2008 LEGISLATIVE PROGRAM

The Virginia Municipal League has adopted four priority issues for 2008.  They are:

· Immigration Issues 

· Behavioral and Mental Health Services and Funding

· Rebenchmarking the Standards of Quality and School Construction
· Transportation Funding

As an introduction to the program and the League’s priorities, VML has the following fundamental beliefs regarding the relationship of local government with the state and federal governments: We oppose limitations being placed on local authority to provide services to our residents and to keep them safe; the state and federal governments should fully fund their obligations; and any mandate on local government must be accompanied by sources of funding that are sufficient to meet the mandate and such sources must be sustainable, and not subject to competing state priorities in the future.

Immigration issues

VML recognizes the importance of immigration issues to local government.  We support efforts to provide clear policies and practices at the state and federal levels.

We commend the state government for gathering data on immigration and analyzing the effect of policies directed toward undocumented aliens.  Before new state legislation is adopted, any impact on local government authority and resources should be thoroughly documented.

VML opposes new limitations on local governments, and opposes mandates from the Commonwealth without adequate funding and delegation of authority needed to implement any new policies.

The Crime Commission and the Immigration Task Force, working with city, town and county attorneys, should provide guidance to localities on what, if any, actions they may undertake in this area.

Behavioral and Mental Health Services and Funding

VML urges the state to invest more substantially in the basic infrastructure of the publicly-funded behavioral health system, specifically to create and sustain community-based services that serve residents who have no other alternatives for behavioral health services.

Further, VML supports the provision of mental health services to children and their families through the existing publicly-funded mental health, mental retardation, and substance abuse services system.  VML opposes any efforts to create duplicate systems of services, or to require localities to pay higher match rates for serving children and adolescents with mental health needs.  VML supports greater state investment in the existing Mental Health Initiative program, which focuses on children and adolescents with mental health treatment needs, and greater flexibility in the use of these funds to meet the individual needs of children.  VML also supports creation of additional state-funded supports, including evaluation centers, technical support or treatment services from state hospital professionals, and greater use of telemedicine to help communities better serve children.

Rebenchmarking the Standards of Quality and School Construction  

The state should fully recognize and fund the costs of rebenchmarking of the various educational programs including the Standards of Quality, incentive, categorical, and school facilities programs. Changing the process of rebenchmarking to artificially lower recognized costs does not change what it actually costs to provide education. Instead, it simply transfers additional costs to local governments, and ultimately to the local real estate tax base. The current process for rebenchmarking already does not recognize the true costs of education; failing to fund these already inadequate factors will have an adverse effect on the quality of public education. Funding for at-risk children is a particularly important component of the rebenchmarking process.

VML supports additional state funding for school construction, contingent on full funding of existing local government programs including rebenchmarking of public education costs.

Construction Funds for Transportation 

Local governments appreciate the General Assembly’s hard work to increase funds for transportation.  Progress was made, but transportation needs are still dire.  Every year more roads are added to the system and every year the roads grow older.  Virginia law requires that maintenance funding be the first priority for all funds made available for highway purposes.  Consequently, funding available for highway construction depends on funding left over after money is allocated for maintenance, and eventually the state will be unable to meet the federal construction match.  Local governments need adequate, sustainable, dedicated, non-general funds from the state to support Virginia’s transportation network.

VML determines that the following matters merit specific legislative positions for the 2008 session of the General Assembly.  

ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY

Natural Resources Funding

Article XI of the Constitution of Virginia commits the Commonwealth to protect its air, water and other natural resources.  Only conservation and education enjoy this level of constitutional support.  VML urges the Commonwealth in its role as a financial and environmental trustee to develop and adequately fund, in consultation with local governments, a comprehensive and statewide natural resources funding strategy.  The annual appropriation of state general funds is necessary to meet this constitutional mandate.
Water Quality Improvement Fund 
VML supports dedicated and adequate state appropriations to the Water Quality Improvement Fund in accordance with the responsibilities in Article XI of the Constitution of Virginia.

Land Conservation

VML recognizes the vital need to preserve special lands including open spaces, parks, natural areas, historic areas, farmlands, forests and recreational areas.  VML, therefore, supports the dedication of a stable source of long-term state funding to assist agencies, localities, public bodies and specific and registered (tax-exempt) nonprofit organizations in acquiring, preserving, developing and maintaining such areas.

State Surcharges on Local Services

VML opposes the imposition of a state fee, tax or surcharge on local government services. 

FINANCE

Principles of Real Estate Tax Relief / Homestead Exemption

· VML supports the current constitutional requirement for fair market valuation of property.

· VML supports efforts to relieve homeowners of excessive tax burdens.

· Any changes to the real estate tax must be “local option” (adopted at the discretion of the local governing body).  Local officials must bear the responsibility for providing adequate services; therefore, they should be able to control the revenues to do so.

· VML urges the timely adoption of measures that can help to provide local governments with tax flexibility.  A constitutional amendment would not help to provide relief until FY 2008-09.

· VML supports legislation allowing for the establishment of residential and non-residential as separate classifications of property, for purposes of taxation.

· Changes to taxes should be simple to administer and revenue neutral.

With regard to the specific proposal for a real estate homestead exemption: VML supports a real estate homestead exemption, on a local option basis, granting local elected officials maximum authority to establish fiscal policies specific to their jurisdictions, provided that such state legislation could be implemented consistently with our guiding principles.  Legislation to implement the constitutional amendment proposed in SJR 354 should follow the intent of that resolution by granting local governments broad authority to set the terms and conditions for any tax relief programs.

Telecommunications Tax Restructuring  

VML supports efforts to ensure that revenues resulting from the restructuring of telecommunications taxes, which occurred in part because of the decreasing prevalence of land lines, are at least equal to the revenues local governments received prior to the restructuring.

State Funding for Communities with Port Facilities

VML supports additional state funding for street maintenance and repair needs directly associated with the operations of the state-owned ports as provided in §§ 58.1-3403 and 62.1-145.  The growth of the Ports at Hampton Roads benefits the entire Commonwealth, but the responsibility for maintaining local roads servicing the ports falls on the Cities of Newport News, Norfolk, Portsmouth, Richmond and Suffolk and the County of Warren and Town of Front Royal.  If the benefits of increased international commerce are enjoyed statewide, then some portion of the costs attributed to this port activity should be borne by the state.

GENERAL LAWS

Eminent domain

VML strongly opposes amendment of the Constitution of Virginia on the issue of eminent domain.  A constitutional amendment would unduly limit the ability of future legislatures to modify the eminent domain powers to meet the needs of Virginia residents.  The statutes on eminent domain are sufficient to regulate the power of eminent domain.  

Freedom of Information Act: Electronic meetings during emergencies  

VML supports legislation to permit local governing bodies to meet electronically in an emergency, as declared by the governor, where the purpose of the electronic meeting is to respond to the emergency.

Land Use

The General Assembly should enact laws to broaden impact fee authority to allow the assessment of the fees for all public infrastructure, including school construction costs, caused by growth.  The General Assembly should take all steps needed to assist towns and cities to work with the surrounding counties to promote growth in patterns that help the vitality of the municipalities.
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND EDUCATION

Family Physician Residency Programs 

VML supports additional state funding to help sustain the work of the five family medicine residency programs in Virginia.  These family medicine residencies help to attract and train family physicians who offer the majority of primary care in communities, as well as provide primary care in areas that otherwise would become health professions shortage areas.

Pre-kindergarten education

VML supports increased state funding for pre-kindergarten students to ensure that all children entering the school system have the social and intellectual skills necessary to be successful students. 
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