ADVOCACY REPORT – AS OF APRIL 7, 2005

For more information, visit “Issues to Watch” online.*

Open Meetings Law:  The Alabama Open Meetings Act was signed into law March 15. Broad bi-partisan support, enthusiastic sponsors (Rep. Galliher and Sen. Z. Little), and the hard work and commitment of the Alabama Press Association made it happen. Between the ’04 and ’05 sessions, APA rewrote the ’04 bill and vetted it with municipal, county, school board and hospital state associations as well as the Attorney General; all signed off on the ’05 bill. En route to passage, APA’s Executive Director Felicia Mason and Attorney Dennis Bailey were ever present at the legislature to answer questions of elected officials.  


The Alabama Open Meetings Act requires meetings held by a governmental body to be open to the public with certain exceptions, defines a governmental body and many other terms, specifies subjects on which certain agencies and other governmental bodies may meet in executive sessions, and provides for civil penalties for violations of the law. 

Ban on PAC-to PAC Transfers:  HB60 (Rep. McLaughlin) passed the House early and by a wide margin.  In the Senate, thanks to action by the League and others, the Economic Expansion and Trade Committee, to which it was assigned, could not ignore the bill as it has the past two years.  Senator Lindsey's committee introduced and passed out to the Senate calendar a substitute bill that removes all the exemptions for transfers to legislative caucuses, or to an umbrella group like the Business Council of Alabama.  A PAC can contribute only to a principal campaign committee. Senator Lindsey issued a challenge: They say they want reform.  Now we will see. 


Next steps:  The Senate Rules Committee must put the substitute on the Special Order Calendar for floor debate. The House must pass the stronger Senate substitute, or the two bills must be reconciled in some way before the end of the session.   Please stand by for further calls to action.
Disclosure for Political Advertising:  HB75  (Hinshaw) passed the House and, like the bill above, was assigned to the Senate Economic Expansion and Trade Committee, rather than the Committee on Constitution, Campaign Finance and Elections. That committee introduced and favorably reported a substitute. Sen. Barron offered another substitute 3/29.   A Republican-led filibuster has focused on claims of First Amendment problems with the legislation the last four sessions.  A Dixon amendment was offered to limit disclosure to ads that explicitly say vote for or vote against a candidate or referendum.  That amendment was tabled.   The Barron substitute continues after 4/7 as unfinished business.  LWVAL has been told that negotiations continue to find a compromise.  Meanwhile, the House substitute for SB220 (Lindsey) waits in the Committee on Constitutions and Elections.  


Both bills exempt churches from disclosing their membership.  The House bill allows groups who can prove harassment not to disclose their membership.  The threshold for requiring disclosure of expenditures for advertising has changed several times between $5,000 and $1,000 a year.


The League supports the disclosure requirements on principle, believing disclosure is important for good government and that the bill does not target any one group.  Only future contributions would require disclosure.  The League would prefer no exemptions but it believes HB75 and SB220 worthy of support.

ADEM Reform:  Two bills, HB505 (Rep. Mitchell) and SB336 (Sens. Ross, Penn and Singleton) call for environmental justice and health preservation by requiring ADEM to give more attention to placement of new heavy industry and landfills or renewal of permits.  It seeks to remedy previous disregard for minorities of race, national origin or people with low incomes by providing demographic data and assigning an officer armed with experts and investigators.   These bills are in the early stages of consideration in both houses.

Election Reform – Election reform bills to implement the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) are moving through the legislative process. The Uniform Voting Equipment and Procedures Act, HB 496 (Rep. Guin), calls for uniform ballots and equipment that guarantees the anonymity of the voter including ADA compliant voting equipment for each polling place; sets requirements for equipment testing and poll worker training, and is otherwise HAVA compliant. The League is following the progress of this bill and other HAVA implementation legislation. Trey Granger of the Alabama Secretary of State’s office will have the latest information on election reform law at the Convention workshop “On the Road to Election Reform.”

Home Rule – The League had hopes that a “Limited Self Governance Act” would pass the legislature this session.  HB40 (Rep. Venable) and SB129 (Sen. Barron), did not grant land use or taxation powers to county commissions, but did grant powers to regulate public water and sewer systems and public transportation. The League testified in support of the original legislation on two occasions. However, with the concurrence of Rep. Venable, anti-home rule forces, including ALFA, the Association of County Commissions, the Forestry Association, and the Alliance for Citizen Rights, effectively stripped the legislation of all substantive home rule powers. The resulting substitute legislation leaves only supervision of weed abatement, animal control, junkyards, trash and litter, and nuisance noise as powers that can be granted to local governments. The substitute home rule bill is still under consideration, but the League is declining to further support this extremely weak legislation.

Amendment 2 Redux - HB66 (Rep. Buskey), SB173 (Sen. Mitchell) and SB 154 (Sen. Carns) are hotly debated bills that would remove the racist Jim Crow language from the Alabama constitution. The Carns bill, endorsed by the Christian Coalition, does not guarantee free and equal public educational opportunity for all young citizens of Alabama as is the League’s position. In testimony, LWVAL supported the Buskey bill with the recommendation that it be amended to include language from the Mitchell bill to assure that there would be no “judicial authority to require an increase in taxation.” A substitute bill will be introduced soon. The League will continue to advocate for our positions on this legislation. 

Constitutional Convention of Citizens – SB198 (Sen. Ted Little) calls for a constitutional convention to reform the Alabama Constitution. The League testified in support of a citizens’ convention. However, we have no position on many of the specifics of this bill. We pledged to encourage informed and effective participation of Alabama citizens in the undertaking.
Bills that have not moved:  strengthening ACHE, and a ban on pass-through pork.

Jean Johnson, Ruth Wright and Becky Sylvester contributed to this Advocacy Report. 
*NEW! “Issues to Watch” - LWVAL’s Online Advocacy Tool
Now you can follow the bills that address League’s highest advocacy priorities. Home rule, open meetings, constitutional reform, ADEM reform, and campaign finance and election law reform are among the issues addressed on the League’s web site at “Issues to Watch”. For each bill you’ll find the legislation sponsors, synopsis of bill content with link to full bill text, LWVAL’s position or principle for support or opposition, legislative progress reports, and LWVAL advocacy action steps – including member calls to action. Check it out! Go to LWVAL’s web site, www.lwval.org and click on “Issues to Watch”. No password needed - just click and go.
Stay informed and be ready to take action!
-- Jean Johnson







