Allies Could Become Foes in Senate Race

By Rohit Patel
Staff Writer

June 13, 2002 

Since 1997, Orange County has been represented by the same two people in the N.C. Senate. 

But all of this is set change as North Carolina's state redistricting plan will almost certainly force the pair -- Sens. Howard Lee and Ellie Kinnaird, both D-Orange -- to run against each other for the right to represent Orange County in the state Senate. 

Every 10 years the N.C. General Assembly is required to redraw its district lines. This year, Senate District 16, which encompassed Orange, Chatham, Moore and portions of Lee and Randolph counties, is being forced to shrink into a smaller, one-member district and become Senate District 23. 

In May, N.C. Superior Court Judge Knox V. Jenkins approved a revised version of the redistricting plan. The new plan calls for fewer counties to be split between districts and for the elimination of multi-member districts. 

The new plan puts Lee and Kinnaird in an awkward situation because they are close friends and political allies -- with similar platforms. 

The two would have to face in the Democratic primary, which could be scheduled for early fall. 

Kinnaird expressed her disappointment over the matter. "I'm very dismayed and disturbed by this situation because we have been colleagues for such a long time," she said. "We have worked together on many issues, and I feel that we have accomplished so much." 

Kinnaird said she has chosen to run again for a seat in the legislature because she has the capability to bring issues to the forefront that need to be heard. 

"I have been an advocate for the people throughout my political career, and I feel that it is my obligation to continue to serve my constituents," she said. 

Lee has not formally indicated whether he intends to run again, but he did file for re-election in March when it appeared that the two would not have to run against each other. All legislators have to re-file for election because of the changes made to the district maps. 

Lee could not be reached for comment. 

But Kinnaird said she does not believe this election campaign will be any different from ones in the past. "There won't be any mudslinging or anything of that nature," she said. "I believe that Senator Lee and I both plan to campaign on our merits and past performance." 

The State & National Editor can be reached at stntdesk@unc.edu.

Bills Won't Allow State to Withhold

By Rohit Patel
Staff Writer

June 06, 2002 

Legislators and mayors from across the state are lobbying the N.C. General Assembly to pass legislation that would prevent Gov. Mike Easley from accessing local revenue to solve state budget problems. 

In the past, Easley has withheld revenue in several reimbursement funds to local governments -- such as taxes on beer and wine, franchise taxes, taxes on telecommunications and taxes on natural gas -- to deal with the state's budget deficit. 

Two House bills, along with identical companion bills in the Senate, were proposed last week by legislators hoping to protect these sources of local revenue, as well as bring stability to municipal budgets. 

Rep. Wayne Goodwin, D-Montgomery, said he believes that for local governments to operate efficiently, their funds must be fully accessible. 

"More than any other issue, our constituents are asking for a stable flow of revenue to provide services in our counties and communities," he said. "It is our responsibility to see that legislation is passed to ensure that local revenues will not be withheld." 

Goodwin also said it is important for the state not to infringe upon municipalities so local governments are able to retain their delegation of power. 

"This legislation is critical because it will ensure that more than $250 million will be available to distribute to local sectors of law enforcement, health care, public libraries, transportation and much more," he said. 

A majority of the members in both the House and Senate have also co-sponsored a constitutional amendment limiting the governor's ability to withhold local revenue without the approval of the General Assembly. 

Legislative leaders such as Senate Majority Leader Tony Rand, D-Cumberland, and David Hoyle, D-Cleveland, chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, have supported the bills, making the possibility of the retention of local revenue more probable. 

S. Ellis Hankins, director of the N.C. League of Municipalities, which represents local government in the state, says the implications of these bills on the budget crisis are critical. 

"It is imperative for the General Assembly to pass a sound and balanced budget without impounding the local revenue base," he said. "Permanent state statutes in our constitution require this." 

Dennis Marstall, assistant to Charlotte mayor Pat McCrory, said local government can set the tone for responsible budgeting for the state to model after. 

"Hopefully the impact of this legislation will affect local governments by protecting their revenue and allowing them to be flexible," he said. "But it can also serve as a mechanism in forcing the state to plan accordingly and to be more creative in their approach to clearing the budget deficit." 

Rep. Pryor Gibson, D-Anson, said this piece of legislation should have little impact on the budget crisis for the next fiscal year. 

"The fact that we're not talking about state money means that the state budget should not be affected," he said. "This is city money, and it should be used to offer relief to municipalities." 

Critics of Easley's actions to withhold funding say he is making the budget shortfall a local burden by passing the state problems down to the local level. 

But Gibson also defended Easley, saying, "We must realize that the governor is in a tough position and is making difficult choices. 

"It is up to all of us as legislators to represent our districts and allow for efficient policy making, as well as avoiding possible conflict with government on a state level." 

Easley has stated that he is opposed to any constitutional amendment regarding local funding. But he has not ruled out the possibility of supporting a statutory provision on the issue. 

Changes in state statutes, however, would only be temporary, thus allowing for future revision. 

