and establishes a sampling protocol designed to protect the rights of growers in determining whether or not a patent infringement has occurred. The protocol would include grower permission in order to enter upon the grower’s property to take samples of patented seed or crops. There is also language in AB 541 that allows the further clarification, as needed, for the role and responsibility of the Department of Food and Agriculture in the oversight of regulated agricultural biotechnology. 

AB 186 (Maze, R-Visalia and Galgiani, D-Tracy) passed unanimously out of the Assembly this week.  This bill extends the Central Valley Rural Crime Prevention Program to 2012.  The program is currently set to expire in 2009.  CFBF supports programs to reduce the incidence of rural crime and improve recovery rates of stolen goods.  The Central Valley Program has allowed the County Sheriffs in the eight Central Valley Counties to hire deputies focused on rural crime investigation.  The bill now moves to the Senate.
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