"Our purpose in drafting these bills is to first clarify statutory language in relation to the governor's access of local funds," says Gibson. "On top of that, we intend to list these revenues specifically through a constitutional amendment." 

Constitutional amendments in North Carolina require approval from a majority of voters in a statewide referendum before they can be passed into law. 

The State & National Editor can be reached at stntdesk@unc.edu.

Lottery Gets Mixed Reviews From BOG

By Rohit Patel
Staff Writer

May 30, 2002 

	




Gov. Mike Easley's proposal for a state lottery, which will fund enrollment growth throughout the UNC system, has drawn criticism from several members of the system Board of Governors. 
The governor's proposal, which was included in the budget that he submitted to the N.C. General Assembly last week, called for a statewide lottery to provide $66 million in enrollment growth funding for the UNC system. All told, Easley expects the lottery to provide about $250 million in revenue for the state during the next fiscal year. 

The BOG approved tuition hikes in March of 8 percent for in-state students and 12 percent for out-of-state students to fund about half of the UNC system's enrollment growth needs -- a total of $33 million. 

Lottery proposals are nothing new to North Carolina, having been debated several times in the state legislature over the past decade. 

But no governor has lobbied as hard as Easley for the educational benefits that may arise from such a lottery. 

Nevertheless, many leaders from across the state have criticized the governor's plan in the last week and are concerned about the effectiveness of the lottery. 

Robert Warwick, a member of the BOG and a vocal proponent of the tuition increase approved by the BOG in March, said he does not support Easley's proposal. 

"I do not believe that enrollment growth should be funded through a nonexistent revenue source," he said. "The lottery is on the governor's wish list but has not yet been approved by the legislature." 

When the BOG approved the increases, it was operating under the assumption that the money would be used to fund additional enrollment. 

But through his budget proposal, Easley does not plan to use the tuition increases to fund enrollment. 

His plan calls for a state lottery to fund the full $66 million, a move that Warwick opposes. 

"I believe that the lottery is an unstable source of revenue," he said. 

"In my opinion, the governor should have honored our request. We approved the increase with the understanding that the revenue would be used specifically for enrollment." 

But BOG member H.D. Reaves said he supports Easley's actions. 

"I'm happy with Governor Easley's lottery proposal," he said. "It's irrelevant how the state chooses to raise the money for additional enrollment. 

"Our main priority should be to ensure that our universities are accessible to as many people as possible." 

The BOG included a provision in its tuition plan that stated that if the legislature raises more than $33 million for enrollment, the increases would be scaled back proportionally. 

But both Warwick and BOG member Ray Farris, who was one of only a handful of BOG member to vote against the tuition increase, said they do not expect the tuition increase to be scaled back even if the lottery is approved. 

The University Editor can be reached at udesk@unc.edu. 

Positions At Schools On a Freeze

By Rohit Patel
Staff Writer

May 23, 2002 

Public universities and community colleges throughout North Carolina are operating under a hiring freeze due to an executive order issued by Gov. Mike Easley earlier this month. 

The hiring freeze comes as a result of the state's ongoing budget crisis. The state is predicted to incur about $1.5 billion budget shortfall for the current fiscal year. 

The move is intended to prevent hirings to fill all vacant university positions, but it excludes instructional faculty. Also exempted from this mandate are positions in law enforcement, health care and public safety and employees who were offered jobs prior to May 2. 

UNC Provost Robert Shelton said the exemption for instructional faculty means there will be little impact on classroom activity. "Our first priority in this situation is to protect instruction," he said. "An overwhelming amount of our budget is used to pay people, particularly in the classroom." 

Laurie Charest, associate vice chancellor for human resources at UNC, said much of the responsibilities of unfilled positions will be shouldered by other employees. "We have a number of state-funded positions that need to be filled, but cannot be," she said. "Therefore much of the burden will have to fall upon current employees to get the job done." 

The mandate lasts until June 30, the end of the fiscal year. 

Officials are hopeful that the employee shortage will not create long-term problems. "Since the hiring freeze only last until July 1, we are operating under the assumption that these vacant spots will be filled after that date," Charest said. 

Tammy McHale, UNC senior associate dean of finance and planning, offered another perspective. "We are expecting further budget cuts being handed down from the state legislature in the future," McHale said. "But as a University we are hoping that we are given more control and regulation over which departments are affected." 

Shelton also said he hopes the state will allow University officials to determine how funds are spent. "The best possible scenario in this position is for the state legislature to give us a numerical value to withhold from spending and to allow us as a University to handle the cuts internally," he said. 

Cuts were also made in the area of state-supported travel conducted by the University. All University travel supported by the state is to be canceled or postponed for the duration of the hiring freeze. But all travel that is necessary to carry out general classroom instruction is exempt. 

Shelton said University staff has worked to minimize the strain and inconvenience the hiring freeze has created for the University. "I've really been impressed with how the University has come together and prioritized its work to minimize the impact of this hiring freeze." 

The University Editor can be reached at udesk@unc.edu. 

